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Introduction. Witchcraft, Magic, Divination and the Twenty-First Century

Religion, magic and witchcraft alleged- 
ly lost significance with modernity.  
Yet, a genuine resurgence is docu- 

mented by social scientists in the last decades. 
Contrary to extensive witchcraft scholarship 
on 20th century Africa, European witchcraft 
was deemed a matter of the past, restricted 
to studies on witch trials. The work of Favret-
Saada (1980) warned scholars about the 
existence of contemporary witchcraft beliefs 

in France, a trend followed by ethnologists 
studying witchcraft in contemporary France 
(A. Juillard, D. Camus, etc.), all the way to 
Kessler-Bilthauer’s work herein. The late 
translation of Ernesto de Martino’s book on 
Southern Italy had an impact as well.

The first European monographs on con- 
temporary traditional village witchcraft 
outside France appeared in Romania and 
Russia and were written by two contributors 
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to this volume (Komáromi 2009 and 
Khristoforova 2010 – both still unavailable  
in English). Tünde Komáromi’s monograph 
(her PhD thesis from 2005) is based on 
fieldwork in a Transylvanian village, and 
is a complex analysis of local accusations, 
followed by case studies of victims and 
accused people of different ethnicity. 
Khristoforova’s monograph (2010) is based 
on fieldwork in Moscow region and most 
of all, in the Urals, among Russian Old 
Believers. Both scholars have been publish- 
ing later on spirit possession (Khristoforova 
2013, Komáromi 2017, 2019). The next 
volumes on traditional village witchcraft, 
in Transylvania and in Slovenia, were 
published by Alexandra Tătăran (2016) 
and by Mirjam Mencej (2017), respectively. 
Studies on European urban witchcraft 
started with Tanya Luhrmann’s monograph 
on ceremonial magic orders and on a Wiccan 
coven in London (Luhrmann 1989).

Both post-socialist Russia and Romania 
were exposed to massive changes after the 
fall of the Soviet regime, facing economic 
crises and the collapse of the health care 
systems. Emerging religious freedom and  
the spread of esoteric knowledge resulted in 
the apparition of new types of practitioners  
of the occult: healers, seers, specialists in 
divination and magic, representing fine 
recorders of social change. New, urban, en- 
trepreneur type practitioners of the occult 
– witches for white magic in Romania (see 
A. Coțofană and C. Burghele), ekstrasensy 
in Moscow (see Lindquist 2006), táltos and 
shamans in Hungary – re-use the same old 
local witchcraft strategies, while advertising 
online healing for problems of health, wealth 
and relationships, the perennial purposes of 
magical intervention.

A substantial part of the volume discusses 
research conducted in the post-Soviet sphere, 
including the multiple characteristics that 
define the region and the various research 
traditions influencing these studies. Taboo 
before the fall of the Soviet Union, the 
study of magic, witchcraft, divination, as 

well as religion, thrived in post-socialism. 
A new generation of researchers started 
to do fieldwork and write about it, using 
at the same time archival materials, prior 
ethnographies and the results of several 
connected disciplines. In Romania, the work 
by Ileana Benga and Bogdan Neagota ad- 
dressed forms of popular religiosity, magic 
transference, seasonal ceremoniality linked 
to mana beliefs, and divination through 
incubation: narratives around milk and crop 
magic theft in Zarand and Roșia Montană 
(Western Carpathians, 1997-2007: Benga 
2011), ceremonials with Green Men (since 
2004, Transylvania) the therapeutic ritual 
of Căluș (since 2006, Southern Romania: 
Benga and Neagota 2010), Rudar Gurban 
(since 2011: Neagota and Benga 2016), 
which all may involve local variants of 
ecstatic witchcraft. Neagota published work 
on the werewolf (Neagota 2023), together 
with Komáromi (Komáromi 2023), puberty 
rites in the mana calendric cycle (Neagota 
2018, Neagota 2019), communication with 
the dead (Neagota 2014), magic pathology 
(Neagota 2017a), iatric ritology (Neagota 
2015, 2017b); Benga published work on 
fertility (crop, livestock, people) rites (Benga 
2015, Benga 2018), on the syntax between 
dance and trance in the performance and en- 
durance of Romanian Căluș, and on the 
alms exchange between the living and the 
imaginary (Benga 2021).

Centuries of witch hunts in Europe were 
addressed starting with the works of Keith 
Thomas, Alan Macfarlane, shortly to be 
followed by local research in different 
European countries. For the interest of our 
volume, we highlight the seminal work on  
the history of witchcraft in Russia and 
Ukraine (Worobec 2001, Kivelson 2013, 
Kivelson and Worobec 2020). In the 1980s, 
a group of researchers coordinated by Éva 
Pócs and Gábor Klaniczay in Budapest, 
successfully shed light on the history of witch 
hunts in Transylvania and the former Austro-
Hungarian Empire (see Kristóf 2013). As 
a member of this group, Tünde Komáromi 

Tünde Komáromi, Ileana Benga, Bogdan Neagota
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studied witch trials from Cluj (Komáromi 
2020). Recently, Ioan and Ștefana Pop-
Curșeu published a historical monograph on 
witchcraft in Romania in the Palgrave series 
(2022).

Parallel traditions of national ethno- 
graphies unfortunately clustered the studies 
of ethnic communities, even in places where 
two or three ethnic groups lived in mixed 
communities, communicated continuously 
and shared beliefs and practices. Religious 
diversity, the attitude of the clergy towards 
magic and witchcraft calls for careful and 
multi-levelled ethnography, considering not 
only the approaches of people with different 
religious affiliation, but also those of the 
priests and monks involved in the role of 
the unwitchers and healers (Worobec 2001, 
Komáromi 2010).

The first part of our volume: Magic, 
Witchcraft and Cultural Frameworks, is di- 
vided into two sections. The first one, which 
structurally constitutes the first chapter, 
focuses on contemporary Russian and French 
case studies. It reunites three texts, which 
have a common denominator: all three 
capture the actuality of magical practices and 
their ability to find in contemporary society 
a place and a role that is always systemic, 
with resources in all areas of social life: 
economics, culture and politics. The first 
two texts that make up this section are two 
convergent approaches to the issue of magic 
and occultism in Russia. Christine D. Worobec 
signs the text that opens the chapter: Witches, 
Sorcerers, and Demons in a Remote Corner of 
Northern Russia at the Turn of the Twenty-
First Century, that analyses archive material 
from the Kargopol’skii region. The second 
study, “We Live in the Country of the Victorious 
Kafka”: Witchcraft and Magic in Present-Day 
Russia, by Olga Khristoforova, anchors the 
debate on the present-day dynamic of the 
complex Russian cultural space, covering the 

reflection of occult practices in the media, 
especially the online one.

The third study, Faire et défaire des  
attaques de sorcellerie dans la Lorraine 
(France) du XXIe siècle belongs to Déborah 
Kessler-Bilthauer, analyzing consistent 
fieldwork (lasting 2005-2012; 40 healers, 
20 patients) part of searching alternative 
medicine in north-east France. Healers, 
sorcerers and spellcasters are those 
identified as health magic technicians, with 
distinct spectra of action: purely beneficial 
for healers, purely maleficent for sorcerers, 
and clearly devilish for the jeteurs des sorts, 
all standing for an alternative culture of 
curing (diagnostic, offensive / defensive 
magic, breaking of spells).

The second set of the first part of the 
volume reunites three studies pertaining to 
research on contemporary Romania’s magic 
and witchcraft, conducted in the longer 
duration of the decades following the demise 
of socialism.

Changing Destinies by Fighting Against 
Bad Luck by Camelia Burghele parallels two 
extensive field enterprises conducted by the 
author, one in the rural Transylvanian county 
of Sălaj, the other in the urban witchery 
complex network of before and after the 
emergence of the digital era, mainly in 
southern Romania (radiating primarily from 
resourceful Bucharest), only to prove that 
ancient vernacular ways to confront “bad 
luck” and the many spells it comes by, always 
find their way into contemporaneity, “for 
want of [other, better] social mechanisms”  
to elude adversity.

Elena Bărbulescu’s article entitled Was I 
or Wasn’t I Bewitched?” Conversations about 
Magic in Rural Transylvania brings to atten- 
tion a discussion around five case studies of 
witchcraft attestation, emerged serendip- 
itously in a same village during a decade-
long research on medical-anthropological 
broader practices, in a cluster of eight 
communes in Cluj county. All five attest  
the priest (or monk) being the leading  
magic-technician figure, linking perspec- 

Introduction. Witchcraft, Magic, Divination and the Twenty-First Century
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tives with Burghele’s intimation about the 
role played by religious past in Transylvania, 
and fostering a research analysis on the role 
of the local Orthodox priest in magic and 
divination pioneered by Komáromi (1995).

The last study of this section, Marriage and 
Magic in a Transylvanian Village, signed by 
Tünde Komáromi, is the result of long-term 
field research and presents through detailed 
case studies how the villagers use magic to 
interpret the delay of the marriage, conflicts 
between spouses, broken relationships or  
the death of a spouse. Aspects of local 
culture and characteristics of post-socialist 
social change enrich the study. The author 
pays special attention to interethnic and 
interconfessional relationships among the 
locals.

The third section of the book tackles, in 
a distinctive succession of field options, the 
ever old and new relationship between magic 
and religion.

Laura Jiga Iliescu’s paper, Oneiric Authen- 
tication of a Miraculous Shrine. Case Study from 
a Dobruja Monastery, Romania, represents 
the author’s investigation of incubation 
primarily as a successful narrative in the long 
duration (religiously and politically complex) 
of the extant miraculous stone crosses (first 
mentioned 1877) around Dervent Orthodox 
monastery in southernmost Romania. Re- 
search was conducted mainly on four central 
narratives of miraculous healing presented on 
the monastery’s website, but is enriched by 
the author’s observation of the site (started 
2004) and interviewing pilgrims.

Astrid Cambose’s work in Reflections on 
Christian Magic wells for origins and reasons 
of magical usages of canonical ritual acts 
(fasting, consecration of objects, liturgy yet  
on a client’s demand, cutting morsels, open- 
ing the holy book, taking oaths) of vernacular 
Christianity. Longstanding resulting fusion 
between magic and dogma stands for a 
layered structure of belief, which is followed 
with the help of interviews conducted by 
the researcher (2015-2021), attesting, like 
in the works of Jiga Iliescu and Bărbulescu, 

the prominence of the hieratic male figure 
(priest, monk) within the lore of magic.

Mihaela Călinescu’s article The Magical 
Power of Căluș Against Ieleʼs Possession in 
Dolj County revisits the relationship between 
the therapeutical ritual of dance and music 
Căluș is, and the mythical-magical folklore 
collective figure of Iele, researched with 
participant observation and interviews 
in Dolj county of southern Romania from 
2016 to the present. Extensive narratives 
excerpted from interviews support the 
author’s demonstration of the complexity 
arisen around the moment (Whitsuntide) and 
the community event (Căluș) of healing this 
specific culture-bound ailment.

The fourth article of the third section of 
the book is: Bōlērākō-cu! / “Speak, I’m Talking 
to You!” Reconstructing the Self in Tamang 
Shamanism signed by Vasile Albineţ. The 
paper, visually enriched with unique images 
and links to video materials, grounded in a 
plethora of theoretical assets stemmed from 
the cognitive sciences, reports the author’s 
own years-long field research in Nepal around 
the therapeutical value of the initiation in the 
Tamang shamanism, existential and religious 
solution embraced by both Buddhist and 
Hindu members of the Tamang minority 
group in Kathmandu valley.

The section devoted to Field Notes and 
Dialogues begins with Tünde Komáromi’s 
interview with Gréta Vaskor on Witches in  
Fairy Tales and their Use in Therapy. This 
consistent dialogue illuminates the successful 
ways in which well-chosen fairy tales can 
mirror and reframe experiences, with great 
therapeutical impact. Nicolae Mihai’s full-
bodied study about the folklore-bound 
weed Vincetoxicum hirundinaria, officially 
attested during the Organic Regulations 
regime in Wallachia, conflates historical 
and ethnological research. Anamaria Iuga’s 
interview with Alexandra Coțofană On “The 
Familial Occult” is revealing the complexities 
around experiences of being raised in the 
presence of practitioners of the occult, 
of escaping home-ground stigma, and of 

Tünde Komáromi, Ileana Benga, Bogdan Neagota
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eventual intellectual rallying with fellow 
social scientists.

The closing part of the volume, devoted to 
reading notes and book reviews, aligns, in a 
historical-religious perspective, hermeneuti- 
cal lenses in the long diachrony, from the 
Basque Akelarre addressed in the thorough 
work of Emma Wilby (reviewed by Ileana 
Benga), to the iconography of witchcraft in 
Romanian Art, in the intertextual work of 
Ioan and Ștefana Pop-Curșeu (addressed by 

Bogdan Neagota), to the cultural environment 
around Early Christianity in the works of 
Joseph Sanzo and Fabrizio Conti, and the 
amulets from Antiquity to Early Modern 
times as seen by Christoffer Theis and Paolo 
Vitellozzi (reviewed by Hajnalka Tamás).

The editors wish to express warm thanks 
to the researchers who contributed to the 
success of this volume. Heartfelt gratitude 
from us all goes to the proficient host the 
Martor Journal is.
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In his 2004 synthetic history of witchcraft 
around the globe, Wolfgang Behringer 
reminds his readers of the critical 

significance of witchcraft: “Like religion, the 
witchcraft paradigm is a universally existing 
pattern to explain the condicio humana.” A 
specialist on the virulent witch hunts in early 
modern Bavaria, Behringer also points out 
that “anthropological research” has recently 
underscored “the modernity of witchcraft.” 
In other words, witchcraft “can no longer be 
considered as a marker of [what had previously 
been labeled] ‘primitive cultures,’ or of a distant 
historic past, but of complex societies at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century.” Even 
in such a highly industrialized and urbanized 

society as late twentieth-century Western 
Germany, Behringer notes that a significant 
minority of between 10 and 15 percent of the 
populace believed in witches (Behringer 2004, 
7, 21).1 If he had had access to comparable 
figures for the United States and Russia, his 
conclusion about witchcraft having relevance 
in the contemporary period would have had 
even more resonance. According to a 23-24 
September 2003 poll of “900 registered voters 
nationwide” in the United States, 24 percent 
acknowledged that they believed in the 
existence of witches (a percentage that was 
10 points lower than beliefs in either UFOs 
or ghosts) (Blanton 2004). Figures for the 
Russian Federation were even more startling. 
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A December 2003 poll found that almost 50 
percent of the Orthodox populace believed in 
witches (Il’ichev 2004; “Bol’shinstvo” 2004). In 
neither the US nor Russian case did pollsters 
ask respondents whether they believed that 
“bad people could cause diseases.” Had they, the 
percentages in the affirmative, as in the German 
case, would most likely have been somewhat 
higher, at least with regard to Russia (Behringer 
2004, 21).2 Clearly, in all three societies of 
Western Germany, the United States, and the 
Russian Federation witchcraft lore remained a 
fundamental part of the cultural lexicon, even 
among skeptics who rejected the existence of 
witches. 

At the same time, the extraordinarily high 
percentage of Russians believing in witches and 
by extension in witchcraft stands out. It suggests 
that the concept had greater significance for a 
society that in the 1990s was experiencing a 
free press and undergoing a transition from 
the security of a full welfare system to one 
subject to the vagaries of the capitalist market. 
The collapse of the Russian health care system 
and various economic crises had spawned 
rabid interest among the urban population in 
homeopathy and herbal medicine, traditional 
healing involving extensive knowledge not 
only of herbs but also of magical charms and 
incantations that ensured the efficacy of the 
herbal and other remedies, as well as witchcraft 
and sorcery. Pent up interest in subjects that had 
been taboo and censored in the Soviet period 
also need to be considered. A profusion of books 
specifically about witchcraft, clean and unclean 
spirits, and magic lined the shelves of Russian 
bookstores (Zorya 2021). Newly founded news- 
papers reported on these topics as well. 
According to a journalist, Jules Michelet’s 1862 
book “Witch,” which was first translated into 
Russian in 1929 and then reissued in 1997, had 
become a bestseller. Unsurprisingly, it had also 
been embraced by members of secret, occult, 
and mystical societies (Vintilova 2003).

Indeed, Russian journalists were fascinated 
with the place of witchcraft and sorcery in 
contemporary society in central Russia, even 
if they sometimes questioned current fads. 

According to a 2002 article in Komsomol’skaia 
pravda, chronicling prominent znakhari [heal- 
ers who treat ailments with incantations, 
herbs, and potions] in the greater Moscow 
region, there were 35,000 traditional stselitili 
[healers using herbs], magicians, and znakhari 
in all of Russia. The same article claimed that 
every second resident of Moscow and Moscow 
oblast’, including Vladimir Putin before he 
became president, had sought the services of a 
znakharka or diviner at least once (Smirnova 
et al. 2002). Andrei Viktorov of Nezavisimaia 
gazeta speculated that every twenty-fifth 
resident of Moscow had gone to a sorcerer at 
least once and that one out of two were swindled 
(Viktorov 2002). Newspaper advertisements 
such as “A hereditary witch will heal you of 
illnesses, remove the evil eye and bewitchment, 
family curses, put right [your] family life, help 
[you] in business...” were common (Lycheva 
2002). A self-proclaimed witch, whose Moscow 
office was adjacent to the British Embassy, 
promised to solve business problems with a 
money-back guarantee (O’Flynn 2004). Another 
advertisement promised far more extensive 
knowledge of treatments: “Lifts all spells, 
relieves depression and stress. Protection from 
curses. Help in business. Spells for success. 
Healing. Exorcism. Love spells. Member of the 
secret lodge of kolduny (sorcerers). Tatiana 
Sergeevna ...” (Butler 1994). 

This essay focuses not on the ways in which 
capitalism and current crises transformed his- 
torical features of Russian witchcraft, but rather 
on aspects of witchcraft beliefs at the turn of 
the twenty-first century that had currency in a 
specific location in rural Russia – Kargopol’skii 
district in Arkhangel’skaia oblast’, near the 
White Sea. Without the larger context of 
witchcraft beliefs circulating in early post-
Soviet Russia, however, these personal stories 
or memorates from an isolated region within 
Russia might appear to be quaint and therefore 
unimportant. The interaction between urban 
and rural areas remained significant as people 
regularly traveled to the countryside for the 
summer months, while others moved back to the 
countryside upon retirement. Still other urban 
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dwellers sought out the help of rural healers 
and witches in rural areas, even in the far north, 
for specific ailments or sought to gain practical 
and one suspects even magical knowledge from 
them (Stepanov 2012, 144-45).  

Beliefs in witchcraft and sorcery had been 
ubiquitous among Russians of all estates, 
including the clerical one, until approximately 
the end of the eighteenth century. The Russian 
nobility eventually abandoned beliefs in witch- 
craft and sorcery as a result of the introduction 
of advanced education and ideas of the Euro- 
pean enlightenment in the eighteenth century. 
Church strictures against various “superstitions” 
had less impact than scientific medical thinking. 
In the course of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, peasants continued to believe in 
witchcraft, although they continually modified 
its characteristics as economic and social change 
occurred and western notions of witchcraft 
by way of print literature made their way to 
the countryside. Violence against witches and 
sorcerers among rural populations still occurred 
in the post-emancipation period into the 1920s 
as communities sometimes avenged by way of 
extra-legal justice crimes that they believed were 
committed by way of witchcraft (Worobec 2001, 
chapt. 2). Brutal murders and witch burnings 
periodically attracted the press’s attention in 
these decades. For every reported incident 
numerous others undoubtedly remained hidden 
from official eyes. State campaigns against super- 
stitious, including all religious, beliefs were once 
again launched in the early 1930s in conjunction 
with brutal collectivization which set out to 
destroy the traditional communal village. Yet, 
healers who dabbled in white magic in healing 
people and animals and countered the spells 
of witches and sorcerers who continued to 
disrupt the social fabric remained crucial in rural 
communities throughout the Soviet era. Those 
unwitchers did so with incantations evoking  
God, Christ, the Mother of God, and saints and 
snippets of Orthodox prayers. Atheistic propa-
ganda, censorship, and coercion might have 
driven the discourse surrounding magic under- 
ground into safer private spaces, but they did not 
destroy it (Olson and Adonyeva 2012, 223).   

Ethnographic materials from Kargopol’skii 
region at the turn of the twenty-first century 
demonstrate that while paradigms of witch- 
craft and beliefs in the supernatural still existed, 
the paradigms had been somewhat narrowed 
when viewed within the historical context of 
the longue durée. As a result of a reduction in 
the scope of bewitchments, entire communities 
no longer experienced epidemics of demonic 
possession brought about by maleficium or 
the evil intent of an individual. Instances 
of bewitchment had in the Soviet and post-
Soviet eras become restricted to individuals 
who believed that they became ill because 
of the evil eye or a hex. The range of illnesses 
subsumed under bewitchment also decreased. 
Yet, depersonalization of witchcraft accusations 
did not occur. Kargopol’skii residents continued 
to identify individuals whom they or a family 
member believed were witches and sorcerers. 
The gendered feminine discourse of the 
nineteenth century has also been weakened 
somewhat. Finally, community violence against 
witches was no longer discernable in the 
Kargopol’sk discourse. In essence, these rural 
communities remained tied to a rhetoric of 
magic to explain imbalances within the social 
fabric caused by individual transgressions of 
boundaries, suspicions against individuals for 
causing illnesses, and other violation of norms 
that could only be corrected by way of counter-
magic and the restoration of “the notions of 
social equality and social” harmony (Olson and 
Adonyeva 2012, 223). 

. . . . . . . .
Folklore Materials from Kargopol’skii raion

This essay is based on the field notes of 
folklorists from the Russian State Humanities 
University in Moscow, who between 1993 
and 2004 conducted expeditions to over 50 
villages in Kargopol’skii raion.3 The raion is 
one of nineteen administrative areas in the 
Arkhangel’skii region and includes the city of 
Kargopol’, which is located on the left bank of 
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the Onega River. The winters in Kargopol’skii 
raion are severe. Marked by significant spruce 
and pine forests, its population densities are 
among the lowest in the Russian Federation. 
In 2002, a total of 21,514 people lived in the 
district. Of these, just under 50 percent lived 
in the countryside (“Kargopolsky District”). 
Modest hamlets of small numbers of houses 
continue to surround slightly larger villages. 
Presumably, the expeditions’ folklorists were 
trying to gather information from more isola- 
ted rural communities in a timely fashion be- 
fore memories about what were perceived to 
constitute “traditional” magic and witchcraft 
disappeared. At the same time, such beliefs 
have and will continue to evolve, although rural 
depopulation and graying of the countryside 
threatens many of these communities’ existence.

The ensuing discussion is obviously shaped 
by the kinds of questions that interviewers who 
ventured to Kargopol’skii raion asked their 
informants. Unfortunately for our purposes, the 
ethnographers tended to pose questions in the 
past tense and often in the passive voice. Such 
linguistic choices allowed informants to hide 
their own beliefs safely in the past or within a 
collective of people by answering that “they say 
that,” or “it is said that,” rather than “I believe 
that.” 

Anthropologists and historians working on 
contemporary Western European cultures have 
been frustrated by the same problem. According 
to the anthropologist Jeanne Favret-Saada, who 
conducted fieldwork in the French countryside 
and became recognized as a witch herself, an 
informant could easily oblige a folklorist by using 
the past tense as a way to obscure the present. 
She astutely pointed out that “a discourse on 
the past is perhaps not quite the same as a past 
event” (Favret-Saada 1980, 65). Similarly, in her 
study of a village in the Russian North which she 
named Solovyovo to protect its actual identity, 
the anthropologist Margaret Paxson noted that 
the wondrous world, of which magic is a part, 
is “colored with ‘non-present-ness.’ ... [T]he 
chronology of such a past is not [always] clear... 
[W]hen the boundary between the present and 
the past” is crossed, “the possibility of the...

[world’s] wonders magnifies” (Paxson 2005, 
126-27). 

Consequently, a reader of the transcribed 
interviews from Kargopol’skii raion, which are 
presented as fragments in some cases as a result 
of the editors choosing to divide interviews 
according to subject matter, must look for 
clues about the recent past as well as a shift 
in the dialogue from the past to present tense. 
In talking about specific witches and sorcerers 
the informants were prone to remark that the 
individual was no longer alive. In some cases, 
such a comment could indeed be a tactical 
maneuver on their part as it is much safer 
for informants to talk about the dead rather 
than the living witch or sorcerer who could 
still cause harm. Silence about the existence 
of living witches and sorcerers then does not 
necessarily mean that they were absent from 
the early twenty-first-century landscape. “A 
culture of fear” continued to mark Russian rural 
communities and do so to this day (Olson and 
Adonyeva 2012, 206).

Another limitation of the interviews con- 
ducted in Kargopol’skii raion with regard to 
witchcraft, sorcery, and the supernatural has 
to do with the design of the questions which 
did not probe or investigate the Christian 
dimensions of these subjects other than 
questions regarding the identification of 
witches during the all-night Easter service and 
prophylactic measures against witches on major 
Russian Orthodox holidays. “As an opposition 
between the sacred and the demonic,” witch- 
craft involved spells that frequently invoked 
Christian forces and prayers to aid in this 
battle or inverted Christian symbols to side 
with the demonic (Kivelson 2013, 289). The 
explanation for this omission regarding Chris- 
tian rhetoric lies in the rich Russian ethno- 
graphic tradition of the nineteenth century 
which was fixated upon uncovering pagan 
remnants in peasants’ religious beliefs and 
practices. Assuming that religious practices 
and beliefs were immutable, they deemed 
nineteenth-century peasant beliefs to be 
indicative of an ancient worldview. Subscribing 
to what became a paradigm of dvoeverie [dual-
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faiths], they argued that Russian peasants 
in the nineteenth-century countryside were 
practitioners of paganism over which only 
a thin layer of Eastern Orthodoxy had been  
laid over the centuries since the Christian- 
ization of the Rus’ in 988. Although Chris- 
tianization took a long time to gain a foothold 
in various areas, the process of Christianization 
by its very nature amalgamated and trans- 
formed older beliefs. The nineteenth-century 
ethnographers’ insistence on the almost 
purity of modern peasants’ pagan beliefs also 
stemmed from their disdain for the Russian 
Orthodox Church – a sentiment shared by a 
significant segment of educated Russian society. 
They considered the church unresponsive 
to the needs of society at large, while acting 
as a bureaucratic bulwark of the autocratic 
state beginning in 1721 with Peter the Great’s 
abolition of the Moscow Patriarchate (Worobec 
1994, 12-13). The concept of dvoeverie came 
to dominate scholarship on popular religion 
in Russia as being barely Christianized into 
the twenty-first century, both in Russia 
and abroad. The paradigm has only been 
challenged relatively recently (Worobec 1994; 
Levin 1993; Rock 2007). The Kargopol’skii 
informants’ answers to ethnographers’ ques- 
tions nonetheless provide clues about their  
Orthodox faith in references to God as part 
of their speech patterns, the Mother of God, 
prayers, and other inferences.4

The informants of Kargopol’skii raion inter- 
viewed at the turn of the twenty-first century 
about witchcraft, sorcery, the evil eye, and the 
spoiling or hexing of individuals and animals 
were born between the 1917 Revolutions and 
the late 1930s. Their lives were shaped by the 
ravages of collectivization, the purges, World 
War II, the Cold War, and the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. Most of the informants were 
native to the area. Some had moved within the 
region because of marriage. Those who lived  
in towns during much of the year and returned 
to the countryside only for the summer as well 
as those who came from afar to settle down 
or retire in the area will be identified in the 
analyses. Most informants were literate but, on 

the whole, had limited education. Finally, almost 
all informants related personal experiences, 
giving their stories a veracity that generalities 
fail to do. The fact that some of the stories 
contain motifs and stylistic features that are 
typical of folktales, as Elizabeth Warner points 
out with regard to her own 1995 field experience 
in Pskovskaia oblast’, does not diminish these 
informants’ beliefs in a world of magic and the 
supernatural (Warner 2000, 84-85). 

. . . . . . . .
Identifying Witches and Sorcerers

Several comments are necessary regarding the 
nomenclature employed in the discourse about 
witchcraft in the Kargopol’skii countryside. 
The informants used various words to identify 
sorcerers and witches, predominant among 
them being koldun [sorcerer], koldun’ia or 
koldovka [sorceress], ved’ma [witch but 
also literally “someone in the know,” i.e., 
having specialized knowledge of witchcraft], 
znaiushche [those in the know] and babka or 
babushka [which can refer to any older woman 
but in this case implied someone who dabbled in 
either black or white magic or both]. Sometimes 
interviewees identified sorcerers and witches 
simply as evil people, or a particular individual 
as “that old woman.” 

Kargopol’skii rural folk also used the com- 
plicated term znakharka. Generally, the word 
refers to a healer who employs incantations full 
of Christian language and charms for benevolent 
actions and who tends to act as an unwitcher, 
that is, someone who undoes a hex or the evil 
eye. At the same time, a healer is capable of 
doing both good and evil. M. F. Koshina, who 
lived in another area (Ust’ianskii raion) within 
Arkhangel’skaia oblast’ and was thus not part 
of the group interviewed in Kargopol’skii raion, 
explained to the ethnographer Lisa Mikhailovna 
Ivleva in 1993 that a babka-znakharka could 
make life difficult for a person, “if you don’t 
please her” (Ken 2004, 201). As was the case in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
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a blurring of the line between white and black 
magic could occur in modern times. While 
black magic could involve the aid of evil spirits, 
more often it did not. Far more important was 
its intent to cause a person or animal harm. 
White magic, of course, focused on helping 
people and animals. Because both healers 
and witches resorted to secretive practices, 
whispering and mumbling incantations over 
remedies and potions, clients did not always 
know when the healer was beseeching the help 
of benevolent or evil powers. As the informant 
Koshina pointed out, healers knew both good 
and evil incantations and could dispense one or 
the other (Ken 2004, 199). The outcome of an 
incantation or the intent of the healer decided 
whether she or he was benevolent or malefic. 

Although strong gendered discourse does  
not appear in the Kargopol’skii informants’ 
answers to the gender-neutral questions the 
folklorists posed to them, some gender charac- 
teristics do emerge. While residents believed 
that the evil eye constituted a power that either 
women and men could wield (sometimes 
unconsciously), they attributed female witches, 
sorcerers, and healers who used charms and 
incantations with a special ability to affect 
women’s and men’s fertility either adversely or 
positively. At the same time, the overwhelming 
majority of individuals that Kargopol’skii 
informants targeted in the historical past “as 
knowing” the male forest spirit were men 
because shepherds who tended to pasture 
animals in the dense forest had been exclusively 
male. Their rituals were imbued with magic, 
and some were even feared to be sorcerers. 
After pasturing of animals in forests became a 
thing of the past, women’s secret knowledge 
of the forest demon became predominant. The 
forest demon’s human victims were either 
children or adult women. It would appear that 
women, because of their sexuality and a division 
of labor accorded to them at times, enjoyed 
different powers and specialties than men or 
took over men’s specialties when circumstances 
changed. This type of gendered discourse arose 
out of the nineteenth century, even though the 
more modern version was more restrained 

than its historical antecedent. Contrary to 
nineteenth-century stereotypes of witches, 
Kargopol’skii female witches were not identified 
by the interviewees as having tails and abnormal 
sexual proclivities. Informants also did not 
associate them with causing droughts and crop 
failures, other signs traditionally associated 
with women’s ability to affect fertility adversely. 

Neither did Kargopol’skii informants target 
female or male witches as milk thieves, even 
though they repeatedly talked about cows lost in 
the forest. By contrast, rural folk in Riazanskaia 
and Pskovskaia oblasts interviewed in the 1990s 
repeatedly referred to milk thieves. However, 
they did so only in depersonalized or generic 
terms, noting that witches of both sexes stole 
cows’ milk (Ken 2004, 187, 214, 217, 232). Had 
they been asked to identify individual witches, 
residents might have targeted more women than 
men as more women than men milked cows and 
processed the milk. Nineteenth-century Russian 
peasants overwhelmingly equated milk thieves 
with female witches.

In keeping with historical trends, the 
Kargopol’skii materials are unsurprisingly de- 
void of references to Satanism, the witches’ 
teats, and  the black Sabbath involving ritualized 
desecration of the host, orgies with the devil, 
and sometimes cannibalism. Unlike the case 
in Western Europe, notions of Satanism were 
virtually absent from witch trials in the seven- 
teenth century that the Muscovite secular 
authorities conducted in response to denun- 
ciations or petitions of sorcerers and witches 
from below. This absence may be explained 
by Russian Orthodox ecclesiastics’ disinterest 
in Satanism. Unlike its Catholic and later 
Protestant counterparts, the Russian Orthodox 
Church had not developed a theology of a 
collective Satanic conspiracy that threatened 
the cosmic order ideology, which rested in part 
on the dangers of women’s sexuality, whereby 
witches indulged in sexual orgies with the devil 
and demons. Muscovite society had subscribed 
to a script whereby the effects of magic could 
be terrifying but the magic itself was confined 
to the acts of individuals operating on their 
own. In addition, males were more apt to be 
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prosecuted for witchcraft than women because 
of their greater mobility and higher literacy rates 
within a realm that had severely circumscribed 
freedom of movement, culminating in the 
legal recognition of serfdom in 1649. Although 
Peter the Great in the early eighteenth century 
introduced Satanism as a significant marker of 
witchcraft, this Western concept never really 
took hold (Kivelson 2011, 47, 49-50, 54-56; 
Kivelson and Worobec 2020, 3-8). European 
notions of witchcraft affected Russian folklore 
in the nineteenth century by way of Russian 
translations of Western print literature, but 
nonetheless remained marginal to the paradigm 
of Russian witchcraft. As formal criminal trials 
against sorcerers and witches halted shortly 
after emancipation of the serfs in 1861, more 
women than men became suspects of witchcraft 
and the victims of violent assaults at the village 
level into the early twentieth century (Worobec 
2001, 86-108).  

Demons, a fundamental component of 
Christian cosmology, did and still populate the 
landscape in Kargopol’skii raion and other areas 
of rural Russia, particularly in the bathhouse 
after midnight; areas around mills, rivers, and 
the forest; and crossroads, all liminal spaces 
where people felt most vulnerable to danger. 
For Kargopol’skii residents, the forest demon 
constituted the most powerful spirit. Shepherds, 
and more recently women, with magical powers, 
as we shall see, either did the demon’s work for 
him or aided residents against his powers.  

Otherwise, references to the place other 
types of demons played in sorcery in the 
Kargopol’skii materials are cryptic. An illiterate 
female informant indicated that an unmarried 
male sorcerer openly conjured demons to do 
his bidding by sprinkling flax seed in straw. 
By noting that this threatening man hung 
himself at a young age, eighty-one-year-old Zoia 
Aleksandrovna Utkina quickly transformed the 
story into a morality tale. Another instance is 
far more indirect in its coupling sorcery with 
demons. It had to do with a puzzling murder. 
According to seventy-two-year-old Ekaterina 
Viktorovna Raskova of Pechnikovo-Striapkovo, 
when Gennadii Fedorovich’s brother was 

murdered about five kilometers from the 
village, the culprit could not be found. A male 
healer, she reported, was summoned to uncover 
the murderer’s identity. In the end, however, the 
healer himself confessed to having committed 
the crime and died immediately afterwards. 
Utkina attributed the healer’s actions to some, 
presumably evil, force acting on him. Perhaps, 
she mused, the healer had not done everything 
he was told to do (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, 
sglaz, porcha). 

Otherwise, the references to demons are by 
implication only and in all but a few instances  
(in which demonic possession was implied) con- 
fined to the belief that an agonizing death is one 
of the telltale signs of a sorcerer or witch. When 
witches or sorcerers died, demons were believed 
to fight over the possession of a sorcerer’s soul 
(Ken 2004, 131). In two cases Kargopol’skii 
informants surprisingly did not identify the 
sorcerers as malevolent. It appears that in these 
instances only an agonizing death disclosed 
these men’s identity as sorcerers. Thus, forty-
seven-year-old Mikhail Vasil’evich Sergeev, who 
had returned to Iagrema after living in the city 
of Kargopol’ almost thirty years, recalled his 
mother telling him about a sorcerer who lived 
in one of the nearby hamlets, where he lived 
“simply” or “unpretentiously.” Unpretentious 
behavior is not a characteristic of sorcerers in 
Russian witchlore and practice. The individual 
in question, however, must at one point in his 
life have been a powerful sorcerer because 
he suffered terribly in death. Sergeev did not 
say anything to the interviewers (nor was he 
pressed to do so) about the sorcerer’s deeds or 
reputation, but related the story of his death in 
some detail. Upon the man’s apparent death, 
his wife arranged a (presumably Orthodox) 
funeral service for him, suggesting that she too 
did not know about his supernatural powers, 
which were all the more effective and disruptive 
because of the secrecy surrounding it. When 
she and her small son drove the body by sled to 
the man’s native Tikhman’ga, the corpse came 
to life (as sometimes happened in folktales). 
Attached to the sled were a goat and calf. “He 
[the sorcerer] jumped as if out of his grave and 
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initially tore the goat to shreds. Then he attacked 
the calf.” Presumably the animals were demons  
in disguise. Before the sorcerer could battle a  
cock that suddenly appeared, the widow 
grabbed the bird (which in Russian lore 
sorcerers used to summon demons) and ran off 
with it into the fields. When the cock screeched, 
the revenant-sorcerer stumbled and never got  
up again. Similarly, eighty-four-year-old Elizaveta 
Petrovna Shabunina talked about a sorcerer in 
Abakunovo who did a lot of good things for 
people, but who was tormented on his deathbed 
when he could not transfer his power to anyone 
else, another feature of Russian folktales 
(Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). 

Sixty-five-year-old Evstoliia Nikolaevna 
Popova’s story about a witch’s cruel death was 
not so benevolent. In this case the woman, who 
Popova identified only halfway through her 
story as her mother-in-law, was evil. The old 
woman once traveled to see her in Leningrad 
carrying with her a suspicious bundle contain- 
ing a cock’s head wrapped in dog and cat fur. In 
Russian witchlore, practitioners were known 
to use animal fur in harmful potions. When the 
daughter-in-law asked her in-law about the 
contents, the woman explained that she had 
not always led a good life. Popova went on to 
say that the woman suffered on her deathbed. 
She pulled out her hair, and her eyes constantly 
moved from side to side (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). 

In their discussions of witchcraft and 
sorcery, the Kargopol’skii informants concen- 
trated on three main topics, including the evil 
eye; bewitchment or “spoiling;” and finally 
the talents of both making animals and people 
invisible, and finding lost animals and people 
in dense forests. In the case of the evil eye, 
the Kargopol’skii rural folk perceived Russian 
sorcerers and witches to have inherent powers 
that made people ill. Bewitchment or “spoiling,” 
on the other hand, involved the active use of 
spells and charms on the part of sorcerers to 
harm individuals. Powerful unwitchers were 
perceived to be capable of undoing the evil eye, 
bewitchment, as well as the magic associated 
with forest demon. 

. . . . . . . .
The Evil Eye

In trying to illicit information about the evil 
eye, folklorists asked Evstoliia Nikolaevna 
Popova (who had previously described her 
mother-in-law’s tortured death) whether she 
was disturbed if people watched her when she 
planted cabbages. She responded: 

 
I don’t like it when they spy on you... 
Literally, two or three... three years ago. I was 
planting cabbage in that there, in that bed. 
Gleb Andreevich was walking by. “What is 
Nikolaevna planting there again?” [he asked]. 
But I don’t like it when they are around, 
especially him; he has a bad eye, as they say. I 
say, “Yes, I am planting cabbage.” And at night 
there was a freeze. In the morning I awoke  
[and] the cabbage was frozen. As if by 
command. Last year Gleb Andreevich also 
talked to me. “Well,” he says, “Klavdiia,” – he 
doesn’t say this to her but to me – “where is 
she taking the raspberries? She has so many 
raspberries that the raspberry cane is even 
[bending],” – all the raspberries dried up. We 
didn’t have any berries. . . .([The interviewer 
asked,] What did he do? Put the evil eye on it?) 
Apparently. See, he says that, and it happens. ...

Here is a classic example of a woman 
believing that her neighbor, Gleb Andreevich, 
had out of envy cast the evil eye on her prized 
vegetable and her neighbor’s berries. To 
ensure that her interlocutor would believe 
her, she not only singled out the fact that Gleb 
Andreevich’s had a bad eye, but also noted that 
others thought so as well. The ability to cast 
the evil eye on plants, animals, and persons, 
according to Kargopol’skii residents, was not 
gender specific as both men and women could 
possess that power. Okulia Oleksina, identified 
by sixty-nine-year-old Klavdiia Mikhailovna 
Kapustina, “always had that [eye]. She was so 
dark” (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, 
porcha). A person’s dark features had been a 
characteristic that Russians associated with 
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witches and sorcerers as early as the eighteenth 
century, if not earlier (Smilianskaia 2003). 
However, in the more recent understanding 
in Kargopol’skii raion, an individual did not 
necessarily have to be a witch or sorcerer to be 
able to cast the evil eye. According to eighty-
four-year-old Elizaveta Petrovna Shabunina, 
you could simply tell by a person’s eyes, even if 
she or he appeared on the television, whether 
he or she was cunning: “Well, there is either too 
much or too little of something in them.” In fifty-
nine-year-old Mariia Alekseevna Shumeiko’s 
opinion, the majority of persons who gave the 
evil eye were dark, but one never knew for sure 
because even “good eyes can give the evil eye.” 
Furthermore, the person casting the evil eye 
may not even know that they have the power  
to do so. At the same time, Shumeiko, who 
tended to be a summer visitor to Trufanovo 
(near her birth place) also noted that babki 
could pick out the individuals within their 
communities who possessed the ability to give 
the evil eye (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Raznoe). 
In this fashion, “older women provided a net- 
work of judgment and surveillance for the 
whole community” and solidified the “vertical 
hierarchy between generations.” (Olson and 
Adonyeva 2012, 219, 199)

The consequences of the evil eye on an 
individual could be severe unless an unwitcher 
was able to reverse the curse. According 
to thirty-six-year-old Liubov’ Mikhailovna 
Rumiantseva, her mother, when she was young, 
had been the victim of a female neighbor’s envy. 
“Oh,” the neighbor said, “you are so plump that 
you are radiant!” What might appear to us to 
be a compliment was perceived by Liubov’s 
mother to be a threat. Reacting with trembling 
and aches all over her body, she took to her bed. 
Fortunately, her aunt Mania, a healer, was 
able to come the next day. Mania brought with 
her some rye flour, over which she said some 
incantation and then sprinkled her niece’s face 
with the magic flour. The illness subsequently 
disappeared. (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, 
sglaz, porcha).

Kargopol’skii residents’ understanding of 
the evil eye conformed with nineteenth-century 

Russian beliefs and indeed beliefs in other parts 
of the world, where personal misfortunes were 
interpreted to be the result of other individuals’ 
evil intent. Interpersonal relationships could be 
tense in tight rural communities with huts cheek 
by jowl with each other and with insignificant 
material resources. Envy constituted one of 
many ubiquitous human passions. The fact 
that Russian rural folk associated envy with 
malicious intent and actions tells us something 
about lingering non-organic understandings of 
the body and illnesses signifying disturbances 
in the social order. Sometimes in the narratives 
of bewitchment, interviewees noted that 
the illnesses witches induced could not be 
diagnosed or treated by medical doctors.

. . . . . . . .
Porcha or Bewitchment

Comparable to stories about the evil eye were 
cases of bewitchment, although the examples 
provided by the Kargopol’skii residents sug- 
gest that the illnesses they believed to be 
caused by spells and hexes were far more debi- 
litating than those associated with the evil 
eye. According to seventy-year-old Tatiana 
Stepanovna Kalinina, some victims could suffer 
their entire lives from the bewitchment, while 
others experienced an agonizing death (which 
was not to be confused with the agonizing 
death of a witch or sorcerer) (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Raznoe). Fifty-one-year-old Valentina 
Ivanovna Kriukova, who worked at a technical 
college in Kazakovo and was better educated 
than most of the informants, explained to 
her interviewers in Gusevo in 1998 that her 
daughter Nadezhda had been bewitched re- 
cently. Valentina had not previously talked to 
anyone, not even her own mother, about her 
daughter’s experiences, because it had been 
too dangerous. Three years ago, she explained, 
her daughter Nadezhda went to work at the 
Fominskaia station after finishing her teacher 
training. She stayed with the school director’s 
family, where she befriended the director’s 
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nephew Andrei. Soon the family was talking 
about the very real possibility of Nadezhda and 
their nephew marrying. Feeling uncomfortable 
with this presumption, Nadezhda told Andrei 
that she was not romantically interested in him. 
Immediately, she became so ill that she had 
to be hospitalized. Nadezhda had developed 
some sort of “female ailment” and a dangerous 
temperature of 38 degrees. When the doctors 
were unable to diagnose or treat the problem, 
Nadezhda announced to her mother that she 
needed to be baptized secretly, the secrecy of 
which was undoubtedly explained by lingering 
Soviet taboos against religion. Nadezhda hoped 
that the Christian baptism would reverse what 
must have been a hex that had led to her being 
“spoiled.” (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, 
porcha). Spoiling in this case signified demonic 
possession. Although there is no mention of the 
latter or its symptoms in the informant’s inter- 
view, exorcist prayers and rituals to expel the 
devil and all other malevolent spirits from an 
initiate were central to the Eastern Orthodox 
baptismal rite (Stewart 1991, 55, 208). When the 
baptism and exorcisms were ineffective upon 
Nadezhda’s return to work at the very place she 
was hexed, Nadezhda was forced to spend a few 
additional months in the hospital. In the end she 
turned to an old woman healer from Konosha 
whose specialized knowledge saved her. In 
reversing the spell, the unwitcher explained 
to Nadezhda that she had been bewitched by 
someone who had traced her footprint. “If you 
had not found me,” the unwitcher declared, 
“you would have been dead in six months” 
(Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). 
Here was an additional sign that more than 
Nadezhda’s fertility had been adversely affected 
by the powerful hex. Nadezhda and her mother 
suspected Andrei’s grandmother of casting the 
spell to avenge her grandson’s humiliation. 
Hexing, as other informants explained, could 
also occur over food or drink (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Raznoe). 

Fertility was nevertheless key to the more 
common form of bewitchment that Kargopol’ 
residents identified as having bedeviled new- 
lyweds. In the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, weddings were considered to be 
vulnerable times for the sexuality of newly- 
weds and their guests. Russian peasants 
believed that sorcerers sought revenge for 
having been wronged by someone in the 
wedding party either before or during the 
marriage festivities, or worse yet, for not 
having been invited to the wedding. Peasants 
could explain a bride’s barrenness, a groom’s 
impotence, and demonic possession at a wed- 
ding as a result of a grudge that the malevolent 
individual bore against the bride’s or groom’s 
family. Not surprisingly, weddings increased 
stress levels among members of the wedding  
party and other guests as they expected mis- 
fortune to befall them. Brides believed them- 
selves to be especially prone to bewitchment 
and demon possession because of their liminal 
position between maidenhood and wifehood 
(Worobec 2001, 99). 

In instances involving bewitchment at 
weddings cited by the Kargopol’skii informants, 
weddings remained vulnerable times for 
newlyweds, although demonic possession was 
far less common, and grooms were hexed more 
frequently than brides. Sixty-nine-year-old 
Liubov’ Alekseevna Farkova was conversant 
with a whole array of magical practices in 
her capacity as a healer who specialized in 
treating hernias or abscesses with incantations. 
This specialty went back at least to the mid-
seventeenth century in the historical record 
when these specific maladies were common 
signs of malevolent witchcraft (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha; Ken 2004: 202, 
203, 205; Kivelson and Worobec 2020: 198-99). 
Farkova reported that grooms were more likely 
to be bewitched than brides because the women 
tended already to have been pregnant. An evil 
doer whispered a spell or anti-love charm on an 
object in the liminal space of a home’s threshold 
over which the groom would walk or threw 
enchanted salt over the bathhouse stove, located 
in another liminal space frequented by demons 
and one in which the groom would bathe 
prior to the wedding ceremony. Farkova noted 
that the spell whispered over the bathhouse’s 
heating element, bits of which she heard 
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herself, constituted a variation of the following: 
“So that they live like... a she-devil [tsertofka] 
on a stone... like a male devil with a she-devil on 
a stone, cursing, biting, scratching one another 
– and so that is how the young couple will [act] 
– fighting, biting one another” (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). Spells of this 
nature clearly violated the bonds of matrimony 
(whether secular or religious) and carefully 
crafted social order. 

Similarly, in a case described by sixty-six-
year-old Ivan Nikolaevich Evseev, the mother  
of a spurned girl avenged her daughter’s humi- 
liation and broken heart by hexing the young 
man during the celebration of his marriage to 
another woman. By way of an abusive spell, the 
malevolent mother targeted the man’s sexual 
organs so that not only would the couple never 
have intercourse and conceive a child, but that 
the husband would also not seek out other 
women’s company in compensation. Evseev 
noted, however, that such a powerful type of 
bewitchment constituted a relic of the past; 
examples of bewitchment in the more recent 
past could not match its strength (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Svad’ba). 

Other informants provided a few exam- 
ples in which the bride was bewitched. In 
one case a witch had administered a love 
potion to an unsuspecting young woman in 
her tea so as to entice her to marry a particular 
person. Subsequently, to ensure that the 
bride remained in love with her husband, the 
sorcerer administered another love potion 
during the wedding festivities. At least this was 
how sixty-eight-year-old Klavdiia Andreevna 
Mikhnova and her seventy-one-year-old 
husband Ivan Vasil’evich Mikhnov explained 
their becoming attracted to one other in the 
early 1950s (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Svad’ba). 
In other circumstances coercive magic could 
have dangerous consequences. A presumably 
unhappy future mother-in-law bewitched a 
bride, causing her to be deathly ill. The spell had 
to be reversed by a gypsy not only to remove 
the ailment but also to mitigate the social 
rift between families (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Svad’ba).5 Another bride became an ikotnika 

as a result of a bewitchment, which meant that 
she constantly hiccupped or croaked like a frog. 
When the sounds became severe, people became 
frightened. The informant, thirty-three-year-
old Anna Eval’dovna Romanovskaia of Ukhta, 
did not explain that people’s fear arose from 
the fact that they thought that the woman was 
demonically possessed and that they too might 
become possessed. Another ikotnika, according 
to Romanovskaia, was run out of the village 
on suspicion that she also bewitched people 
(Laboratoriia fol’klora: Raznoe). Expulsion 
signified that the social conflicts that such 
suspicion aroused were too great for resolution 
within the rural community. 

While all the examples involving impotence 
or possession in the Kargopol’skii interviews 
held women witches responsible, other distur- 
bances at wedding festivities were ascribed to 
male sorcerers who sought respect as honored 
guests by demonstrating their powers such as 
halting the horses of wedding parties’ wagons 
that only they could undo (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Svad’ba).6 Similar stories in Arkhangel’skaia 
oblast’ and Riazanskaia oblast’ circulated about 
sorcerers’ immobilizing the horses when the 
wedding party was on its way to church (Ken 
2004, 194, 190). In one instance an informant 
from Kargopol’skii raion mentioned tales about 
sorcerers in the past possibly turning brides 
and grooms into wolves (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Svad’ba).7 This act served as another way of 
disrupting an important social contract that 
over time had become based on free choice 
rather than arrangement. 

The Kargopol’skii illustrations of illnesses 
that caused bewitchment by way of a hex are 
almost all confined to interpersonal relation- 
ships connected to fertility, which nonetheless 
had serious social consequences. While such 
examples were also prevalent in the nineteenth 
century, a much fuller array of often deadly 
illnesses (without concrete medical names) 
were connected to witchcraft and sorcery in this 
earlier period. Obviously, medical science had 
made great strides since the late nineteenth 
century and its much greater availability to a rural 
population at least by the 1960s had narrowed 
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the range of illnesses deemed untreatable by 
doctors. At the same time, the Kargopol’skii in- 
formants were not pressed by their interviewers 
to talk about other examples of porcha or 
bewitchment. It is possible that other illnesses 
could still be caused by bewitchment and social 
conflicts that needed to be resolved in order to 
restore balance to the social order (Olson and 
Adonyeva 2012, 229, 227).

. . . . . . . .
The Forest Demon 

Besides subscribing to beliefs in the evil eye and 
bewitchment, Kargopol’skii residents identified 
a subset of male shepherds who in the past had 
special relations with the forest demon or spirit 
as well as female sorcerers and unwitchers who 
specialized in making animals disappear and 
reappear in conjunction with the forest demon’s 
desires. “It is very easy to get lost in” the dense 
northern woods of Russia, “which can stretch 
for hundreds of kilometers,” which in turn 
means that “settlements are widely separated 
from each other and connected by few roads” 
(Adonyeva 2019, 17). Essential for the grazing of 
animals, the picking of berries and mushrooms, 
the gathering of firewood, and for logging, the 
forest also serves as a liminal space where danger 
in the form of the forest demon also lurks. It is “a 
place where the natural and supernatural worlds 
intersect” (Smith 2005, 328). 

None of the informants in Kargopol’skii raion 
dared venture into the forest alone. Even in  
groups, however, an individual was not always 
protected as the forest spirit could easily 
entice a person away from her friends by 
making available rich patches of mushrooms 
or berries. Furthermore, the forest demon or 
his intermediary could reach out to the village 
by grabbing precious livestock. A child cursed by 
a parent with the saying “Go to the leshii (forest 
demon)!” – a variation of “Go the Devil!” – was 
perceived to be “condemned to death.” Should 
cursed individuals have managed to escape the 
clutches of the greedy forest demon and return 

home, they were perceived to be liminal figures. 
Between and betwixt the human and non-human 
worlds, they could not always be fully reintegrated 
into their communities (Kushkova 2006, 57, 60; 
Smith 2005, 104). So afraid were residents of 
Nizhnaia Nozhema – a settlement of 150 people 
in the Vologda region – of the forest demon in 
2003 that they avoided entering the forest. They 
nevertheless tried to placate the demon by going 
up to edge of the woods to bow down to and 
greet him (Ogil’ko 2003). Kargopol’skii residents 
did not give any indication of being so unnerved 
by the forest demon.

Some of the fear might have been mitigated 
by the fact that Kargopol’skii informants 
appeared to be proud of their having been 
able to navigate the supernatural world in the 
past through the deals that shepherds made 
with either God or the forest demon himself to 
protect the animals that they pastured in the 
wilds of the forest. Thirty-nine of the informants 
identified themselves as having been shepherds 
at one time or other. Even though migrant 
shepherds from areas close to the Vaga River 
in Vologodskaia and Arkhangel’skaia oblasts 
as well as those shepherds who hailed from 
Poshekhon’skii district in Iaroslavskaia oblast’ 
were considered by Kargopol’skii rural inhabi- 
tants to be the most knowledgeable about 
magical matters, local shepherds could take 
pride in their own knowledge and authority 
(“Traditsiia,” 1). Kargopol’skii informants’ des- 
criptions of the tortured deaths of some 
shepherds, who were unable to pass on their 
knowledge to others, pointed out these men’s 
relationships to witchcraft and magic. Other 
shepherds, on the other hand, clearly served 
God but in doing so were able still to interact 
with the magical world. Ivan Vasil’evich 
Mikhnov (who was born in 1927 in Trufanovo, 
moved to Severodvinsk in 1952 after serving  
in World War II, and starting in 1980 returned 
to Trufanovo for the summers) bragged about 
his grandfather being a shepherd his entire 
life. The grandfather possessed a special piece 
of paper, which served as a contract detailing a 
series of rules that shepherds had to follow in 
order to prevent wild animals from attacking 
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their herds and flocks and ensuring that they 
would not get lost in the forest. During the 
summer pasturing season, which began and 
ended on religious feast days,8 Mikhnov’s 
grandfather rotated daily among the houses, 
whose inhabitants gave him animals to pasture 
for a bed, food, and special clothing designed  
for a shepherd, which had to be changed every  
day as well. Throughout the season shepherds 
could not trim their beards or hair. Other infor-
mants mentioned the taboo against shepherds 
having sex with women during the season. 
Fifty-eight-year-old Ivan Ivanovich Kurov of  
Saunino-Kiprovo added that a shepherd was 
also not permitted to eat chokecherries and 
berries during season, noting that either the 
forest demon would beat the shepherd if he 
broke any of the contract’s provisions or a 
bear would attack one of his cows. Kurov 
philosophized that “What God gives, he takes 
away.” As a safeguard, should a shepherd not 
be able to read the lengthy contract, he could 
hire a wise old man or woman to teach him 
everything he needed to know (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Poiski propazhi). The paper on which 
the contract was written, however, retained its 
magical properties if the shepherd was illiterate 
or had not memorized its contents. It had to be 
waived over the animals at the beginning of the 
season (“Traditsiia,” 3).

Kurov’s reference to God was not unusual 
in the interviews regarding the forest demon. 
Numerous informants did so as well, invoking 
God directly or indirectly, referring to the Lord’s 
Prayer, or telling someone to “Go with God.” 
When a shepherd tied his belt, he uttered a 
prayer or incantation to Christ to protect him 
against the devil. An incantation invoking the 
apocryphal Mother of God’s Dream served as 
another prophylactic (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Leshii and Poiski propazhi). Furthermore, the 
contract could include incantations referring 
to God, saints, and the Mother of God or actual 
prayers. 

As shepherding in the forest began to de- 
cline in the 1950s, presumably with the clear- 
cutting of trees, knowledge of the forest 
demon increasingly came into women’s hands. 

According to the inhabitants of Kargopol’skii 
raion, the forest demon could make domestic 
animals as well as people disappear. Sixty-year-
old Lidiia Ivanovna Mironova explained that 
when she was young, their cow disappeared 
after giving birth. After searching for her for 
three days, her mother sent her to an old 
woman, who had a reputation of knowing a 
forest demon, for help. The old woman took 
the girl up to a hill, where they undressed 
and turned to the left in the very direction of 
the evil spirit. In response, a wind suddenly 
appeared and bent the trees. The woman sent 
the girl home and promised to follow her 
shortly. Within the hour, the old woman came to 
Mironova’s home and announced that the cow 
was well and standing in the clearing, a spot 
where Mironova and her mother had traversed 
a hundred times before. Such animal finders 
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Eugene Gavrilovich Sokolov’s pre-1917 depiction of a forest demon. 
Public Domain. Wikimedia Commons. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%D0%95%D0%B2%D0%B3%D0
%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9_%D0%A1%D0%BE%D0%BA%D0%B
E%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%B2._%D0%A1%D0%BA%D0%B0%D0%B7%
D0%BE%D1%87%D0%BD%D1%8B%D0%B5_%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%
BF%D1%8B._%D0%9B%D0%B5%D1%88%D0%B8%D0%B9.jpg 
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were quite common. Semishina Galina of the 
hamlet Isakovo, according to seventy-year-old 
Olimpiada Aleksandrovna Sergeeva, dabbled in 
sorcery as a way of finding lost animals. These 
women were not always called witches, but 
according to seventy-seven Evdokiia Vasil’evna 
Andonina, the dark woman in their village was 
evil; rather than call her a witch, people said that 
something was going on with her because she 
was in the know. Besides “they [supposedly the 
forest demons] cavorted with her” (Laboratoriia 
fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). Eighty-two-
year-old Anna Terent’evna Karzina, on the other 
hand, noted that both sorcerers and sorceresses 
associated with the forest spirit, although she did 
not provide specific examples. Even a victim of 
the forest spirit could carry its stigma. Prior to 
collectivization, an eight-year-old girl who got 
lost in the forest and was released by a forest 
demon because she complained of the cold, 
became known as “Chertova poteriashka” (the 
demon’s lost one) (Laboratoriia fol’klora: Leshii). 

Sexual imagery is more prevalent in the 
descriptions of remedies that overwhelm- 
ingly female victims of the forest spirit had to 
take in order to return to their communities 
after getting lost in the forest. Several of the 
female interviewees talked about removing 
their clothes and putting them back on inside 
out as the panacea for finding their way out. 
While reversal of clothing suggested inversion, 
a clear sign of a demon or in this case a forest 
spirit, the removal of clothing particularly from 
adult females suggested a sexual ploy whereby 
women bought the forest demon’s cooperation. 
Even though fifty-eight-year-old Valentina 
Nikolaevna Kaplitsyna expressed skepticism 
about the practice, saying that reversing her 
clothing usually did not work, she gave an 
example when the ritual did succeed (although 
she attributed her success to coincidence): she 
was a married woman with children when she 
took her daughters into the forest, undoubtedly 
to pick mushrooms, and they lost not only 
their way, but also their baskets. It was only 
after going into the bushes to undress and 
reverse her clothing that the baskets magically 
reappeared and they were able to find their 

way out of the forest along the railroad track 
(Laboratoriia fol’klora: Kolduny, sglaz, porcha). 
Invisibility of objects and animals served as a 
common trope in these stories. Zoia Nikolaevna 
Bous explained that when she got separated 
from her cousin and his family in the forest 
picking mushrooms and could not find her way 
out, she did what people had told her told her to 
do in such instances: “you had to get completely 
undressed and take your shirt by the inside and 
place it against the tree and say, ‘forest father, 
lead me out.’” The forest father did guide her 
out. Whenever she subsequently ventured into 
the bog, she always crossed herself to protect 
her. Even more suggestive of the possibility of 
sexual deviance is the description that seventy-
four-year-old Mariia Ivanovna Zhuralova gave 
about the time when seventeen women from 
her kolkhoz in Zhubino went into the marsh 
to pick cloudberries. After they lost their way, 
they undressed and slept in the forest three 
nights. Subsequently, the older women reversed 
their clothing but ordered the unmarried girls 
to proceed through the forest naked. Zhuralova 
added that the women must have said prayers 
because they found their way out of the forest 
(Laboratoriia fol’klora: Leshii). The prayers 
supposedly functioned as insurance against the 
forest demon’s sexual wiles. 

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

The Kargopol’skii interviews on witchcraft and 
sorcery indicate a world where magic and 
the witchcraft paradigm continued to have 
relevance, creating a pervasive culture of 
suspicion and fear. A rhetoric of witchcraft and 
concrete examples of unexplainable troubling 
occurrences were pinned on individuals who 
occasionally crossed social boundaries. Per- 
sonal misfortune and strange illnesses that did 
not respond to modern medical treatments 
were still understood in personal terms as the 
result of a neighbor’s or in-law’s evil intent 
that needed to be neutralized by healers or 
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unwitchers for the sake of community harmony. 
A gendered distinction between male and female 
witches existed as least with regard to female 
witches who affected individuals’ fertility and 
sexual potency as well as consorted with male 
forest demons. Male sorcerers’ powers could 
nonetheless be powerful in bewitching people 
in other ways or in placating the forest demon. 
Within the magical and frightening world of 
the forest male shepherds gained authority by 
assuming magical powers through contracts 
with God, incantations with Christian pro- 
perties, and Orthodox prayers. The range of 
illnesses subsumed under bewitchment, as we 
have seen, had shrunk. 

While depersonalization of witchcraft had 
not yet occurred in Kargopol’skii raion, it is 
striking that no community disasters (such as 
crop failures, drought, and animal epizootics) 
were ascribed to witchcraft. Indeed, in all the 
interviews, there was only one example of 
adversity affecting an entire community. In 
this case in 1931 an old woman, who was a 
stranger to this particular hamlet of 56 homes 
and by definition suspicious, witnessed a fire 
that destroyed eleven homes and barns. Later 
she successfully predicted on two separate 
occasions that fire would begin again. Given 
the ubiquity of fire in villages constructed of 
wooden buildings that were close together, 

the fortuneteller’s prognostications were 
bound to be correct. Yet seventy-seven-year-
old Aleksandr Ivanovich Biziukov who told 
the story about this strange “old” woman said 
nothing further. Only suspicion remained in 
the air. Clearly, no violent actions against the 
woman were taken. (Laboratoriia fol’klora: 
Kolduny, sglaz, porcha).  

Indeed, community violence against witches 
and sorcerers is strikingly absent from the 
Kargopol’skii narratives, when compared to 
the historical record of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. In only one instance 
did villagers “force” a possessed woman to 
leave their community on suspicion that she 
bewitched people. As Robin Briggs has reminded 
scholars in his study of early modern European 
witchcraft, societies subscribing to witchcraft 
beliefs possessed a variety of coping strategies 
regarding malevolent individuals. “There were 
many techniques for limiting one’s personal 
exposure, and for controlling the suspect’s 
behavior,” not all of which involved physical 
violence (Briggs 1996, 408). Successful counter-
magic and other treatments at the hands of 
healers continually restored a Kargopol’skii 
community’s equilibrium, while the secrecy of 
both the treatments and sorcery enhanced the 
authority of all magical practitioners.   
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1. The percentages were based on polls conducted in Western 
Germany between 1973 and 1986.

2. While in 1986 approximately 13 percent of people in Western 
Germany admitted to beliefs in witchcraft, 21 per cent blamed 
evil people for triggering diseases.

3. The interviews having to do with witchcraft, sorcery, and 
unclean spirits as well as other topics were generously made 
accessible to researchers on a website funded by IREX and the 
Carnegie Foundation (Laboratoriia fol’klora).

4. For an anthropological study of witchcraft beliefs among 
Old Believers in the early post-Soviet period in mainly the 
Verkhokam’e region of Permskaia oblast’ see the work of Olga 
Khristoforova (2010). Old Believer communities formed in the 
mid-seventeenth century in opposition to what they considered 
to be the heretical church reforms of Patriarch Nikon and 

continued to practice older Orthodox rituals into the post-Soviet 
period.

5. The informant, Mariia Fedorovna Gerasimova (born in 1925), 
was interviewed in Krechetovo-Shil’da-Kol’tsovo in 1996. She 
was talking about her sister being the victim of a bewitchment.

6. The informant, Anna Andreevna Biriukova (born in 1917), was 
interviewed in Evsino-Ruch’evskaia in 1996.

7. The informant, Alevtina Petrovna Koroleva (born in 1928), was 
interviewed in Sloboda-Bol’she Kondratovskaia in 2001.

8. The pasturing season began on St. George’s Day on May 6 and 
ended on either the Day of the Prophet Elijah (August 2) or the 
celebration of the Protection of the Mother of God Icon (October 
14). A half-season contract ended half way through the summer 
on St. Peter’s Day (July 12).
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public media and social networks discuss magic and witchcraft among celebrities 
and elites; (3) in a context of political instability, narratives of magic and conspiracy 
theories are incorporated into the official propaganda to create a negative image of 
the enemy and form moral panics, on the one hand, and to create a positive image of 
Russia, its power, and its future, on the other hand; (4) the state media broadcast this 
narrative of magic to the wider society, where it is contaminated with the grassroots 
witchcraft narrative and keeps it in a “working” state; (5) The result is grassroots 
denunciations, accusations, and new rumors of magic and witchcraft among political 
and economic elites.
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In December 2013, a woman from a village 
in the Arkhangelsk region (Russia) accused 
her neighbor she attempted to kill her. 

Allegedly, the neighbor and her underage 
daughter entered her house at night trying to 
beat her with a poker. An official investigation 
begun. The reason for the attempted murder, 
according to investigators, was that the accused 
wanted to keep her “gift of a witch” and pass it 
on to her daughter [1].3

In May 2015, the mother and daughter were 
found guilty and convicted of attempted murder. 
The investigators emphasized that the accused 
attempted a ritual murder. The 34-year-old 
woman was sentenced to seven years in prison, 

and her 15-year-old daughter was sentenced 
to four years. The daughter was released from 
prison ahead of schedule in 2018, and the 
mother was released in 2022. 

Rumors, gossip, and conflicts related to 
witchcraft beliefs are typical in rural commu- 
nities. In Russia, witchcraft beliefs did not go 
beyond everyday relations (e.g., rumors and 
conflicts) and were not the subject of litigation 
in the last two hundred fifty years. Since 
the 1770s, when Catherine the Great issued 
her decrees regarding witchcraft, witchcraft 
ceased to be considered as a crime. As a result, 
accusations of witchcraft began to be seen as 
a crime, as insults, and have been subject to 
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administrative punishment (Ryan 1998; Lavrov 
2000; Mikhailova 2018). 

In the case described above, the moral panic 
at the level of community was supported by  
the intervention of law enforcement agents. 
Why was that? Why was the punishment so 
severe, although the alleged victim was alive 
and well and no one could prove her version 
of the story? In this paper, I will answer these 
questions by analyzing this case in the context 
of witchcraft and magic beliefs in contemporary 
Russia. 

I need to make two remarks from the start. 
Firstly, the paper discusses witchcraft and 
magic in relation to how ordinary Russians 
understand these practices. The paper relies 
on data from sociological surveys between 
2016 and 2022 presented below and data 
presented in the media. People commonly 
understand magic broadly, as pertaining to 
different fields, such as astrology, predictions, or 
parapsychology. Each of these fields have their 
“magic specialists,” including witches, fortune-
tellers, psychics, and shamans. Secondly, my 
research focused on several media, including 
state media, pro-government and opposition 
media, and public and private social networks. 
Unfortunately, conducting interviews in the 
current political situation is impossible because 
people are afraid to talk.

The material of my field research con- 
ducted in rural and urban communities in 
different regions of Russia4 and my research 
on the Russian media since 1995 suggest the 
following conclusions: 

(1) Witchcraft and magic beliefs in Russia 
in the Soviet period were widely considered 
superstitious but well preserved in small rural 
and urban communities. 

(2) During the 1990s, these beliefs came out 
of the underground and inundated the media 
and the magical and occult services market, 
reflecting people’s craving for novelty and their 
uncertainty or despair about the future.

(3) At the beginning of the 21st century, 
Russian society does not stigmatize believes 
in witchcraft and magic, except for the Muslim 
regions of the North Caucasus. On the contrary, 

witchcraft and magic became a fashion. The 
author of the "witchcraft narrative" has changed. 
It is no longer a victim of witchcraft, but a witch 
performing public rituals (Khristoforova 2010; 
2016). The following two examples illustrate 
these assertions.

In May 2022, I overheard two women 
talking at a Moscow gym. They were talking 
about a common friend. One woman said she 
did not like how her friend was all the time 
complaining about everything. “There is only 
negativity that comes from her. I want to tell her 
stop complaining and stop spreading negativity. 
But I’m afraid she’ll bewitch me – that’s not 
good either.” The second woman, after a pause, 
answered her: “She cannot [bewitch]; she is a 
doctor.” It remains a mystery why she thought a 
doctor cannot cast spells – because an educated 
person would not believe in witchcraft or 
because the medical oath would stop her?

The second example is an older one. On 
5 February 2019, a “circle of power” of fifty 
“witches” gathered in a mansion in the center of 
Moscow to “support Vladimir Putin and prevent 
the enemies of the president and Russia” [2]. 
This meeting was organized by Alyona Polyn, 
head of the Russian occult organization “The 
Empire of the Most Powerful Witches.” The 
video of the ritual was widely distributed in 
the Russian media. “Let the strength of Russia 
grow stronger, let Vladimir Putin see the right 
paths. I curse the enemies. Enemies are cursed,” 
the 38-year-old red-haired witch Alyona Polyn 
loudly conjured from the center of the circle. 
“Let it be,” her colleagues agreed in chorus [3]. 
(Fig. 1.)

This performance has become Russia’s  
most mediatized witchcraft ritual in recent 
years. Many internal and international news 
agencies reported it. At the same time, there 
were many jokes about the ritual. For example, 
Alexei Navalny (a famous Russian dissident who 
survived the “Novichok” poisoning in 2020, 
now in prison in Russia) was ironic: “I don’t 
know if I fell under a terrible witch’s curse, but 
if something happens to me now, know that 
the witches are to be blamed” [4]. At the same 
time, he wondered why the Russian authorities 
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forbade the prayer meetings of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses but had nothing against these 
witches. I will return to this question soon. 
First, let us compare the media ritual of the 
Moscow witches with the private conversation 
between the two women in the gym. I suggest 
the two examples show two different levels of 
witchcraft beliefs in present-day Russia:

1) “Basic” witchcraft (according to Mary 
Douglas), characteristic of pre-industrial 
societies, primarily rural ones (Douglas 1970, 
XXX–XXXIII).

2) “New Age” witchcraft representing new 
practices primarily in urban areas (Luhrmann 
1991; Hanegraaff 1996; Hutton 1999; Ezzy 
2003; de Blécourt 2004; Davies 2004; Cornish 
2005). 

The main conditions for “basic” witchcraft 
are well known: small-scale, settled, and neigh- 
boring communities, ecological, economic, and 
social crises (for example, during crop failure, 
famine, epidemics, or wars), social conflicts, 
and human emotions (such as envy or hatred). 
The main social functions of “basic” witchcraft 
have been documented. Witchcraft can explain 
misfortunes by including them in social spaces 
(Evans-Pritchard 1937) and can reproduce  
social homeostasis, for example, fear of witch- 
craft and fear of being accused of witchcraft can 
work as social behavior regulators (Kluckhohn 

1944; Gluckman 1955; Foster 1965). Witchcraft 
can lead to conflict resolution through the 
destruction of relations, for example, in a tense 
situation, magical practices and especially 
accusations of witchcraft work like a knife that 
legitimately cuts social ties (Marwick 1964).

In the case of “basic” rural witchcraft, the 
authors of the witchcraft narrative consider 
themselves victims (see, for example, Favret-
Saada 1980; Sabean 1984; Pina-Cabral 1986; 
Hoch 1986; Cole 1991; Briggs 1996). They tell 
and retell stories of bewitchment, speak of 
their fellow villagers as witches, and commit 
acts of revenge against alleged witches. I 
documented many such stories I encountered 
during fieldwork in different regions of Russia 
(Khristoforova 2010; 2016). I give a recent 
example from an investigative case in the 
Arkhangelsk region:

The investigating authorities of the Inves- 
tigative Committee of the Russian Federation 
for the Arkhangelsk Region and the Nenets 
Autonomous Okrug initiated a criminal case 
against three local women from the Plesetsk 
District suspected of committing a crime under 
Part 3 of Art. 30, p. “e, f, g” part 2 of article 105 
of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation 
(attempted murder committed by a group of 
persons by prior agreement, with particular 

Fig. 1. Alyona Polyn and her “circle of power.” February 5, 2019. All illustrations of the article are from public sources on the Internet. 
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severity and in a generally dangerous way). 
According to investigators, in the evening of 2 
December 2015, in the village of Puksoozero, 
Plesetsk district, the suspects were intoxicated 
with alcohol because they disliked a local 
woman. The suspects decided to burn the 
women and her house. The suspects propped 
up the front door of the house from the 
outside, put rags and paper under the front 
door, and set them on fire with a lighter. After 
the wooden doors of the home and the porch 
began to burn, they fled the crime scene. The 
criminal intent was not brought to an end 
due to circumstances beyond their control. 
A passer-by saw the burning of the wooden 
structure and put out the fire. The suspects 
have been detained. During the interrogation, 
the men justified their action by alcohol 
intoxication and dislike for the victim. They 
argued the victim used to privazhivaet [uses 
witchcraft to attract men]. Initially, they 
wanted to beat the victim. She did not come 
out to them, so they decided to set the house 
on fire. An investigation is underway. [5]

Unlike the case that opened the paper, the 
case described above is quite typical for a rural 
community. People attack an alleged witch 
accused of crimes against the group. The case 
is also ordinary for the Russian legal system in 
which the state opposes lynching and blames 
the attackers, while the alleged witch acts as 
a victim and is part of the accusation. Such 
cases happen in contemporary Russia. This 
case entered media attention because suspects 
caused significant harm to the alleged witch.

Before moving on to the urban environment, 
let us discuss sociological surveys. According 
to a survey conducted by VCIOM (Russian 
Public Opinion Research Center) on 22 and 
23 October 2016, 36% of the respondents 
believed in magic and 27% confirmed they 
encountered manifestations of witchcraft. 41% 
did not believe in witchcraft and 23% could 
not say for sure. 29% of the respondents tried 
to protect themselves from witchcraft, the 
evil eye, and other magical influences, while 
more than half of them (57%) resorted to 

Christian remedies (prayers, going to church, 
or wearing a cross). More than a quarter of 
respondents (27%) confirmed that the main 
reason for believing in witchcraft was despair. 
VCIOM interviewed one thousand six hundred 
people. The sample was based on a complete 
list of telephone numbers in Russia. Data was 
checked for the probability of selection and 
socio-demographic parameters. The publi- 
cation of the survey results on the VCIOM 
website was accompanied by the title: “People 
in our country don’t like sorcerers, but they ask 
them for help!” [6].

In April 2022, Levada Center conducted a 
survey. According to the data gathered, 29% 
of the respondents believed in evil eye and 
witchcraft and 22% believed that witchcraft 
most likely exists. 13% doubted the existence of 
evil eye and witchcraft,  30% did not believed 
in witchcraft, and 6% fond it challenging 
to answer. This survey was conducted on a 
representative all-Russian sample of the urban 
and rural population of 1,616 people aged 
18 years and older in 137 localities from 50 
regions of the Russian Federation. The study 
was based on personal interviews conducted 
in the respondent’s homes. The distribution of 
responses is given as a percentage of the total 
number of respondents [7]. 

In July 2022, the Russian service “Rabota.
ru” asked its users (a sample of 3,200 people) 
if they believed in astrology. It turned out that 
29% of Russians surveyed tended to focus on 
horoscopes when making important decisions, 
13% of respondents were ready  to reconsider 
their plans to change jobs in case of unfavorable 
astrological predications and 12% would refuse 
a significant deal like buying a car. Every tenth 
person would assign important events only 
on good days. Some respondents were ready 
to cancel business meetings (3%) or refuse to 
work with people of a particular zodiac sign 
(2%). 39% of the respondents used to read 
horoscopes only when it caught their eye. One 
in ten used to read the horoscope forecast for 
the week and 2% used to check the forecast for 
the month ahead. 49% of the respondents did 
not read astrological predictions. At the same 
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time, every fourth person would like to have 
an individual forecast made by an astrologer. 
13% already made a forecast once, and 2% 
used to go to an astrologer regularly. 45% of the 
participants used to read astrological forecasts 
for entertainment. 15% believed in star reading 
only if it showed something good and 11% said 
this kind of predictions usually come true. 39% 
of the respondents considered astrology anti-
scientific and did not believe astrology forecasts 
and horoscopes [8].

According to the results of another VCIOM 
survey conducted on 30 October 2022, one 
in three Russians believed in the ability of 
individuals to predict fate (28%), 26% doubted 
this ability, and 46% did not believe in fortune-
telling. Every fourth respondent believed in 
witchcraft and the power of some people to cast 
spells (25%), 24% doubted it, and 51% did not 
believe in it. At the same time, 12% of Russians 
believed in the possibility to communicate 
with the souls of the dead,  28% doubted that 
was possible, and 60% did not think such a 
communication was possible. On the other 
hand, 15% of Russians believed in astrological 
forecasts and horoscopes, 25% doubted the 
influence of stars, and 60% did not believe in 
horoscopes. As the authors of the survey noted, 
mystical beliefs are a kind of system in which if 
a person believes in one kind of magic, then s/
he also believes in another. For example, among 
those who believed in the ability to predict fate, 
59% believed in witchcraft, 30% believed in 
the ability to communicate with the souls of the 
dead, and 36% trusted astrology forecasts. The 
number of Russians who believed in everything 
at once (witchcraft, predictions, spiritualism, 
and stars) was much smaller (4%). The per- 
centage of those who denied all of the above 
was 30%. The remaining 66% believed partially 
in some kind of magic.

At the same time, astrology is the only 
mystical belief with the primary audience 
among young people and residents of large 
cities. Other beliefs are common among older 
Russians (45+ years old) and people living 
in rural areas and small towns with less than 
100,000 residents) [9].

In modern urban Russia, one can find two 
main variants of witchcraft discourse. The 
first variant is the continuation of the “basic” 
witchcraft in relatively small communities, such 
as communal apartments and work offices. 
Typically, this kind of witchcraft represents 
a way to explain misfortune and legitimately 
project hatred and malice on one community 
member who is accused of witchcraft. In small 
urban communities, the witchcraft narrative is 
reproduced in the same way as in rural com- 
munities, and has three essential parameters: 
misfortune, social conflict (or a suitable object 
for accusations, like someone who demon- 
strates socially disapproved feelings, and/
or who is disliked for some reason), and an 
authoritative witchcraft believer who can 
interpret events according to this model. The 
author of the witchcraft narrative is always the 
alleged victim. The witch is more of a narrative 
character than an actual social actor. To a smaller 
degree, misfortune is explained by means of a 
kind of witchcraft in which there is no fixation 
on a particular agent of evil, that is, the witch 
is depersonalized. This kind of witchcraft cor- 
responds to the basic characteristic of a city – the 
anonymous crowd. Getting rid of misfortune is 
also depersonalized: not by punishing a specific 
witch, but through general cleansing patterns or 
by resorting to divine protection (Khristoforova 
2010, 270-78).

The second option of the urban witchcraft 
discourse is the so-called “New Age” witchcraft 
that supposes new urban practices involving an 
active role of the witch. The witch is the author 
of the narrative and the agent of rituals. “New 
witches” openly declare their abilities, publish 
commercial offers of “occult services” using 
different media outlets including the Internet, 
and defiantly conduct rituals, like in the case 
of Alyona Polyn mentioned above (Pachenkov 
2001; Brown and Rusinova 2002; Lindquist 
2006; Khristoforova 2010).

The first post-Soviet years were instrumen- 
tal in the emergence of the “new witchcraft.” 
Since late 1980s, central TV channels started 
to broadcast performances and therapeutic 
sessions conducted by “magicians,” “white 
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sorcerers,” and “psychics,” including Anatoly 
Kashpirovsky, Alan Chumak, and Yuri Longo. 
In 1993, the Russian government banned mass 
healing sessions. These sessions were no longer 
present on TV, but psychics traveled around the 
country and performed their rituals in Houses 
of Culture and clubs in rural and urban areas. 
These people used to travel a lot during the 
Soviet era as well, but only as “original genre 
artists,” that is, as hypnotists. They did not 
heal, but they arranged entertaining hypnotic 
sessions. This practice had begun in the 1960s 
and knew a brief interruption between late 
1970s – early 1980s, when the Soviet govern- 
ment banned public sessions of hypnosis 
(Menzel 2012, 151-85; Panchenko 2021, 19-24; 
Konakov 2022, 89-126). 

In early 1990s, a market for occult services 
appeared in Russia. The increase in the supply 
of such services led to a rise in demand. Initially, 
advertisements for occult services used to be 
published in newspapers. Since mid-2000s, 
these advertisements appeared on the internet. 
At the same time, the yellow press and the occult 
and conspiracy literature became very popular 
in Russia. TV shows were dedicated to magic 
and occultism. For example, in 2007 the TNT TV 
channel started to broadcast the show “Battle of 
the Extrasensory.” In 2011 the REN-TV channel 
specialized in magic, occultism, paranormal, 
ufology, cryptozoology, alternative science, and 
various conspiracy theories. The TV program 
“Battle of the Extrasensory” was copied from 
the British show “Britain’s Psychic Challenge.” 
Similar shows existed in many other countries. 
This demonstrates that the spread of the new 
age culture was part of the internationalization 
of Russia.

However, these new trends have several 
implications in the Russian context. Firstly, 
reinforced and the widespread belief in magic 
and witchcraft. Soviet and post-Soviet society 
perceived newspapers and TV as authoritative 
voices. These voices no longer stigmatized folk 
beliefs but, on the contrary, supported them. 
This move was surprising for people and an 
essential stimulant for witchcraft believers and 
promoters. Secondly, there has been a change 

in the popular perception of the concept of 
“witch” itself, towards destigmatization and 
legitimation. A witch is no longer someone 
evil, who harms people and hides so that 
one must seek them with the help of magical 
tricks. Rather, the “witch” has become someone 
who openly declares their evil abilities and 
offers their services as diverse as assistance in 
business or improvement of personal life and 
health. Being a witch nowadays has become not 
only safe but also honorable. Fiction, including 
Joanne Rowling’s influent Harry Potter series, 
has also influenced the destigmatization of the 
“witch.” The first book in Harry Potter series 
was translated into Russian in 2000. Soon 
after, Russian writers produced stories about 
child witches, such as Dmitry Emets’s Tanya 
Grotter series consisting of 14 books written 
between 2002 and 2012. In post-Soviet Russian 
literature, the image of the witch was most of 
the time ambivalent, in line with folk culture. 
This kind of ambivalence can be seen in the 
Dozors series by Sergei Lukyanenko (six books 
written between 1998 and 2014).

In the 2010s, rumors emerged that the 
Russian political elite actively resorted to the 
services of astrologers, numerologists, fortune-
tellers, and other specialists in magic. In part, 
the spread and intensification of rumors about 
magic among the elite was related with the 
tightening political situation in the country. I 
will rely only on public information in the media 
to discuss these rumors. 

Ordinary people and opinion leaders spread 
rumors about magic among the elites. Quite 
credible people discuss this subject on respect- 
ed and popular platforms, like the “Echo of  
Moscow” radio station or the “TV Rain” channel.  
The spread of such rumors intensified signi- 
ficantly in the winter and spring of 2022, in 
connection with the war in Ukraine. For exam- 
ple, on 20 May 2022, the “Feigin Live” YouTube  
channel owned by the well-known lawyer Max 
Feigin streamed an interview with political 
analyst Valery Solovey and occult specialist 
Andrey Kosmach on the occult practices in the 
Russian government. The stream reached two 
million views in six months [10]. Max Feigin 
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started to stream about magic among Russian 
elites in May 2020, and a total of ten streams 
have been recorded so far. The first streams 
had 300-400,000 views. The number of views 
of Max Feigin streams about magic increased 
significantly just before the war in Ukraine, in 
December 2021 and early February 2022.

In these streams, the interlocutors discussed 
how Russia’s attack on Ukraine correlated 
with the faith of the political elite, including 
President Putin, in magical rituals performed 
for them by various occult specialists. These 
rituals illustrate different aspects of the New 
Age culture, or occulture (Partridge 2004, 
68), that ranges from the so-called “village 
magic” to modern shamanism, ufology, and 
astrology.5 There are rumors that participants 
at corporate events organized by Russian 
state-owned corporations make “flights to 
Sirius” and communicate with its “lionheads” 
inhabitants. At the heart of these practices lies 
the pseudoscientific concept of Robert Temple, 
which is based on the revised Dogon mytho- 
logy (Temple 1976). At the same time, Russian 
elites allegedly participate in “channeling” 
with the “reptiloids,” the inhabitants of the 
“planet Nibiru.” It is said that Russian elites 
invite Peruvian shamans and arrange rituals 
using Ayahuasca. A few years ago, Viktor 
Medvedchuk, a pro-Russian Ukrainian politician 
whose daughter’s godfather is President Putin, 
allegedly brought a shaman from Peru to 
Kremlin. This shaman supposedly predicted 
in a trance that Medvedchuk will be the presi- 
dent of Ukraine, and he told this prediction the 
Russian president. 

These rumors, conversations, and discus- 
sions aim to ridicule the political and economic 
elites and to weaken their political position. 
Mocking elites in other contexts would mean 
intrigue and deceit. This is not the case in the 
context of current situation in Russia because 
here rumors may actually be based on the elite’s 
fascination with the occult.

President Putin allegedly became interest- 
ed in Siberian shamans since the mid-2010s 
when he met Sergei Shoigu, now Minister of 
Defense of Russia. Shoigu was born in Tuva. His 

father is Tuvan and his mother has Ukrainian 
roots. Therefore, Shoigu is close to Tuvan 
shamans. There are also rumors that on the 
Easter day in 2020, a certain Orthodox Christian 
elder, called Nikifor, conducted a “magic ritual” 
in the presence of Putin to ensure his health and 
well-being and to harm his enemies [11].

In February 2022, some Russian media 
(“Echo of Moscow,” in particular) reported that a 
shamanic ritual was held for Putin at his summer 
residence Bocharov Ruchey near Sochi. 

On Sunday, a shamanic ritual was held for him in 
Bocharov Ruchey. And the shamans promised 
him, “You will become better than all the rulers  
of the world.” If you don’t believe it, it doesn’t 
mean that the president of Russia and his 
entourage don’t believe it. An eagle was 
sacrificed! An ordinary eagle, a bird. Clearly, if  
we are talking about war, some robust and 
predatory creature is sacrificed. And the 
eagle was offered in Bocharov Ruchey. In 
Siberia, a bear was sacrificed (…) Then, they 
showed him the video of this slaughter and 
said that everything went well, everything 
was beautiful, and “You will be granted a 
great victory.” This inspired him very much, 
told the people who communicated with him. 
Extremely! Putin confers great importance to 
this. He was delighted and told Shoigu that on 
the spring equinox day, he would go to the taiga 
to participate in the ritual. There is a place of 
power. [12]

Another expert echoes Professor Solovey: 

Without rituals, he usually does not start any 
new actions. (…) He even prepared for the 
pension reform; he consulted with hermits, 
shamans, and whoever he consulted with… 
Even the pension reform – he asked if it was 
possible or not. He was given the go-ahead. 
And he launched a pension reform. The level 
of his immersion in this field is very high, very 
(…) I am an absolute skeptic in this sense, and I 
know, I have talked to these people [magicians, 
shamans], I know that they are all charlatans, 
guaranteed charlatans, guaranteed. Fraudsters, 
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the purest frauds, who, let’s say, these shamans 
do the will of Shoigu, they say absolutely the 
things that Shoigu lays down, everything that 
he said, everything that was originally planned, 
they say everything, nothing new, there is not 
a step in another direction. And indeed, an 
eagle in Putin’s residence and a bear – at least 
that’s what was reported – in Siberia were put 
to death. Blood was splashed onto the fire, and 
there, allegedly, someone saw an eagle, either 
these shamans or Putin – one of them saw an 
eagle hovering over the ground. And they told 
him that an eagle soared up – you will rule the 
world. (...) In general, Putin believes he will 
be able to rule the world; somehow, he was 
inspired; you could see this. [13]

Such allegations provoked numerous 
reactions on social media, including internet 
memes. (Fig. 2.)

These are all rumors and gossip. There is no 
single evidence that the Russian government 
resorts to magical rituals. However, there are 
some indirect confirmations, mainly of a crim- 
inal and scandalous nature. On 2 June 2021, 
a series of twenty telephone conversations 
between Valeria Kasamara, vice-rector of the 
Moscow Higher School of Economics and at 
that time a candidate for the Moscow State 
Duma, and fortune-teller Irma from Saratov 

were published anonymously on the internet 
and became widely known. The fortune teller 
advised Kasamara how to conduct business at 
the university and communicate correctly with 
officials of the Presidential Administration [14]. 
In May 2021, it became known that the daughter 
of the governor of the Penza region gave a fortune 
teller and healer 16 million rubles for breaking 
the spell and patching “holes in the aura” [15]. 
On 8 May 2022, the top manager of the “Lukoil” 
oil company, Alexander Subbotin, died in the 
Moscow region during a shamanic treatment 
session: “Billionaire Subbotin died after a rite of 
purification with toad poison” [16].

In the spring of 2022, the autobiographical 
book Potriasenie (“The Shock”) was published 
(Savchenko 2022). Its author, Yevgeny Savchenko 
was the Governor of the Belgorod region 
between 1993–2020 and, since September 
2022, the Senator of the Russian Federation. 
Savchenko is also a member of the Supreme 
Council of the “United Russia” (the governing 
party). He has an academic degree in Economics 
and is a Corresponding Member of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences. In the book, he described 
that in 2013 he met a woman named Lyubov 
who claimed that she communicated directly 
with a god named Monostone and was herself 
the tenth incarnation of Elisabeth, the mother 
of John the Baptist. Savchenko wrote that he 
constantly consulted with Lyubov on “global 
questions of the universe,” communicated 
with deceased great personalities, including 
St. Sergius of Radonezh and Soviet singer 
and actor Vladimir Vysotsky, as well as with 
God through her. Savchenko claims that the 
creator and lord of the universe goes by the 
name Monostone, which means “creator of 
monads,” that is, “initial energy impulses 
endowed with intelligence.” In his book, 
Savchenko writes that in the place of Earth 
once existed a planet called Nibiru, and god 
gave its inhabitants a choice between good 
and evil. They chose evil, and Monostone blew 
up Nibiru. In its place, Monostone created the 
Earth and humans to “repeat the experiment.” 
The “experiment” should end in 2022 with an 
“epochal event.” In anticipation of this event, 
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Savchenko decided to tell the world about the 
knowledge he received from the “goddess.” 
The publication of this book caused a great 
scandal, primarily generated by the reaction of 
the Orthodox Christian Church, but the scandal 
did not affect the author’s political and scientific 
positions [17]. There is an internet site called 
“Monostone,” where Savchenko’s book, texts of 
prayers to god Monostone, and other materials 
are posted [18]. 

Some people think that the Russian presi- 
dent’s behavior confirms rumors of magic and 
occult practices among the elite. One stunning 
example happened on 27 January 2022, on the 
anniversary of the end of the Leningrad block- 
ade. President Putin arrived at the Piskarevsky 
memorial cemetery in St. Petersburg, where 
those who died during the blockade, including 
his older brother, are buried. The cemetery was 
closed to other visitors for several hours. Before 
the president’s visit, the snow was specially 
treated and video cameras were sealed, accord- 
ing to the cemetery staff. Putin was accompa- 
nied only by members of the Federal Security 
Service (FSO) and the soldiers who laid a 
wreath. Snipers on rooftops protected the pres- 
ident. The main thing that attracted attention 
was a bunch of flowers. An FSO officer handed 
the flowers over to Putin. Putin laid the flowers 
on the grave. A few minutes later, while Putin 
was following the soldiers carrying the 
wreath, the FSO officer took the flowers away 
from the grave. There were suggestions that 
the officer took the flowers away so that no one 
could get hold of the flowers and bewitch the 
president: “I read somewhere that the flowers 
were taken away so that they would not be 
used in any ritual, would not fall into the hands 
of shamans...” [19].

The commentator mentioned shamans for 
a reason. In Russia, everyone knows Yakut 
Alexander Gabyshev who calls himself a 
shaman. In 2019, Alexander Gabyshev walked 
from Yakutia (Sakha Republic) to Moscow 
to “drive out demons” from Kremlin. In 
March 2019, Alexander Gabyshev started his 
march on foot from Sakha to Moscow (8,000 
km), where he planned to perform a ritual 

to make Putin resign. He declared that he 
wished to “drive the evil spirit of Putin from 
the Kremlin.” In September 2019, a group of 
pro-Putin shamans in the city of Ulan-Ude in 
Buryatia (“Tengery” group) confronted him, 
arguing that shamans “do not care about 
politics, we need harmony, we do not need a 
bloody war.” Several of Gabyshev’s followers 
were arrested in the same city in that month. 
Police violently broke up a protest against the 
arrests. Masked police surrounded Gabyshev’s 
camp, arrested him, and took him to an 
unknown location. Russian media reported 
that he would be deported back to Yakutsk with 
charges of forming an extremist organization.  
On 20 September 2019, the region’s health 
ministry sent Gabyshev to a mental hospital. In 
December 2019, he was arrested after attempt- 
ing to start his march again. On 9 January 2021, 
Gabyshev posted a video on YouTube stating 
he planned to ride a horse toward Moscow in 
March. Later that month, 50 police officers 
broke down his front door and arrested him. 
Authorities placed him under confinement in 
a mental hospital on the pretext that he had 
missed a monthly check-up meeting. In July  
2021, the Yakutsk City Court ruled that 
Gabyshev should be confined indefinitely 
to a psychiatric hospital for intensive 
treatment. In March 2022, after another trial, 
it became known that Gabyshev would be 
transferred from a prison-type psychiatric 
clinic in Novosibirsk to a regular psychiatric 
clinic in Ussuriysk. In early December 2022, 
Gabyshev’s lawyer Alexey Pryanishnikov said 
that the hospital will not discharge Alexander 
Gabyshev soon, as the “‘treatment’ program 
is designed for three years.” According to the 
lawyer, Gabyshev was in a highly depressed 
and painful condition, indicating a possible 
drug overdose [20].

This case had a wide resonance in the 
Russian society. Many believed maybe less in 
the shaman’s mission and ability to coun-teract 
the “magical power” of the Russian leader and 
more in the fact that the Russian government 
believed in such mission. People reasoned in 
the media that this was the only explanation 
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Fig. 3. 
Putin and the shaman  
coming from the East. 
Caricature by Sergey Elkin. 

Fig. 4. 
“The shaman again gathered 

to march on the Kremlin. 
Are we calling chemists 

[a hint at Navalny and “Novichok”]  
or psychiatrists?” 

Caricature by Sergey Elkin 
for Deutsche Welle. 

Fig. 5. “Is Putin afraid of the shaman?!” An anonymous internet meme. 
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Fig. 7. “They are afraid  of the shaman, the shaman, Karl!” 
An anonymous internet meme. 

Fig. 6. “Get out!” Caricature by Kamil Busykaev. 

for Gabyshev’s arrest and the use of punitive 
psychiatry. (Fig. 3-7)

One of the viewers of Mark Feigin’s “Occult 
Secrets of the Kremlin” streamed on 22 May 
2020 wrote in a comment: “Putin himself is a 
Sorcerer... while he is stronger than Gabyshev.” 
Another viewer echoed him: “Think about it, 
these bastards, instead of dealing with the 
country, not only steal but also do magic because 
of idleness” [10].

Witchcraft and theft are closely connected 
cultural concepts in the Russian consciousness 
(Khristoforova 2010, 208-21). Since the 2010s, 
it has become common place in the public 
consciousness that the Russian government is 
corrupt and a thief. Nowadays, many people say 
that state power is connected with witchcraft 
and magic rituals. Some people comment this 
jokingly and some people take it seriously. In any 
case, the theme of witchcraft and magic rituals is 
being discussed in present-day Russian society. 
These practices are clearly associated with 
Russia’s political elite. One can see this even in 
pro-government media, such as the “VKontakte” 
social network:

Before the New Year holidays, dozens of light 
figures were installed in Petrovsky Park. There 
were witches among them, which angered an 
unknown citizen who complained about this to 
the Russian President. He was outraged that in 

the square, where before the [October 1917] 
revolution, there was an Orthodox church, 
and the graves of clergy members and figures 
of witches are now placed. A citizen, as an 
Orthodox, believes that such a “neighborhood” 
infringes on his rights. [20]

This news received twenty-four comments 
from members of the group “Rough of 
Pomor: Arkhangelsk Severodvinsk region.” 
One VKontakte user, Dmitriy Shestakov, 
commented this news: “Complained about 
the witches to the main witch ??))))) cool )))) 
The main witch will send a complaint to the 
region’s witch)))) coven ))”.

This comment claims the President is the 
main witch, the head of the Arkhangelsk city ad- 
ministration is the region’s witch, and the state 
government is a coven. Dmitriy Shestakov’s 
statement received forty-seven positive ratings, 
no negative ones, and four supportive com- 
ments [21]. The comment and the reactions to 
it show that ordinary people share rumors of 
magical rituals among the elite.

These ideas have real consequences (folk- 
lorists call them “ostension”). On 9 April 2023, 
Mark Yeroshenko, a 20-year-old resident of 
Slavyansk-on-Kuban who was drafted into the 
army, refused to give blood for analysis at the 
military registration and enlistment office. 
He argued that the officers of the draft board 
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would use it in satanic rituals. He also called 
the Russian leadership “satanic.” The military 
registration officers called the police. The police 
filed a report on Mark “discrediting” the army. 
Mark will be put on trial [22].

There are some strange projects that the 
Russian state funds. Firstly, the creation of a 
device called a nooscope.6 Arkady Vaino, head 
of the Presidential Administration of Russia 
since 2016, is directly related to the creation 
of this “device” in 2011. Secondly, complexes of 
pyramid buildings have been erected since 2011 
on supposed “places of power,” such as sites of 
archaeological monuments. This project aims to 
recreate the heritage of “ancient civilizations,” 
to create special “energy flows” for health 
improvement, to harmonize social relations in 
the region, and to communicate with aliens [23]. 
The project manager and developer of these 
buildings is Vladislav Levchugov, a business- 
man from Tomsk and delegate of the “United 
Russia” party. He was arrested in 2021 on 
charges of corruption and illegal arms traffick- 
ing. Some political commentators make a 
connection between the pyramid project and 
the arrest. Thirdly, the search for Shambhala 
and the “entrance to Asgard” took place in the 
2010s, first in the Altai region and then in the 
North Caucasus [24]. Fourthly, the Orthodox 
Church of the Armed Forces of Russia in Kubinka 
near Moscow earned the public reputation of a 
“temple of Satan” because of its design and the 
relics located there (in particular, the military 
cap and costume of Adolf Hitler). The church was 
opened in 2020, and the rector is Patriarch Kirill 
of Moscow and All Russia [25].7 Finally, I will 
mention the so-called “Concept of Public Safety” 
(KOB, or “Dead Water”), a pseudoscientific 
mystical doctrine and a new religious movement 
of occult and conspiracy orientation [26]. This 
religious movement originated in Russia in 
the 1990s and is widespread among the FSB, 
SVR, and the police. According to the expert 
Andrey Soldatov from Agentura.ru,8 in recent 
years the KOB movement has spread widely 
in the occupied Ukrainian territories, the so-
called Donetsk and Lugansk republics [27]. 
The concept with the same name (“Concept 

of Public Safety”) was approved by President 
Putin in 2013 as an ideological program for the 
development of the country [28]. Members of 
the KOB claim that this ideological program is 
their doctrine [29].

During the war in Ukraine in 2022, the 
Russian authorities began to talk openly about 
magical and parapsychological attacks on Russia 
conducted by Western countries. Such “attacks” 
happened some time before in the opposite 
directions. For example, the general of the 
Federal Security Service of Russia (FSO) Boris 
Ratnikov declared in 2006 in an interview in 
“Rossiyskaya Gazeta” that in 1999 the KGB used 
a special psychotronic equipment to “read the 
thoughts” of US Secretary of State Madeleine 
Albright. Telepathically, Albright’s thoughts 
revealed a “pathological hatred of the Slavs” 
and anger that “Russia has the largest mineral 
reserves in the world.” Albright allegedly “con- 
sidered the Kosovo war only the first step 
towards establishing control over Russia” [30].

In 2019, the Russian Technological Univer-
sity from Moscow introduced a training test 
on the “Dulles plan,” “psi-influence,” “racial 
weapons,” NLP, HAARP, and other conspiracy 
theories. Students should learn these topics 
in the course “National Information Security 
System” designed by Vitaly Grigoriev, a former 
teacher at the KGB Higher School [31]. 

On 25 March 2022, the adviser to the Russian 
Minister of Defense, Andrei Ilnitsky, developed the 
ideas of Vladimir Putin and Sergei Shoigu about 
a “hybrid” and “information war.” He made an 
official statement that the West led by the United 
States had started a “mental war” against Russia. 
According to Ilnitsky, this war aims to,

destroy the self-consciousness, change the 
mental, civilizational basis of the enemy’s society. 
(...) The evolution of consciousness cannot be 
reversed, especially since the consequences of 
this “mental” war do not manifest themselves 
immediately but only after at least a generation 
when it will be impossible to do anything. [32]

On 19 November 2022, an investigative 
article was published by “The Insider.”9 It 
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claimed that the Federal Security Service of the 
President of Russia is preparing employees for  
a “massive ideological attack” in which the ene- 
my “will use the media, social networks, religious 
organizations, hypnosis, psi-generators, and 
much more.” Among the retaliatory measures, 
the Russian generals planed a counter-influence 
campaign that includes weekly political exer- 
cises, a collective trip to an Orthodox church,  
and identifying FSO officers with unstable psy- 
ches and bad reactions. The Deputy Director 
of the FSO, General Alexander Komov, was res- 
ponsible for implementing the plan. The source 
of “The Insider” in the Kremlin’s security said 
that Komov, the “Stargazer General,” leads a group 
of freelance advisers, including astrologers, 
black magicians, and psychics [33].

The comments generated by the publication 
of this investigation are interesting: “Since they 
use black magic, which convinced them of its 
effectiveness, they are now afraid that someone 

will use it against them”; “So to hold on to 
power for twenty years, using the services of 
magic, how not to believe?!”; “And what is there 
to be surprised if even [shaman] Gabyshev was 
withheld” [33].

While commentators discuss rituals of  
“black magic” of the Russian elites and author-
ities, the authorities themselves openly give 
examples of “white” magic. Thus, the parcels 
sent to the Ukrainian front by the “United Russia” 
party contain items such as an “icon of Putin” 
(fig. 8)10 and a “protection candle” (fig. 9).11 This 
icon is not recognized by the Orthodox Church 
and can only be seen as a magical artifact, an 
element of “Orthodox magism” and propaganda. 

At the same time, the Russian media reports 
that the enemy is resorting to rituals of black 
magic. On 4 May 2022, the federal Russian 
media RIA “Novosti” announced that “Signs of 
black magic were found in the headquarters 
of the Ukrainian military.” These “signs” were 

Fig. 8. “The mobilized were sent icons with 
Putin on them.” The “United Russia” party sent 
parcels with the inscription “United Russia. 
For ours” to support Russian soldiers on the 
Ukrainian front. In the parcel was an icon 
“Vladimir Putin Almighty.”  Photo from April 17, 
2023, https://t.me/perm36.

Fig. 9. “Candle of Protection. The grace of heart 
at war, deign to leave here. Cast out evil spirits, 
having goals in mind. Light the candle in battle, 
knowing no fear and bullets no danger. We 
do not abandon our own, for strength is in the 
truth” (the text in Russian is somewhat illiter-
ate). It was sent to support Russian soldiers on 
the Ukrainian front. Photo from April 29, 2023, 
https://t.me/perm36.
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a drawing on one of the headquarters’ walls 
called the “Satanic seal” by journalists and blood 
stains on paper documents [34].

In these cases, the “witch hunt” conducted 
by the current Russian authorities can be seen 
as a psychological projection or an indirect 
confirmation of magical beliefs among the 
Russian elite. At the same time, blaming the 
enemy for witchcraft is one of the strategies 
of political propaganda aimed to trigger a 
specific reaction among the Russian audience 
– to hatred and loathing towards the enemy. In 
recent months, Russian television broadcasts 
about magic and occult practices have been 
linked directly to the war in Ukraine.

On 21 and 28 May 2022, the TV channel 
Russia-1 aired two episodes of the talk show  
“In actual fact.” The episodes were called 
“22.2.22: What else did Vanga predict” and “A 
new prediction of Vanga was found.” The host 
and invited “experts,” such as  psychics, magi- 
cians, and fortune tellers discussed the prophe- 
cies of the Bulgarian clairvoyant Vangelia 
Gushterova about Russia and its “great mission” 
[35]. On 4 June 2022, Russia-1 broadcasted the 
episode “Vanga’s prediction from a forgotten 
cassette.” Journalist Sergey Kostornoy, who is 
closely familiar with Vanga, brought a video- 
tape in the studio, which he argued he had found 
a few days before. The videotape featured an 
interview with Vanga from 1995 about the “year 
of five twos,” that is, 2022 [36]. It is interesting  
to mention that two years ago the Russian 
media, and the journalist Kostornoy considered 
that the “year of five twos” was 2020, and 
Vanga’s prophecies were related to the covid 
epidemic [37].

In June 2022, Ivan Fomin, an 86-year-old 
resident of the Voronezh region appeared on 
the NTV TV channel. He declared himself a 
psychic who worked for the KGB during the 
Soviet period. Fomin was introduced on TV 
as “our grandfather Vanga.” He talked about 
the secret laboratory of the KGB that studies 
paranormal abilities, the “combat psychics” of 
the Soviet Union, his successful prophecies of 
the time, and made predictions about the war 
in Ukraine. According to him, Ukraine would 

capitulate on 17 September 2022 [38]. In his 
second appearance on NTV on 11 September 
2022, Fomin said that 17 September would 
only be a “turning point” and pushed the date 
of Ukraine’s capitulation to 17 March 2023 [39].

On 24 November 2022, the TV channel 
Russia-1 aired the talk-show “Malakhov” 
with invited astrologers, numerologists, and 
tarot fortune-tellers. The guests agreed that 
Russia would win the war soon, Ukraine would 
disappear as a state, and Vladimir Zelensky 
would be its last president [40]. “The Future of 
the World. Astrological forecast. What awaits 
us all?” broadcasted on 27 November 2022 by 
Yulia Menshova, a well-known Russian artist 
who supports Putin, on her YouTube channel 
had a similar outcome [41].

In December 2022, the talk show “Let them 
talk” aired on the Russia-1 TV channel developed 
the topic of magic and the paranormal. On 6 
December, psychics and fortune-tellers dis- 
cussed the coming year and the next decade 
in the episode “Week of Forecasts and 
Sensations” [42]. On 7 December, the episode 
“Secret Materials: Psychics in the service of 
the USSR” was released [43]. On 13 December, 
several “experts” discussed their contacts with 
extraterrestrials in the episode “Secret Signs of 
extraterrestrial civilizations” [44]. 

On 21 December, the talk show “Malakhov” 
invited “Chechen soothsayer” Aizen, whose 
birth “predicted Nostradamus himself.” Aizen 
declared that “Russia is the Messiah” and it 
would save not only herself “but the whole 
world from bourgeois fascism.” He also said that 
Lenin and Stalin would rise again and restore 
socialism. According to him, this is written in 
the Bible. Finally, he spoke about the aliens: they 
exist, they come to Earth, they work, and they 
are “busy with their business – improving the 
world” [45].

The number of such shows has been 
growing since the summer of 2022, as the 
panic in the elites and disquiet in the Russian 
society increased due to military failures and 
economic difficulties. On 9 December 2022, 
“Current time” TV aired a significant report 
called “Psychics and sorcerers in the service of 
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Russian propaganda.”12 The report mentioned 
many recent TV shows and publications in 
different media outlets on magic, witchcraft, 
occult practices, and paranormal activities in 
connection with the war in Ukraine [46].

Why did the government choose a propa- 
ganda agenda based on witchcraft and magic? 
First, it is important to note that over the 
past twenty years, Russian TV viewers have 
become accustomed to the broadcast of occult 
subjects. Besides some shows on the federal 
channels, there are TV channels specialized 
in mysticism, occultism, ufology, alternative 
history, and conspiracy theories, such as TV-3 
and REN-TV. The latter belongs to the National 
Media Group holding, whose chairman of the 
board of directors is Alina Kabayeva, rumored 
to be the wife of the Russian president. This 
holding is also associated with the name of Yuri 
Kovalchuk, who is part of Vladimir Putin’s inner 
circle. In the last two decades, Russian tele- 
vision and the press have massively promoted 
conspiracy, pseudoscientific, and occult ideas. 
This occult culture is now becoming a “new 
religion” in Russian society and is combined 
with traditional religious confessions.13 Official 
propaganda exploits the Russian public appetite 
for occult services. This is especially true for 
television viewers.14

Secondly, Russian TV has seen a drop in 
ratings for news programs and political talk 
shows that started in the summer of 2022. 
People have grown tired of these shows, and  
they miss entertainment content. Since the 
spring of 2022, many entertainment pro- 
grams have been removed from Russian TV 
broadcasting. In this context, the authors of the 
investigation in “The Insider” believe the “task 
from FSB” is obvious in the case of federal TV 
channels [49]. Talk shows that used to focus 
on various family stories and criminal conflicts 
now feature magicians, psychics, astrologers, 
and Tarot card readers. Every TV channel 
has broadcasted new talk shows featuring a 
handful of personalities. Magicians and fortune 
tellers arrive to the same conclusions as the 
experts on the political talk-shows: “Russia’s 
mission,” “Putin is the Messiah,” “the West is 

Satan,” “Russia will save the world,” “Russia 
will win and succeed economically,” “Ukraine 
as a country will soon be gone,” “the American 
continent will crack and sink because of the 
Yellowstone volcano explosion,” or “the US 
started a war with Russia to take over Siberia 
and move there from the coming cataclysm.” 
These programs have high audience ratings. As 
Ekaterina Maksimova wrote,

Following the outbreak of a full-scale war 
in Ukraine, Russians exhibited a heightened 
interest in news and political shows. However, 
after a year, viewership ratings returned to their 
previous levels. Exhausted by the uncertainty, 
audiences shifted their attention to programs 
that explore the supernatural. An increasing 
number of Russians are now tuning in to watch 
series about fortune-tellers and talk shows 
featuring “patriotic psychics” who prophesy 
about Russia’s glorious future (naturally, on 
state television). The promotion of supernatural 
subjects seems to have received official 
encouragement, with Z-psychics becoming an 
integral part of Kremlin propaganda. [49]

The television audience is primarily middle-
aged and elderly, but what happens to young 
people? At the beginning of 2022, the Russian 
media published a tide of news about the growth 
of esoteric interests among Russian youth [50]. 
Previously, this age group has been less open 
to magic beliefs. At the beginning of 2023, this 
interest became more significant. Between 
January and March 2023, attendance at training 
courses in esoteric magic, astrology, and Tarot 
divination increased nineteen-fold compared 
with 2022. “Schools of magic” teach a variety 
of things, including healing, necromancy, magic 
money, predictions of the future, divination 
using Tarot cards and Scandinavian runes, 
astrology and numerology, magic fulfillment of 
desires, conscious dreaming, and restoration of 
the memory of past lives. Several online schools 
of magic surveyed had 312 visits between 
January-March 2022 and 5,962 visits for the 
same period in 2023. In early 2023, online 
traffic related to “schools of magic” sites was 
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twenty-four-times higher than one year before. 
“Marketplaces reported a high increase in the 
demand for esoteric products, especially Tarot 
cards (105% increase) and amulets and bracelets 
to protect against the evil eye (95% increase) 
[51]. 

The growth of demand for magic and eso- 
tericism among Russian youth is connected 
especially with a relatively high level of stress 
and a desire to decrease uncertainty. Then, there 
is the commercial aspect: people see a certain 
demand for magic services and want to acquire 
the required expertise to monetize it. Young 
people might endure economic difficulties more 
easily if they master “magical” skills.

“Those at the bottom look at those at 
the top and copy their behavior patterns,” 
professor Valery Solovey said in an interview. 
He continued: My zhivem v strane pobedivshego 
Kafki [“We live in the country of the victorious 
Kafka,” i.e., in the country of the absurd]. He was 
referring to a famous phrase during Soviet times: 
My zhivem v strane pobedivshego sotsializma 
[“We live in a country of victorious socialism”] 
[52]. Why does this happen? Professor Solovey 
offers an explanation: 

Solid is for solid gentlemen, and society is 
given a surrogate in the form of REN-TV, 
various Vanga-predictions that they, or rather 
their propaganda, produces. They [the elites] 
have morally corrupted the society. They 
destroyed intelligence. This has been part of a 
conscious strategy since the early 2000s. What 
they did because of propaganda, in a broad 
sense, political propaganda – they discouraged 
people from hunting for rational thinking, 
pursuing knowledge, and the other way 
around [they] instilled a hunt for the wildest 
miracle (…) to all these amulets, talismans, red 
threads. As a result, we live in a country that, 
in the total sense of the word, is experiencing 
the twilight of consciousness, this twilight 
state of mind. But what is very important is 
that the elite and the lower classes of society 
are isomorphic; it is twilight at the top and 
twilight at the bottom. This is very important 
to understand. And in the end, when society 

rises, nothing will restrain it because all moral 
and ethical restrictions have been destroyed 
by the elite itself, demonstrating wild patterns 
not only  of consumption, wild patterns of 
behavior, and the absence of any morality. The 
illusion of conscience has long been crossed 
out there; there is even no ethics anymore. This 
is very important to understand. We are just at 
the wreckage now in Russia. We are sitting by 
the fire in which the foundations of European 
civilization are burning. [53]

An Internet user commented on another 
YouTube stream dedicated to occultism in 
present-day Russia:

An analogy with the last years of the Russian 
Empire involuntarily comes to mind. The 
same degeneration of the elite, fascination 
with devilry and the occult. And the same 
fatigue from the war, besides, the coronavirus 
has greatly accelerated and lightened all the 
processes of rotting and disintegration of the 
system. [10] 

Speaking of historical analogies, the early 
20th century resembles the current period 
in some respects. Nicholas II and Tsarina 
Alexandra were greatly concerned about the 
health of their son and heir, Alexei who was ill 
with hemophilia. All sorts of healers and mystics 
turned up at the royal throne. Among them was 
Grigory Rasputin, who played a fatal role in the 
fate of the monarchy. Tibetan medicine was a 
trend in St. Petersburg at that time. Spiritism 
and other occult practices were widespread 
among aristocracy. 

The reign of Ivan the Terrible at the end of 
the 16th century represents another interesting 
analogy. Toward the end of his life, at forty-five 
years old, Ivan the Terrible became interested in 
astrology and witchcraft.  These activities were 
forbidden in Russia at the time. In 1575, Ivan the 
Terrible declared Simeon Bekbulatovich, Khan 
of Kasimov, the “great prince of all Russia” and 
declared himself a subordinate, “the appanage 
prince of Moscow.” “The Piskarevsky Chronicler” 
accounts that rumors were circulating in 
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Moscow that the sorcerers had told Ivan the 
Terrible that the tsar would die that year. There- 
fore, the tsar appointed a fictitious tsar for one 
year. However, the prediction did not come 
true, so a year later Ivan reclaimed his title and 
rewarded Simeon generously (Floria 1999, 
315). The English diplomat Jerome Horsey, 
close to the tsar’s court, wrote in his notes that 
in the early 1570s Ivan the Terrible had a doctor, 
Bomelius, who drew up horoscopes and made 
astrological forecasts for the tsar. Horsey called 
Bomelius a “living sorcerer” and a “magician.” 
In the late 1570s, Prince Andrey Kurbsky wrote 
Ivan the Terrible: “They tell us that you gather 
sorcerers and magicians from various lands and 
ask them about lucky days” (Floria 1999, 316). 
In the 1580s, according to Horsey’s records, 
Moscow was home to “a multitude of sorcerers 
and magicians.” They were brought from the 
north of Lapland by order of the tsar to foretell 
his future. In 1584 they predicted that he would 
die on the 18th of March. The tsar “was furious” 
and promised that he would burn all sorcerers 
on that day. However, on 18th of March Ivan the 
Terrible died (Floria 1999, 387).

In today’s Russia, magic is not legally pro- 
hibited as it was during the time of Ivan the 
Terrible, although attempts to do so have been 
made repeatedly. In June 2016, the State Duma 
Delegate Vitaly Milonov proposed banning TV 
broadcasts with mystical and occult content. In 
his opinion, they contributed to the emergence 
of sectarian movements in the country and 
stimulated the growth of extremist sentiments 
in society [54]. In 2017, as many as three  draft 
laws to prohibit the practice of folk medicine 
and magic were proposed for consideration 
in the State Duma. In February 2017, State 
Duma Delegate Vladimir Petrov proposed a bill 
regulating the activities of witches and sorcer- 
ers. In his opinion, people with superpowers 
should license their actions and be responsible 
for their quality. Therefore, it was necessary 
to make appropriate amendments to the law 
regarding consumer protection [55]. In May 
2017, Delegate Milonov proposed to introduce 
criminal liability for witches and magicians [56]. 
In December 2017, Delegate Sergei Vostretsov 

proposed to supplement the Criminal Code with 
Article 159.7 describing witchcraft and magical 
activities and as well as to amend articles 159 
“Fraud,” 163 “Extortion,” and 210 “Organization 
of a criminal community” [57]. The State Duma 
did not adopt these bills.

On 2 December 2022, the Head of the State 
Duma Committee of Family Affairs, Nina 
Ostanina, announced that she would prepare a 
bill on criminal liability for sorcerers, healers, 
and magicians. This bill was supposed to be 
different from the bills that were proposed 
before. According to Ostanina, Russians trust 
“magicians” and “sorcerers,” among other 
scammers. She added that “fortune-tellers” 
and “healers” can still be found on some TV 
channels. To improve the situation in this area, 
she argued it was necessary to: first, adopt a 
bill on psychological activity and give people  
the opportunity to seek psychological help, and 
then toughen the punishment for fraud [58].

In contemporary Russia, the law “On 
Health Protection” gives citizens the right to 
practice folk medicine if they have a permit 
issued by a regional executive authority in the 
field of health protection. At the same time, 
the law states that “the provision of services 
of an occult and magical nature, as well as the 
performance of religious rites, does not apply 
to folk medicine.”15 Mass healing sessions, 
including those using mass media outlets, were 
prohibited in 1993.16

Some rituals can be regarded as fraud and 
an “insult to believers,” and therefore convicted 
under the relevant articles of the Russian 
Criminal Code. Such a conviction was pronoun- 
ced against Anton Simakov, the “master of 
voodoo magic.” In the fall of 2014, he held a pub-
lic sacrifice ceremony, he beheaded a rooster, 
and sprinkled his blood on pokrov – a piece of 
cloth used in Orthodox worship. Simakov argued 
the ceremony’s purpose was “the destruction 
of Ukrainian president Petro Poroshenko.” A 
criminal case was initiated against him under 
Article 148 of Part 1 of the Criminal Code of 
Russia “Public actions expressing obvious dis- 
respect for society, aimed at insulting the 
religious feelings of believers.” Later, after a 
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psychological-psychiatric and linguistic-cultural 
examination, Simakov was sent to a psychiatric 
hospital for treatment [59]. Some types of magic 
are prohibited, namely, those which do not aim 
to support the state and the head of the state, 
the stability of the society, and those that offend 
“traditional spiritual values.” This suggests that, 
if Simakov had not used an attribute of Ortho- 
dox worship in the “voodoo ritual,” the chances 
are he would not have been prosecuted.

As the events of recent years show, indi- 
viduals and groups loyal to the Russian gov- 
ernment can openly conduct magical rituals. 
Even shamans, despite the persecution of 
Alexander Gabyshev, are allowed to perform 
public rituals if their aim is to support the state 
and the president. One stunning ritual was 
held in February 2019, shortly after the “circle 
of power” conducted by Alyona Polyn. The 
shamanic organization “Khuhe Munkhe Tengeri” 
from Angarsk, Irkutsk region, performed a 
ritual sacrifice of five camels “for the benefit of 
the Russian state” [60]. 

During the wildfires in Yakutia in June 2021, 
the Prime Minister of Yakutia Republic stated 
that it was necessary to turn to traditional folk 
practices to overcome the drought. He invited 
shamans to bring rain. According to ethnologist 
Lyudmila Egorova, shamans hoped to restore 
harmony in nature:

People believe in it, and it works. These 
rituals are designed to harmonize the energy 
of nature and fight fires. Now forest fires 
are raging in the republic, and rituals were 
performed in several districts by different 
shamans. [61]

In this context, it was to be expected that 
shamans would appear in the Russian media in 
relation to the war with Ukraine.

On the page of the Supreme shaman’s office  
on the “VKontakte” social network, a statement 
by the supreme shaman of Russia, Kara-ool 
Dopchun-ool showed gratitude for the ritual 
performed in support of Russian servicemen. 
“I wish all shamans of Russia happiness 

and success in further strengthening our 
motherland and supporting our warriors,” 
the statement reads. The Supreme shaman 
noted that the rites were performed so the 
warriors would be “invulnerable to bullets and 
danger.” The joint shamanic ritual “in defense 
of our land, our people, our Fatherland, to 
raise and strengthen the spirit of our soldiers, 
to achieve victory over all the enemies of the 
Great Bright Russia” was held at the call of the 
Supreme shaman’s office on 9 October at 9 am 
Moscow time. Shamans from Vladivostok to St. 
Petersburg and Sochi participated in it,” writes 
Moskovsky Komsomolets, one of the central 
Russian mainstream media. [62]

On 25 October 2022, shamans from the 
Irkutsk region visited the mobilized Irkutsk 
soldiers at the landfill near Kemerovo. Shamans 
brought protective amulets, toli, to the military 
and held a “prayer service.” Together with 
the shamans, the soldiers were visited by the 
Mayor of the Ekhirit-Bulagatsky district of the 
Irkutsk region, Gennady Osodoev [63]. In early 
December 2022, Buryat shamanic organizations 
sent three “yurts of Huns warriors to help 
participants in a special military operation 
in Ukraine,” as part of a larger humanitarian 
mission [64]. Shamanic rituals are supposed to 
be performed in these yurts to “protect against 
HIMARS missiles” and to “purify” Russian 
soldiers. The chairman of the Russian “Huns 
Fund” Oleg Bulutov, commented this event:

Why yurts? When the ritual is performed, 
the Huns warriors come there... Here, let’s 
say HIMARS; we call them “Chimeras.” If the 
“Chimera” goes, the Huns warriors who were 
sleeping wake up. They need a place, yurts, 
they see their house, all sorts of paraphernalia, 
and help our fighters (...) Why do shamanic 
centers go there? When people stop fighting, 
where there are many dead and so on, they 
take a lot of negativity into themselves. The 
deceased, whom they see, can sit on them, 
and the soul can cling directly. Here is a 
soldier leaving the front line, returning home 
on leave, and dragging the deceased’s soul 

Olga Khristoforova



49

with him. Going to their families, this soul 
can sit on anyone – on a child, on a wife. Then 
problems begin in the family and so on... They 
[shamans] go there to meet the fighters on the 
spot and clean them there directly. [65]

To conclude, in present-day Russia witch- 
craft and magic are not forbidden. Only  
“wrong” rituals that target the state and its 
leader are banned. This is similar with what 
used to happen in pre-industrial societies: 
magical practices are permissible if they are 
aimed at the well-being of the community  
(Lévi-Strauss 1958, 183–203). Similar prac- 
tices took place in other political contexts 
throughout the 20th century, from the 
dictatorship of Francois Duvalier in Haiti to 
Nazi Germany (Davis 1985; Goodrick-Clark 
1985; Black 2015; Kurlander 2017).

Writing about the occult practices in Nazi 
Germany, Eric Kurlander (2017) argues that in 
the absence of the widespread belief in magic 
of ordinary Germans and the mass rejection of 
critical thinking, the Third Reich would not have 
been possible with such ease. I suggest that 
like in the post-WWI Germany, in post-Soviet 
Russia occult ideas became closely related to 
popular resentments and values of “blood and 
soil.” In Russia, such values are officially called 
“traditional moral values” and “spiritual bonds.”

In the 1930s Germany, Himmler tried to 
create a cult of revered ancestors, called 
“earthly immortality,” which he equated with 
the perpetuation of the German people. Since 
the beginning of the 2010s, Russian authorities 
have been promoting a cult of victory in the 
Great Patriotic War of 1941-1945, which lead 
to the movement called “Immortal Regiment” 
that aimed to preserve the memory of fallen 
ancestors-heroes. One of the slogans of this cult 
is: “We can repeat it.” It refers to the campaign 
to fight Nazism. For ten years, this Cult of Vic- 
tory shaped the public sentiments in Russian 
society. It has been argued that the Russian state 
needed this turn in public perception to invade 
Ukraine in 2022. More than half of the Russian 
population currently believes that Russia is 
waging a righteous war against Nazism. Just like 

in 1930s Germany, in present-day Russia the 
fight against occultists and psychics is declared, 
but such practices are allowed when they aim 
to support the state and the state leadership. 
I suggest that, relying on the experience of 
German propaganda, Russian political strate- 
gists are implementing the principle “If you 
repeat a lie a thousand times, then people will 
start believing it.” Eric Kurlander uses the term 
“supernatural imaginary” for the mystical, 
religious, and quasi-scientific ideas, discourses, 
and practices in the Third Reich (Kurlander 
2017). This concept implies the penetration of 
mythological ideas into the “social imagination,” 
thanks to which people find themselves in a 
space inhabited by ghosts and demons. The 
“supernatural imaginary” transforms a German 
partisan into a werewolf defending his native 
land from strangers and a Jew or a Slav into a 
blood-drinking vampire. Russian propaganda 
uses the same strategy, glorifying its soldiers and 
demonizing the enemy.

In conclusion, we will explore the conviction 
the supposed witch and her daughter received 
in 2013 in the case that opened this paper. In 
this case we can identify a combination of the 
two types of witchcraft discussed, the “basic 
rural” and “new urban” witchcraft.

In the village, the woman was suspected of 
witchcraft before the “attack” on her neighbor. She 
used cards to tell fellow villagers their fortunes 
and she used to boast of her magical power. There 
were rumors that she bewitched the husband of 
one woman in the village. Her daughter allegedly 
spread rumors that her mother was a witch, had 
a magical gift, and could cast spells. It was the 
villagers who made these claims. The accused 
denied that she ever demonstrated “magical 
power.” However, in rural communities stories 
told by the alleged victims of witchcraft are 
enough for someone to be considered a witch. 
Then, “witchcraft narratives” are built around 
them. The story would have never received such 
public attention if the investigation did not use 
the witchcraft narrative in official documents. 
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The statement of a member of the investigative 
committee read:

The accused I.L. and her daughter attempted 
to kill M.L. to preserve her gift as a witch, 
to improve their lives, and assure that her 
daughter would acquire the gift of a witch. 
The actions of the accused were qualified as 
attempted ritual murder by a group of persons 
by prior agreement, which is punished with 
up to 20 years in prison. [66]

An important point is that in Russia it is 
impossible to punish someone for witchcraft. 
There has not been one article in the Criminal 
Code incriminating witchcraft in the last 250 
years. However, witchcraft is mentioned in the 
criminal case presented above. The punishment 
was very severe, given the fact the crime was 
not proven, the harm was not recorded, and the 
accused did not admit their guilt. Apparently, 
the investigators, like the fellow villagers of 
the accused, believed in witchcraft. Beliefs in 
witchcraft and magic in present-day Russia 
“infect” not only ordinary people but also the 
governments, other officials, businessmen, and 
the police. These beliefs are typical in rural or 
small urban communities. However, in recent 
years they have not been spreading from the 
bottom to the top, but rather from the top to 
bottom, that is from elites to common people, 
by means of the official media, TV shows, and 
rumors. 

In November 2022, Boris Gershman pub- 
lished an article investigating contemporary 
witchcraft beliefs and their correlates. He 
showed that witchcraft beliefs correlate 
positively with conformist culture and in-group 
bias. Such beliefs are more widespread in 
countries with weak institutions, disrupted 
social relations, high anxiety levels, pessimistic 
worldviews, and a lack of entrepreneurial cul- 
ture and innovative activity. At the same time, 
Gershman (2022) believes that witchcraft 
beliefs are less widespread among the more 
educated and economically secure groups of the 
population. Evidence from Russia confirms these 
conclusions only partially. In Russia, disrupted 

social relations, high anxiety levels, pessimistic 
worldviews, the lack of entrepreneurial culture 
and innovative activities can be clearly seen. 
However, the institutions are strong, and there 
is no correlation between witchcraft beliefs and 
lower levels of education and economic security. 

I suggest the Russian case is somewhat 
different from Gershman’s conclusions because 
the author studied the grassroots beliefs in 
witchcraft and the evil eye rather than the 
“official” witchcraft narrative and its influence 
on the social imagination. In today’s Russia, we 
find that grassroots “basic” witchcraft beliefs are 
less visible than the narrative about the occult 
promoted by state propaganda and media and 
rumors of witchcraft among the elite. However, 
Gershman’s data forecasts the development of 
magic and witchcraft beliefs in Russia through 
the weakening of state institutions, the general 
decrease in people’s welfare, and the decrease 
in the level of education and medicine. These 
processes have been taking place since 2002. 
I suggest this situation will undoubtedly give a 
new impetus to magical beliefs and practice.

In 2020, Monika Black published her book 
A Demon-Haunted Land: Witches, Wonder-
Doctors, and the Ghosts of the Past in Post-
WWII Germany, where she explored the rise of 
beliefs in magic, witchcraft, occult practices, 
and demons in post-Nazi Germany. One of her 
theses is that the increase in magic beliefs was 
a manifestation of the unconscious repentance 
of the German people, which was not reflected 
in the early postwar years. In 2021, Monica 
Black’s book was translated in Russian. The 
Russian opposition media promoted the idea, 
which pleased many people, that today’s en- 
thusiasm for magic among Russians indicates 
an involuntary repentance in connection with 
the war in Ukraine (see for example [49]). 
However, this seems to be a false analogy. Bruno 
Groening, the hero of Monica Black’s book, can 
be compared with Kashpirovsky and Chumak, 
the first magicians of the collapsed Soviet 
empire. Undoubtedly, there will be repentance 
and disillusionment in Russia in the future 
which will bring new sorcerers and miracle 
salespeople, but that might be another story.
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To conclude, the article examined con-
temporary Russian media discourse in con- 
nection with magic and witchcraft beliefs. The 
article reports the following facts and tendencies:

(1) The Russian media contain many re- 
ferences to magical rituals, people’s interest in 
magic and witchcraft, esotericism, and occultism.

(2) Russian public media and social networks 
discuss magic and witchcraft among celebrities 
and elites.

(3) In a situation of political instability, 
the magical narrative is incorporated into the 
official propaganda, where it is contaminated 
with other conspiracy theories to create a 
negative image of the enemy and form moral 

panics around the “Global West,” on the one 
hand, and to create a positive image of Russia, 
its power, and its future, on the other hand.

(4) The state media promotes this magical 
narrative into society, where it is contaminated 
with the grassroots witchcraft narrative.

(5) The result is grassroots denunciations, 
accusations, and new rumors of magic and 
witchcraft among political and economic elites. 
Opposition media and bloggers actively discuss 
these rumors and see the “magic of the elites” 
as yet another manifestation of their political 
and cognitive failure, which turns the “magic 
narrative” against the elites themselves.

“We Live in the Country of the Victorious Kafka”: Witchcraft and Magic in Present-Day Russia

NOTES
1. This phrase, which you can often hear in Russia today, contains 
allusions to several Russian phraseological units. Firstly, the official 
slogan of the Soviet era was “USSR is the country of victorious 
socialism” (Stalin’s Constitution of the USSR, 1936). Secondly, 
the phrase “We were born to make Kafka come true” is an ironic 
paraphrase of the words of a Soviet song, “We were born to make 
a fairy tale [skazka] come true” (“March of Aviators” 1923). The 
paraphrase is said to have been improvised in 1964 by the Soviet 
artist and writer Vagrich Bakhchanyan. In addition to symmetry 
(skazka / Kafka), mentions of the Czech writer refer here to such 
themes of his work as absurdity, existential anxiety, the clash of a 
person with surrealistic difficulties, and incomprehensible forces. 
The same motives one can find in stories about witchcraft.

2. I am grateful to the editors and two anonymous reviewers for 
their useful comments. Many thanks to Alexandra Arkhipova for 
her research assistance and to Tünde Komáromi for her genuine 
support. 

3. The media sources are mentioned in square brackets. For more 
details, see the list of the media sources.

4. Moscow and Moscow region (1995-currently), Perm region, 
and the Udmurt Republic (1998-2018), the Altai Republic (2001), 
Kaluga region (2003), Arkhangelsk region (2018), and Kostroma 
region (2019).

5. I suggest that New Age occulture absorbs all kinds of magic 
present in the society.

6. A nooscope is a hypothetical device, allegedly created and 
patented in 2011, which allows the study of the collective 
consciousness, receives and registers changes in the biosphere and 
human activity, and manages the state of the future (Vaino 2012). 
Most scientists who commented on the nooscope believe this 
device has nothing to do with science and consider this concept 
a forgery.

7. "The temple of Satan" is a metaphor, but one must consider 
that in the public opinion there is an accusation that the Russian 

Orthodox Church of the Moscow Patriarchate has abandoned 
God’s commandments because it supported the war in Ukraine. 
Consequently, God’s grace has departed from the Russian “Kirill’s” 
church, and those who support Putin and the war serve Satan. 
There are several accusations regarding Putin – that he serves 
Satan or himself is Satan or the Antichrist.

8. Agentura.ru is a Russian website founded in 2000 as an online 
community of journalists who cover terrorism and intelligence 
agencies. From 2000 to 2006, the website was supported by ISP 
Relcom, and since 2006 Agentura.ru has been a voluntary project. 
Its editor is Andrei Soldatov. Agentura.ru is considered a respected 
source of information regarding Russia’s secret services.

9. “The Insider” is an international online media specializing 
in investigative journalism. It was founded in 2013 by Russian 
journalist Roman Dobrokhotov.

10.  The parcel with gifts for Orthodox Easter (16 April 2023) 
contained cereals, canned food, a bottle of holy water, and an icon 
of Putin with a note reading “For prayer.” On 17 April 2023, recruits 
from the Perm region shared videos and photos on the chatbot 
channel “Perm 36.6” on the social network Telegram. They added a 
message reading: “Anyway, we get a volunteer, and we send them a 
video saying that we all liked it and that kind of shit. But this time, 
something went wrong. We thought they did not forget about the 
holiday, but it turned out that it was not about a holiday after all. 
As patriotic as I am about my homeland, this is a complete fuck-up” 
(https://t.me/perm36).

11. One recruit in the Perm region shared the photo of the candle 
on the chatbot channel “Perm 36.6” on the social network Telegram 
on 29 March 2023. He accompanied the photo with this message: 
“This is fucked up. I am more and more amazed by such pranks. 
Everyone in the company got such candles. What kind of moron 
would light them in combat, this protection candle? They don’t give 
out new uniforms or boots, but they hand out a candle” (https:// 
t.me/perm36).



52

Olga Khristoforova

12. “Current time” TV (in Russian Nastoyashcheye Vremya) is a 
Russian-language television channel with an editorial office in 
Prague, created by the US organizations “Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty” and “Voice of America.”

13. According to the Levada Center survey (January 2020), 65% of 
respondents identified themselves as Orthodox and 7% as Muslim. 
Other confessions received less than 1%. 18% responded they had 
no religion, and 7% described themselves as atheists. However, 
41% of those who declared themselves Orthodox, 68% of Muslims, 
4% of atheists, and 15% of those who had no religion agreed with 
the statement, “I know God exists, and I have no doubt about it.” 
In contrast, 13% of those who described themselves as Orthodox,  
1% of Muslims, 23% of atheists, and 16% of those who do not 

adhere to any religion agreed with the statement “I do not believe 
in God, but I do believe in some higher power” [47].

14. According to VCIOM data from 3 March 2021, only 28% of 
Russians do not watch television, 53% use both television and 
the Internet for information, and 17% of Russians watch only TV. 
Among people over 60, this latter category reaches 45% [48].

15. Article 59 “Folk Medicine” of the Federal Law “On the Basics 
of protecting the Health of Citizens in the Russian Federation” 
dated 21.11.2011 N 323-FZ.

16. Article 57 “The right to practice folk medicine (healing)” of 
the Fundamentals of the Legislation of the Russian Federation on 
the Protection of Citizens’ Health of 22 July 1993. 
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. . . . . . . .
Propos liminaires

Même si certains avaient compté sur 
les progrès scientifiques, la généra- 
lisation des idées matérialistes et des 

démarches logiques et, plus globalement, sur 
l’évolution générale du monde pour enrayer 
les pratiques et les croyances en la magie et 
la sorcellerie, il apparaît qu’elles s’opèrent 
encore dans tous les pays. Avec une plasticité 
certaine, la sorcellerie, telle une tradition qui 
se joue de la modernité et s’y adapte sans cesse, 

est commune à toutes les cultures passées et 
présentes. Protéiforme dans ses pratiques ritu- 
elles et ses représentations, la sorcellerie évo- 
lue au regard de l’Histoire et en fonction des 
contextes psychologiques, sociaux, culturels, 
scientifiques, spirituels ou religieux. 

La sorcellerie en Lorraine (France) a été 
largement étudiée et commentée par les histo- 
riens modernistes (Briggs 2007) grâce à l’ana- 
lyse du contexte de l’Inquisition, des traités 
de démonologie, des procès de sorcellerie et 
des épreuves comme la torture ou le bûcher. 
Cet intérêt s’explique par le fait qu’elle a très 
longtemps été réduite à une superstition pay- 
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sanne, une croyance naïve, disparue depuis 
des siècles. Ce n’est qu’à partir de la seconde 
moitié du XXe siècle que les recherches me- 
nées sur ce sujet par des ethnologues et des 
anthropologues (comme Favret-Saada 1977 ; 
Camus 1995 ; Schmitz 2006 ; Raineau 2013) ont 
cherché à montrer que la sorcellerie demeure 
un phénomène social et culturel vivace dans 
de nombreuses régions de France et d’Europe. 
Sur des terrains d’enquête différents, ils re- 
lèvent la subjectivité et dans le même temps, 
une certaine régularité et cohérence de ces 
expériences observées et/ou racontées par les 
acteurs et les spectateurs de différentes formes 
de sorcellerie qui se déploient aussi dans le 
champ de l’administration de la santé.

Devenues un objet de recherche de l’histoire 
(Bechtel 1997), du folklore (Van Gennep 1909), 
de l’anthropologie sociale et culturelle (Evans- 
Pritchard 1937), de l’ethnologie (Favret- Saada 
1977), de la psychologie et de l’ethnopsychia- 
trie (Nathan et Stengers 2004), les expéri- 
ences vécues par les personnes qui se disent 
ensorcelées ou qui se livrent à des rituels de 
désenvoûtement se prêtent à l’analyse scien- 
tifique. La sorcellerie est en effet accessible par 
des méthodes d’enquête qualitative notam- 
ment qui privilégient l’analyse des données 
documentaires, des observations et des entre- 
tiens. Ces expériences et pratiques sorcellaires 
ou contre-sorcellaires ne sont ainsi plus consi- 
dérées comme des fictions, des superstitions, 
des vécus marginaux (Seignolle 1964) ou encore, 
comme les signes de troubles psychiques. 

Optant pour une approche et une position 
neutres et objectives qui ne cherchent ni à sou- 
tenir, ni à dénoncer les pratiques et les croyances 
inhérentes à la sorcellerie, cet article se propose 
de révéler d’une part, les tenants de la sorcellerie 
perpétrée par différents personnages réputés 
maléfiques. Et d’autre part, nous verrons les 
mécanismes de contre-sorcellerie assurés par 
les guérisseurs lorrains. Les activités et les 
rituels de désenvoûtement dont bénéficient 
certaines personnes seront finement décrits et 
analysés pour saisir les contextes dans lesquels 
intervient un « diagnostic » de sorcellerie et de 
quelles manières cette dernière est prise en charge.

. . . . . . . .
Précisions méthodologiques

Adossé à une recherche socio-anthropologique 
d’une durée de sept années (de 2005 à 2012), 
cet article se fonde sur un corpus composé de 
dizaines d’entretiens longs et des conversations 
informelles réalisés en Lorraine auprès d’une 
quarantaine de guérisseurs et d’une vingtaine 
de leurs clients. De nombreuses observations 
de rituels magiques et thérapeutiques et de 
désenvoûtement ont été aussi menées dans le 
but d’analyser et de mettre au jour le rôle et la 
place des guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs actuels. 
D’autres recherches qualitatives, portant no- 
tamment sur les dispositifs de soins non con- 
ventionnels notamment, ont été menées dans 
le Nord-est de la France1. Elles ont également 
nourri la réflexion sur le sujet des guérisseurs 
et de la sorcellerie, même de façon mineure. 
En instaurant un climat de confiance et en 
garantissant l’anonymat et la confidentialité aux 
informateurs, il m’a été possible d’approcher et 
d’analyser de l’intérieur les expériences de celles 
et ceux qui se pensent victimes de sorcellerie. 
L’enquête de longue durée a également permis 
de suivre les itinéraires des clients pris en 
charge par les guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs : du 
diagnostic posé par le guérisseur à l’efficacité 
du rituel du point de vue des enquêtés. Les 
données récoltées sur ces terrains au cours de 
ces années ethnographiques ont ainsi révélé 
que la sorcellerie, en ce début de XXIe siècle, 
existe dans la mesure où elle est crainte par 
les informateurs et combattue à la faveur 
des interventions magico-religieuses des 
guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs rencontrés. 

. . . . . . . .
La sorcellerie au détour d’une recherche  
sur les guérisseurs

En 2005, je me suis engagée dans une recherche 
ethnographique en Lorraine dans le champ 
de la santé et, plus particulièrement, dans 
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le champ des médecines non reconnues. Je 
cherchais à étudier des systèmes de soins 
contemporains situés dans les marges de la 
médecine scientifique officielle. Je voulais poin- 
ter la pluralité des techniques et des conduites 
thérapeutiques et les différents modes de 
recours thérapeutiques pour prévenir, ou sou- 
lager, un symptôme entravant la santé. En 
filigrane, je m’intéressais au pluralisme médi- 
cal (Benoist 1996), aussi appelé pluralité théra- 
peutique, qui s’observe dans toutes les cultures. 
Il s’agit de cette attitude qui consiste à recourir 
simultanément ou de manière différée à des 
soins proposés par différentes médecines et 
registres thérapeutiques disponibles telles que 
la médecine officielle (dont le recours aux 
professionnels de santé et les pratiques d’auto- 
médication), les services de santé dits alterna- 
tifs et les dispositifs de soins rituels, religieux, 
magiques, spirituels, contre-sorcellaires ou 
séculiers réalisés pour soulager et guérir. Car, 
faut-il le rappeler, la biomédecine, également 
appelée médecine conventionnelle, ne s’est 
consolidée en France qu’au XIXe siècle grâce 
à l’obtention du monopole de l’exercice de la 
médecine et de la gestion de la santé et de la 
maladie. Cette exclusivité n’a pas empêché 
d’autres dispositifs de soins de coexister et de 
persister à la marge de la médecine officielle 
(Marcellini et al. 2000).

Une étude sur les guérisseurs en Lorraine 
a donc été entreprise pour saisir le rôle et les 
actions rituelles exécutées par ces thérapeutes qui 
n’ont ni formation médicale, ni reconnaissance 
statutaire. L’emploi des mots « guérisseur » 
ou « thérapeute » cherche à rendre compte 
de leur place dans le vaste champ du soin, 
indépendamment de la profession et du métier 
qu’ils exercent officiellement. 

Les guérisseurs qui ont d’abord retenu mon 
attention étaient ceux qui usaient de paroles, 
de substances et de gestes sacrés d’inspiration 
catholique pour traiter des affections de la peau. 
L’inspiration catholique provient des gestes 
sacrés comme l’imposition des mains, les signes 
de croix, certaines prières et l’usage d’eau ou de 
sel sont empruntés à la religion catholique.

Les premiers guérisseurs rencontrés et  

interviewés détenaient en effet une ou plusieurs 
prières de guérison – des secrets – en langue 
française, allemande ou en latin pour traiter 
le zona, l’eczéma, le psoriasis ou une brûlure. 
Bien qu’ils exerçassent dans l’ombre, de façon 
souterraine et non déclarée, leurs coordonnées 
ont été faciles à obtenir grâce au réseau 
d’interconnaissance, autrement dit le bouche-à-
oreille, parce qu’ils sont connus dans les localités 
où ils exercent leur art de guérir et de soulager.

Dès l’entrée sur le terrain d’enquête, la di- 
versité et la complexité des statuts, des iden- 
tités et des activités des guérisseurs étaient 
saisissantes. Car ils sont nombreux à combiner 
une pluralité de techniques de soins magico-
thérapeutiques. En fonction des besoins de ceux 
qui les sollicitent, ils endossent le rôle tantôt de 
magnétiseur, de barreur de feu, de désenvoûteur, 
de rebouteux ou encore de sourcier. Polyvalents, 
ils prennent habituellement en charge les 
dysfonctionnements du corps et de la psyché : 
des problèmes dermatologiques, gastriques, des 
troubles du sommeil, de l’appétit, des douleurs 
articulaires, musculaires, des maladies phy- 
siques ou mentales, parfois chroniques ou  
graves. Et certains d’entre eux, de façon signi- 
ficative, sont aussi connus pour traiter toutes 
sortes de symptômes attribués à la sorcellerie. 

C’est donc assez vite que la sorcellerie 
s’est invitée dans ma recherche en faisant son 
apparition dans les discours des enquêtés. 
Quelques entretiens ont été néanmoins néces-
saires aux guérisseurs et aux présumées vic- 
times pour qu’ils me parlent de sorcellerie et 
de « mauvaises gens », à savoir des sorciers 
maléfiques. La méfiance, les sous-entendus, 
les non-dits, les lapsus et les silences ont, 
avec le temps, laissé la place à des récits 
de plus en plus explicites même si les mots 
« sorcellerie » ou « sorcier-ère » n’étaient 
que très exceptionnellement prononcés. Les 
allusions et la discrétion sont la norme dans 
ce milieu car les mots sont considérés comme 
des êtres vivants, porteurs d’intention. Parler 
du Diable, des sorciers et de leurs sortilèges 
revient encore aujourd’hui dans cette région de 
France à les invoquer et à attirer leur attention 
et leur malveillance. 
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L’intrusion de la sorcellerie dans ma re- 
cherche a ainsi été progressive. Car c’est en 
se laissant porter et imprégner par le terrain 
et la population d’enquête que la sorcellerie 
a émergé de la réalité des enquêtés. Peu à 
peu reconnue par mes interlocuteurs comme 
une spécialiste du sujet, les langues n’avaient 
pas de peine à se délier. Les personnes que je 
rencontrais et interrogeais se confiaient plutôt 
avec aisance parce qu’elles savaient qu’elles ne 
risquaient pas d’être jugées ou ridiculisées. En 
racontant leurs vécus, leurs expériences, mes 
informateurs souhaitaient que je confirme à 
l’aube du XXIe siècle, la « réalité » de la sorcel- 
lerie et des actions de délivrance engagées par 
les guérisseurs en Lorraine.

. . . . . . . .
Des guérisseurs aux désenvoûteurs :  
figures de thérapeutes pas comme les autres

Un guérisseur est entendu ici comme un 
individu qui se propose au moyen de procédés 
tenus secrets, incommunicables, de prendre 
en charge les troubles qui affectent le corps et 
l’esprit d’une personne. Il peut aussi prendre en 
soin ou en rituel les désordres survenus dans 
des habitations, ou des problèmes rencontrés 
par des animaux domestiques ou d’élevage. 
Au cœur de l’administration de l’invisible, il 
gère aussi les affaires privées, les relations 
humaines (personnelles et sociales) et divines. 
Selon les motifs de consultation, les contextes 
et les cultures, il peut constituer un premier 
ou un dernier recours (Favret-Saada 1977 ; 
Kessler-Bilthauer 2013). Mais ce type de 
thérapeutes intervient plus généralement de 
façon complémentaire et simultanée comme le 
montrent les nombreux travaux scientifiques 
portant sur la complexité des trajectoires 
de soin au sein d’une offre médicale vaste et 
plurielle qui se déploie en France (Benoist 
1996 ; Marcellini et al. 2000). Traitant le mal-
être, la maladie et l’infortune, ces thérapeutes 
non conventionnels exécutent avec application 
des séances de divination, des rituels de 

guérison et des désenvoûtements qui mêlent 
des actes magiques, des références religieuses 
et des conceptions biomédicales. Exerçant 
leur art dans toutes les cultures présentes sur 
le territoire de la Lorraine, les guérisseurs 
procèdent à des mélanges et des assemblages de 
plusieurs « traditions ». À l’aune des progrès en 
matière scientifique, ils ne cessent d’alimenter 
voire de réinventer leurs savoirs et leurs 
pratiques pour s’adapter aux demandes de ceux 
venus les consulter. Les démarcations entre la 
magie, la religion, le spirituel et la médecine 
demeurent ainsi incertaines. 

En Lorraine, les guérisseurs qui se sont prê- 
tés à l’exercice de la recherche sont catholiques 
(par tradition familiale). Ils proposent une sorte 
de magie médicale et traitent régulièrement 
les désordres corporels et psychologiques, 
qu’ils aient une origine physique, psychique 
ou sorcellaire. Ces guérisseurs peuvent ainsi 
être sollicités pour une douleur physique, une 
souffrance psychologique, une altération de la 
santé ou l’apparition, sur une période jugée 
courte, d’infortunes diverses considérées comme 
exceptionnelles, étranges ou curieuses mais 
cumulatives (Kessler-Bilthauer 2013). Le terme 
guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs ou contre-sorciers 
désigne ici des thérapeutes qui pratiquent à 
leur domicile des rituels magico-thérapeutiques 
variés et des désenvoûtements. C’est à l’abri 
des regards profanes et indiscrets, dans la 
cave, le garage ou la cuisine de leur domicile, 
qu’ils pratiquent moyennant quelques dizaines 
d’euros des rituels magico-thérapeutiques dits 
de désenvoûtement. 

Leurs rituels magico-thérapeutiques sont 
l’occasion pour eux d’en appeler à différents 
dispositifs de soins, à des traditions religieuses 
(le catholicisme surtout2) et à plusieurs types 
de magie pour tenter de prendre en charge le 
mal et le malheur de leurs clients. En couvrant 
plusieurs champs magico-thérapeutiques, les 
activités des guérisseurs s’avèrent diver- 
sifiées. Magnétiseurs, radiesthésistes, médiums, 
panseurs de secrets, (clair)voyants, prieurs, 
passeurs d’âmes, protecteurs et désenvoûteurs 
à la fois, les guérisseurs mixent à leur manière 
des thérapies rituelles en utilisant ce qu’ils 
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appellent leur « don » et leurs compétences. 
Qu’il soit inné ou hérité, naturel ou divin, le 
don est à la source de leurs pouvoirs et de leur 
identité sociale (Hubert et Mauss [1903] 2002, 
33, 35).

Le don inné, révélé ou transmis détermine 
une activité et une fonction magique. Agissant 
par le toucher, le regard et la pensée, en 
contact physique direct ou à distance, ils 
manipulent les forces de l’invisible, récitent 
des prières dites miraculeuses et des formules 
évocatrices. Ils procèdent aussi, si besoin, à 
des bénédictions, des impositions des mains et 
des rites de purification. Ils mobilisent souvent 
des objets religieux d’inspiration catholique 
(des médaillettes/médailles, des chapelets, des 
images pieuses, des scapulaires, des pentacles, 
etc.) et des substances comme l’huile, le sel, 
l’eau ou encore l’encens ; tous préalablement 
consacrés par leur soin ou par un religieux 
reconnu par le diocèse. Enfin, ils pratiquent les 
arts divinatoires en s’appuyant sur des outils 
tels que des baguettes, des pendules, des jeux de 
cartes ou encore des photographies. Quelques 
rares guérisseurs sont les détenteurs de savoirs 
sur les plantes et les remèdes médicinaux 
qu’ils préparent (sous la forme d’onguents, de 
pommades, de tisanes, etc.). 

Les guérisseurs lorrains se considèrent 
et sont considérés par ceux qui sollicitent 
leurs interventions, comme des êtres hors du 
commun, sensibles aux manifestations divines 
et magiques et, capables de les provoquer. Leur 
existence est marquée par nombre d’expériences 
exceptionnelles qui prouvent aux yeux des 
informateurs qu’ils sont à part, élus parmi le 
commun des humains. Les auditions de voix, 
de bruits et les apparitions visuelles de défunts, 
de personnages divins (Jésus, la Vierge ou des 
saints guérisseurs ou protecteurs comme sainte 
Thérèse-de-Lisieux ou Padre Pio) ou de figures 
maléfiques (comme le Diable, des entités, des 
démons ou des sorciers) sont des expériences 
initiatiques communes aux guérisseurs que 
j’ai pu interviewer. Les expériences oniriques 
provoquées, les rêves lucides, les songes 
prémonitoires et les expériences mystiques, 
extatiques et spirituelles comme les voyages 

hors corps ou les dédoublements participent 
également à l’image des guérisseurs lorrains et 
des pouvoirs qui leur sont prêtés. 

Je peux travailler sur quelqu’un [à savoir, lui 
appliquer un rituel magique] et avec mon 
esprit je pars ailleurs. Je vais voir autre chose, 
quelqu’un d’autre [un autre client]. Je me 
vois comme dédoublé de mon corps. Quand 
il y a des choses pas nettes [une suspicion de 
sorcellerie], je peux sortir de mon corps et je 
vais chercher avec mon esprit jusqu’à ce que 
je trouve [l’origine du problème].  (Entretien 
avec un guérisseur de 53 ans, retraité, en 
Moselle).

Les expériences, les qualités et les vertus 
personnelles des guérisseurs les placent du 
côté de la magie – positive, bienfaitrice – et de 
la religion par nature protectrice. Pour stimuler 
l’efficacité de leur don et des actes magiques 
qu’ils réalisent, les guérisseurs s’inspirent des 
préceptes catholiques afin de se conformer à 
une certaine éthique qui prône la générosité, 
le dévouement, le refus du luxe et une 
certaine sobriété. La démonstration de leurs 
vertus s’accompagne aussi de manifestations 
extérieures de leur dévotion à travers la 
récitation répétée de suppliques, la réalisation 
de pèlerinages à Lourdes ou Lisieux en France 
par exemple, la fréquentation régulière de lieux 
sacrés ou magiques et le port ostentatoire de 
signes religieux à travers des objets voire même 
des marquages corporels (des tatouages). Ces 
pratiques cherchent de leur point de vue à 
entretenir et à renforcer leurs pouvoirs et la 
« force » qu’ils sont capables de mobiliser au 
profit de leurs consultants au cours de leurs 
rituels. 

Mais les attributs, les actes et les com- 
portements spéciaux des guérisseurs ne les 
isolent pas du reste de la société. Âgés de 45 à 
75 ans, habitant en milieu rural ou urbain, les 
guérisseurs que j’ai pu interviewer, en raison 
de la méthodologie de recherche qualitative 
choisie, ne sont pas forcément représentatifs de 
l’ensemble de la population des guérisseurs en 
France, ni même en Lorraine, appartiennent à la 
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catégorie sociale dite moyenne. Retraités ou en 
activité, ils sont agriculteurs, ouvriers, artisans, 
employés ou professionnels de santé. Ceux qui 
n’exercent pas d’activité professionnelle rému- 
nérée qui leur apporte une certaine stabilité 
financière bénéficient d’une prise en charge so- 
ciale ou d’un soutien familial grâce au salaire 
ou à la pension jugée confortable de leur 
conjoint. Même si leurs actions rituelles ma- 
giques les placent dans un statut particulier, ils 
sont pris dans une multitude de réseaux sociaux 
ordinaires. Leur existence n’est pas en marge 
de la société puisqu’elle se construit autour de 
leur famille, leur travail, leurs activités de loisir, 
leur engagement associatif, syndical et parfois 
politique. Leurs activités habituelles font d’eux 
des personnes « normales » et accessibles, 
comme le confie cette cliente : « Le guérisseur-là, 
ce mec-là, il est comme nous. Il est marié, il a des 
gosses… Il a bossé toute sa vie à l’usine. » Mais ils 
n’ont que l’apparence de la normalité puisqu’ils 
sont connus et reconnus pour leur capacité à 
combattre toutes sortes de maux, y compris  
Le Mal.

. . . . . . . .
Penser, faire et défaire la sorcellerie  
en Lorraine

La sorcellerie lorraine au fil des siècles

Sur le territoire d’enquête, la sorcellerie dé- 
signe exclusivement la pratique d’une magie 
maléfique et elle constitue l’antithèse des 
activités des guérisseurs. Dans ce contexte, les 
mots sorcier et sorcière, lorsqu’ils sont utilisés 
– ce qui est exceptionnel, je le rappelle –, 
définissent des individus malfaisants dont le 
seul dessein est de nuire à leur(s) victime(s) 
en induisant des événements tragiques même 
parfois mortels. Contrairement à ce qui peut 
s’observer dans d’autres territoires de France 
et d’autres régions du monde (Camus 1995 ; 
Bernault et Tonda 2000), les sorciers en Lorraine 
ne sont jamais confondus avec les guérisseurs ; 
excepté dans les très rares cas où ces derniers 

sont soupçonnés d’agir pour le bien et, en 
même temps, d’utiliser des forces du Mal. Cette 
singularité langagière fait émerger une vision 
du monde manichéenne et complémentaire où 
la contre-sorcellerie des guérisseurs répond 
à la sorcellerie animée par différents acteurs 
jugés maléfiques, malfaisants. Avant de détailler 
les personnages du Mal à l’œuvre derrière 
la sorcellerie actuelle et l’étendue de leurs 
pouvoirs, voyons comment la sorcellerie a 
évolué et est parvenue à traverser les âges pour 
se prêter, au XXIe siècle, à une observation et 
une analyse scientifique.

La sorcellerie est profondément ancrée  
dans la culture et l’histoire régionales. Beau- 
coup de Lorrains et de Lorraines d’aujourd’hui 
ont connaissance de la vaste et meurtrière 
chasse aux sorcières qui a été menée sur leur 
territoire entre la fin Moyen-âge et les temps 
modernes – ou l’Ancien Régime). Cette période 
historique constitue un fait remarquable dans 
la façon dont il s’est déroulé. Car si cette traque 
a touché, du XVe au XVIIIe siècle3, une grande 
partie des régions de l’Europe actuelle, c’est 
en Lorraine qu’elle fut l’une des plus intenses, 
à la faveur d’un contexte religieux, politique et 
judiciaire centralisé, autonome et tout-puissant 
(Muchembled 1993). 

Au XVIe siècle, la Lorraine n’est pas encore 
française4. Elle appartient au Duché de Lorraine, 
un ancien état, indépendant de la France, de 
type monarchique (Bogdan 2005). Le Procureur 
général de l’Etat lorrain Nicolas Rémy (né 
vers 1525-30 et décédé en avril 1612), fut 
particulièrement inspiré par des traités de 
démonologie tels que le célèbre Malleus 
Maleficarum (Sprenger et Institoris [1486] 
2005). En utilisant ses titres d’avocat et de 
juge, et les pouvoirs liés à ceux-ci, il orchestra 
de nombreuses arrestations, des procès et des 
sentences réservés à tou(te)s celles et ceux qui 
étaient suspecté(e)s de pratiquer la sorcellerie. 
Ayant été la tête des institutions judiciaires et 
politiques, durant seize années, plus de 900 
personnes ont été conduites au bûcher sur ses 
ordres. Les méthodes du Procureur Rémy qui 
encourageaient les accusations, les plaintes et 
les dénonciations étaient exemplaires et légi- 
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times aux yeux de nombreux laïcs et certains 
dirigeants des régions limitrophes si bien que 
certains historiens lui attribuent indirectement 
plus de 3 500 victimes (Irsigler et Voltmer 
2000). De récents travaux sur le sujet sont plus 
nuancés et se sont particulièrement intéressés 
à la façon dont les connaissances sur cette 
sombre période de l’histoire ont été modelées, 
amplifiées et stéréotypées pour faire de Nicolas 
Rémy une figure centrale et emblématique d’une 
autre époque (Christin et Roze 2013). Reste que 
ces opérations du Procureur Rémy ont marqué 
l’histoire et les mémoires mais, objectivement, 
la chasse aux sorcières ne s’est pas limitée à la 
durée de son gouvernement5 et les procès n’ont 
pas tous donné lieu à des exécutions publiques 
sur le bûcher. Certains prévenus, présumés 
auteurs de sorcellerie, ont échappé à la peine 
capitale mais, ont tout de même été bannis, 
persécutés, parfois lynchés, souvent après avoir 
été torturés. Des marginaux, des vagabonds, 
des étrangers, des tsiganes, des personnes 
en situation de handicap, des malades et des 
individus soupçonnés de détenir et de mettre 
en pratique des savoirs thérapeutiques, 
divinatoires ou magiques ont été suspectés 
de lancer des sortilèges, d’user de magie et 
ont été punis pour leurs crimes présumés 
de « lèse-majesté divine ». Au cours de cette 
période, beaucoup de femmes ont été soumises 
à la Question pour avouer leur fornication avec 
le Diable et leur participation au sabbat et 
contraintes d’être purifiées publiquement par 
les flammes du bûcher. La surreprésentation 
des femmes ne doit néanmoins pas faire oublier 
que ce sont davantage toutes les minorités 
de l’époque qui ont été visées par ces purges 
sociales (Muchembled 1993).

Ce rapide détour historique montre avec 
éclat que la sorcellerie a une résonnance 
particulière, en Lorraine, cette région du Nord-
est de la France. Car, si tous les informateurs 
rencontrés au cours de ces longues années 
d’investigation que j’ai pu mener sur le 
terrain condamnent le zèle odieux et la folie 
démentielle de l’homme de droit et de justice, 
ils sont aussi intimement convaincus que le 
Procureur Rémy est parvenu à traquer, arrêter 

et abattre de « véritables » sorciers et sorcières 
qui s’attelaient à répandre le mal, la maladie, 
le malheur et la mort. Cependant, selon les en- 
quêtés, il n’a pas été en mesure de tous les exter- 
miner puisqu’aujourd’hui subsistent encore des 
êtres capables de sortilèges et de maléfices que 
les guérisseurs tentent d’entraver par les voies 
religieuses, magiques et symboliques.

Ce qu’être auteur de sorcellerie aujourd’hui 
peut dire

La sorcellerie d’hier ou d’aujourd’hui ne peut 
pas avoir d’existence sans les acteurs qui 
la manipulent, la nourrissent. De nos jours, 
plusieurs personnages en Lorraine sont 
identifiés comme des êtres capables de jeter des 
sorts maléfiques. 

Par ordre hiérarchique, le Diable est sans 
conteste le personnage qui représente à lui 
seul ce qu’est la sorcellerie, la magie maléfique. 
Dans le panthéon maléfique, il est l’archétype 
du Mal et est présenté par  les informateurs 
comme l’acteur le plus puissant en matière de 
sorcellerie contemporaine parce qu’il incarne 
tous les péchés6. À l’origine de tous les faits de 
sorcellerie qui ont cours actuellement, il a sous 
sa coupe une quantité de démons, d’esprits, 
d’entités et de sorciers prêts à le servir en son 
nom. Avec discrétion, il gère et ordonne des 
attaques maléfiques qui seront perpétrées par 
ses suppôts, intermédiaires de ses méfaits. Bien 
que les cas de sorcellerie qui lui sont imputés 
en personne soient rares, il est l’acteur en 
sorcellerie le plus redouté. Autrement dit, ses 
envoûtements sont présentés comme l’emprise 
la plus maléfique qu’il soit et, la plus difficile à 
neutraliser. 

Les enquêtés, guérisseurs et ceux qui de- 
mandent leur aide, déploient une pensée 
inspirée de la théologie chrétienne lorsqu’ils 
décrivent l’apparence du Diable. Avec une 
silhouette monstrueuse qui confond l’espèce 
humaine et animale, il est réputé porter des 
sabots, des cornes, des griffes et une queue. 
Les sabots sont un attribut classique du Diable 
(Messadié 1993) et certains guérisseurs, pour 
connaître la nature de leur ennemi, n’hésitent  
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pas à saupoudrer le sol de farine dans des en- 
droits où se déroulent, sans explication convain- 
cante, des « choses » étranges comme des 
bruits de pas, des destructions, des disparitions  
d’objets ou des déplacements de meubles. Les 
traces des onglons laissées dans la farine ne  
laissent pour les guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs 
aucun doute sur le fauteur de troubles qu’il faut 
repousser. Capables d’investir les lieux et les 
corps de leurs victimes, le Diable et les êtres 
invisibles aux yeux des non-initiés (à savoir, 
ceux qui ne sont pas guérisseurs ou qui n’ont 
pas le don de les voir), se rendent coupables 
de phénomènes de possession. Les crises de 
possession, qui demandent des rites voire 
des experts tout particuliers, sont néanmoins 
rarissimes sur le terrain d’enquête. Trois 
guérisseurs évoquent chacun à sa manière un 
cas rencontré au cours de leur carrière. 

Cette désenvoûteuse mosellane rapporte : 
« Une jeune de 10-12 ans : elle était prise, elle 
faisait des crises, elle se roulait par terre. Tu 
ne pouvais rien faire, comme si quelqu’un la 
battait ». 

Ce désenvoûteur décrit aussi son impuissance 
face aux possessions : « Moi, je voyais bien 
que je ne pouvais rien faire. J’ai un copain 
[guérisseur], il était sûr qu’il pouvait l’aider 
cette personne. Mais, c’était trop dur. Il a 
plongé avec [il a été affecté à son tour]. Si c’est 
trop, je dis aux gens d’aller chez un exorciste7 
[un prêtre catholique nommé exorciste par 
l’évêque du diocèse] ». 

Ce dernier contre-sorcier me confie sans 
pudeur avoir pris en charge des possessions : 
« [Des possédés] avaient failli tout, tout, 
tout me casser [dans la salle où il reçoit sa 
clientèle] ! Faut voir ! Une fois, j’ai travaillé 
sur un [client], il a commencé à faire comme 
un loup. Ça a duré mais, j’ai réussi à l’en sortir 
[du sort] ».

Le Diable peut aussi prendre l’apparence 
d’une personne quelconque pour tromper sa 
proies ou, encore, se montrer en animal en 

prenant l’allure d’un bouc, d’un corbeau, d’un 
serpent, d’un rat, d’un chat, d’un loup, d’un 
taureau, etc., de couleur noire, grise ou rouge 
pour signifier son penchant maléfique et son 
appartenance aux enfers brûlants. Le bestiaire 
de la sorcellerie compte régulièrement des 
animaux dangereux, sauvages ou inquiétants. 
Les sorciers et les sorcières sont aussi capables 
de changer d’apparence et de se transformer en 
animal pour agir incognito mais ces derniers se 
passent bien souvent de ces subtils stratagèmes 
pour atteindre leur(s) cible(s).

L’enquête de terrain menée en Lorraine 
révèle que ce sont des sorciers et des sorcières, 
des personnes bien vivantes, qui sont les plus 
souvent impliquées dans les affaires de sor- 
cellerie (Kessler-Bilthauer 2013). Se confon- 
dant dans la population générale, ce sont eux 
qui se rendent responsables de la plupart des 
maléfices actuels. Ils « travaillent », « bricolent », 
« chargent », « pompent », « volent », 
« détruisent », « bouffent », « bloquent », 
« attaquent » leurs victimes8. Avec des mé- 
thodes d’ensorcellement « ancestrales » mais 
toujours renouvelées, les « mauvaises gens » 
sont réputés détenir des secrets pour jeter des 
sorts grâce à leurs pouvoirs occultes. 

D’après les informateurs, les sorciers malé- 
fiques possèdent des facultés malfaisantes 
naturelles, innées ou héritées, semblables à un 
don de nuire. Les procédés de sorcellerie sont 
réputés circuler entre proches et à l’intérieur 
de la parenté (Favret-Saada 1977). Le rôle et 
la fonction de sorcier maléfique sont souvent 
communs aux membres d’une même famille ou 
d’un groupe social restreint ; il caractérise la 
majorité des membres d’une parenté et indique 
que la sorcellerie y est sciemment pratiquée. 
Dans plusieurs villages ou quartiers, certains 
noms de famille sont directement associés 
à des activités de sorcellerie et une certaine 
prudence est vivement recommandée à l’égard 
de ces personnes prétendues détenir un don de 
sorcellerie. Ce « don » se décline alors dans le 
pouvoir de leur toucher, de leur parole, de leur 
pensée et, de leur regard appelé aussi mauvais 
œil. Ces attributs sont des classiques en matière 
de sorcellerie à travers le monde. Leur influence 
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maléfique s’appuie aussi sur des connaissances 
et des savoir-faire puisés dans des ouvrages 
appelés livres noirs (Schwarz Buch en dialecte 
germanique). Le Petit et le Grand Albert, Le 
Gross Moses Buch (littéralement le Grand livre 
de Moïse) ou le Livre de Salomon sont des 
œuvres qui recèlent de la puissance maléfique. 
Ces livres sont réputés, selon les guérisseurs 
et ceux qui les sollicitent, circuler de maîtres à 
apprentis sorciers.

La passation et la possession d’un pouvoir 
maléfique ne suffisent pourtant pas à  exercer 
la sorcellerie de façon efficace et ciblée parce 
que la magie noire demande à  être entretenue 
et enrichie. Pour échanger leurs techniques 
d’ensorcellement et augmenter leurs pouvoirs, 
les sorciers sont soupçonnés de se rassembler 
la nuit en des lieux hautement symboliques 
particulièrement favorables à cet exercice. Ils  
se retrouveraient à proximité d’une source,  
d’une mare stagnante, sur un ancien site païen, 
dans un cimetière, près d’un édifice sacré ou  
dans l’épaisseur d’une forêt qui paraît impéné- 
trable. Ces réunions vespérales clandestines 
rappellent le mythique sabbat d’autrefois à 
l’occasion duquel, disait-on, les sorcières à demi-
nues sur leurs balais cherchaient à pactiser 
avec le Diable et à transgresser tous les tabous 
religieux et sociaux dont les interdits sexuels 
(Mandhuy 2010 ; Ostorero 1995). Les réunions 
des sorciers actuels semblent s’éloigner de 
certaines de ces représentations du sabbat 
moyenâgeux. Cependant, elles supposent 
encore le rassemblement de « méchantes 
gens » dans le seul but de concocter toutes 
sortes de maléfices, procéder à des sacrifices 
sanguins et des rites blasphématoires. La 
sorcellerie n’a néanmoins pas besoin d’associer 
plusieurs forces du Mal pour être opérante. 
Car les sorciers agissent le plus souvent seuls, 
le soir ou la nuit, dans l’antre de leur foyer 
pour ne pas se faire remarquer. À l’origine des 
sorts, ils sont les instigateurs de phénomènes 
bizarres, anormaux, insolites, extraordinaires 
et répétitifs qui vont amener certains 
individus à pousser la porte des guérisseurs-
désenvoûteurs.

. . . . . . . .
Consulter un guérisseur dans le contexte  
de sorcellerie

Celles et ceux qui demandent le secours des 
guérisseurs sont majoritairement de confession 
catholique ou protestante, mais certains infor- 
mateurs se revendiquent d’autres religions 
(islam, judaïsme surtout) ou d’aucune. Cette 
répartition peut être corroborée avec les carac- 
téristiques générales de la population locale. 
Dans le contexte de sorcellerie étudié dans 
le Nord-Est de la France, bien que la clientèle 
des guérisseurs soit hétérogène en termes de 
catégories d’âge et de milieux socio-culturels 
d’appartenance, les femmes sont les plus nom- 
breuses à consulter des thérapeutes de l’invi- 
sible. C’est une observation classique dans les 
recherches portant sur la santé car les femmes 
tiennent un rôle de premier ordre dans la 
gestion de la santé, à l’échelle de leur famille 
(Gojard, Gramain, et Weber 2003).

Pour comprendre les logiques de recours 
aux contre-sorciers, les trajectoires des indi- 
vidus qui se pensent victimes de sorcellerie 
doivent être analysées pour saisir comment 
et au terme de quel parcours ils associent leur 
maladie, leur mal-être ou leur infortune aux 
actions d’un sorcier ou d’une sorcière. 

Les charmes des sorciers ont une finalité 
commune : entraver la personne visée. A la 
faveur de rituels, ils ciblent la force physique 
et mentale, l’appétit et le sommeil du sujet 
mais, ils peuvent aussi chercher à atteindre 
son entourage, ses animaux de compagnie ou 
d’élevage, voire son matériel professionnel ; 
l’empêchant ainsi de travailler et le privant 
d’une grande partie de ses revenus. Les mala- 
dies insidieuses, soudaines ou particulièrement 
handicapantes sont les symptômes les plus 
répandus en matière de sorcellerie mais, il 
est aussi fréquent que des cauchemars, des 
crises de somnambulisme ou des épisodes 
d’insomnie, réguliers et intervenant toujours 
aux mêmes périodes de la nuit, soient imputés 
à un sorcier ou une sorcière. Ces derniers 
peuvent aussi se cacher derrière des troubles 
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de la fertilité, des problèmes de sexualité mais 
aussi, des chutes accidentelles, des ruptures 
amoureuses, des pannes matérielles en série. 
Dans le milieu agricole, le tarissement inattendu 
des vaches, la multiplication des épidémies 
et des avortements dans le bétail, ajoutés à 
des pannes de tracteurs ou sur des machines, 
peuvent aussi résulter d’actes de sorcellerie. 
Face à des troubles qui tendent à s’accumuler 
et même à s’aggraver sur une période plutôt 
courte, les individus cherchent à consulter 
des experts d’ordinaire compétents. Selon les 
symptômes, des médecins, des professionnels 
de la santé, des vétérinaires, des mécaniciens 
sont sollicités pour résoudre les problèmes 
rencontrés. C’est bien leur étonnement, l’ab- 
sence d’explications tangibles et leur impuis- 
sance, du point de vue de celles et ceux qui 
les ont consultés, qui les orientent vers des 
dispositifs de prises en charge alternatives et 
non conventionnelles. Dans un comportement 
logique et stratégique, ce sont ces types 
d’itinéraires mal vécus, douloureux et pénibles 
qui conduisent une personne à solliciter un 
guérisseur et ainsi, à s’orienter ou être orientée 
sur la piste de la sorcellerie. 

Diagnostiquer la sorcellerie

La démarche de consultation auprès d’un 
guérisseur-désenvoûteur se fait souvent sur les 
conseils d’un intermédiaire car la victime peut 
ignorer qu’un ou que plusieurs sorciers sont à 
l’œuvre derrière ses malheurs. Ce passeur est 
généralement un proche (ami, collègue, voisin, 
membre de la famille) qui a déjà été touché par 
des actions maléfiques et il connaît le ou les 
désenvoûteurs compétents en la matière. Il va 
ainsi guider la présumée victime de sorcellerie 
dans son cheminement et vers l’aboutissement 
du rituel.

Même s’ils sont très variés d’un guérisseur 
à l’autre, les rituels de désenvoûtement se 
montrent cohérents et réguliers dans leur 
organisation, leur composition, leur déroule- 
ment et le sens qui leur est attribué, comme 
nous l’avons souligné plus avant. Au domicile 
des guérisseurs, les clients sont d’abord invités 

à évoquer ce qui les affecte. C’est ensuite 
au guérisseur d’évaluer leur origine et leur 
nature, quand bien même les personnes sont 
convaincues d’être sous l’emprise des forces 
du Mal. Il arrive que certaines personnes soient 
dès leur arrivée identifiées comme des victimes 
parce que  le sort est particulièrement fort, à 
l’image de ce guérisseur qui s’exclame lorsqu’il 
pose les yeux sur une de ses consultantes 
attendant patiemment son tour dans la salle 
d’attente : 

Ouah… mais alors toi, tu es chargée ! Mein 
lieber Mann ! [expression allemande9 qui 
signifie littéralement « Mon cher monsieur » 
et qui signale la gravité d’une situation]. C’est 
tellement fort que je n’arrive presque plus à 
te regarder ! J’ai la tête qui tourne ! Raconte-
moi ce qui t’arrive. Rentre ! [dans la salle des 
rituels].

Après la « découverte » ou la confirmation 
du sort, la phase décisive de la prise en charge 
rituelle se situe dans la révélation de l’identité 
du sorcier. Le désenvoûteur parvient, grâce 
aux pouvoirs de son regard mais aussi, des 
sensations qu’il ressent dans son propre corps, 
et par l’utilisation d’outils comme le pendule, 
les cartes de divination par exemple, à procéder 
à la description physique du sorcier ou de la 
sorcière en détaillant la couleur de ses yeux, 
de ses cheveux, sa taille, sa corpulence, sa 
catégorie d’âge, voire un signe distinctif comme 
un bégaiement, la présence d’une cicatrice, d’un 
bijou particulier, etc. Il arrive que les guérisseurs 
indiquent aussi sa profession ou ses convictions 
religieuses. Religion et sorcellerie ne sont pas 
contradictoires dans ce monde puisque la 
fréquentation de lieux de culte peut dissimuler 
des desseins maléfiques.

Les fauteurs de troubles sont le plus 
souvent issus de l’entourage de la victime 
(Evans-Pritchard [1937] 1972). Ils sont voisins, 
parents, collègues ou connaissances10. Le por- 
trait du sorcier ou de la sorcière dressée par le 
désenvoûteur doit permettre à la victime de le 
(ou la) reconnaître parmi ses fréquentations.  
La victime de sorcellerie, pour pouvoir le 
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confondre sans aucun doute possible, est invitée 
à réfléchir aux tensions, aux désaccords, 
aux jalousies exprimées ou non, mais aussi 
aux comportements inhabituels qui ont pu 
émerger dans son environnement proche. Car 
la sorcellerie naît d’un certain type de relations 
sociales : sur fond de conflits, de heurts, de désir 
de vengeance et de lutte de pouvoirs.

Les guérisseurs, à cette étape du rituel, 
tiennent à garder le contrôle sur ceux qu’ils 
viennent tout juste d’identifier et de recon- 
naître comme victimes de sorcellerie. Ils 
cherchent vraiment à éviter des règlements 
de compte bien réels qui viendraient faire la 
une des journaux quotidiens. L’identité du 
sorcier est révélée à l’ensorcelé non pas pour 
que ce dernier l’accuse publiquement ou se 
venge personnellement mais pour qu’il puisse 
discrètement se maintenir à distance de ses 
influences. Le sorcier doit en effet ignorer qu’il a 
été démasqué parce qu’il pourrait renforcer ses 
attaques envers sa victime et ainsi corrompre 
l’efficacité des actes rituels des guérisseurs.

Pour assurer la délivrance de la victime de 
sorcellerie, les contre-sorciers cherchent aussi 
à identifier le support du sort, appelé objet-
sort parce qu’il permet au sorcier de répandre 
à distance son pouvoir maléfique (Evans-
Pritchard [1937] 1972 ; Favret-Saada 1977). 
Plusieurs affaires de sorcellerie ont été suivies 
au cours de mes recherches et il apparaît que 
ces supports censés fixer la volonté de nuire et, 
en même temps, représenter la victime sont de 
trois ordres.

(1) Dans le but d’atteindre leurs victimes, 
les premiers sont détenus et manipulés par 
les sorciers qui sont les seuls à connaître leur 
emplacement. Ce désenvoûteur indique que les 
envoûtements doivent être effectués sur des 
choses matérielles parfois très subtiles ce qui 
complique la recherche des contre-sorciers : 

Ils [les sorciers] font des envoûtements dans 
l’air et sur la terre, sur les gens concernés. 
Quand tu regardes la personne [victime], 
elle a rien. Dans l’eau, ils font un culte pour 
prendre la puissance, ils mettent une pierre 

dans l’eau et puis, tu peux aller chier pour 
trouver ça !

Puisque les sorciers sont des proches avec 
lesquels les ensorcelés peuvent être régulière- 
ment en contact, ils peuvent assez facilement se 
procurer des extraits de leur corps en ramassant 
un de leurs cheveux tombé à terre ou en le 
subtilisant, à leur insu, sur leur écharpe. Des 
morceaux de vêtements peuvent aussi devenir 
des artefacts sur lesquels des formules et des 
incantations maléfiques seront proférées dans 
le but d’exercer une magie maléfique.

(2) Les objets-sorts peuvent aussi appartenir 
aux victimes qui en font pour certains un 
usage courant et quotidien. Ces derniers ont 
l’apparence de la normalité et ne laissent pas 
penser qu’ils sont au service d’une activité 
malfaisante à leur encontre. Le jouet d’un enfant, 
un précieux bijou hérité, un objet religieux, une 
simple poêle à bois, peut rayonner les intentions 
malfaisantes d’un sorcier. Cette victime décrit 
comment l’objet support du sort a été identifié 
et comment la sorcière qui a envoûté son fils a 
été dévoilée : 

[Le guérisseur] m’a dit qu’il y avait une peluche 
dans un bac à jouets… un ours brun avec des 
yeux tout ronds, tout noirs. Je me suis dit que 
mon gamin, il avait pas ça dans sa chambre. 
Mais effectivement. J’ai vidé la chambre du 
gosse, j’ai trouvé au fond d’un truc le fameux 
ours. C’était d’ailleurs le doudou de mon mari 
quand il était petit. Et mon mari, quand il était 
gosse, sa mère allait aussi chez une guérisseuse. 
Elle mettait du sel et tout parce qu’il hurlait 
la nuit. Tu croyais qu’il était possédé. Quand 
j’ai montré à mon mari la peluche, il a eu des 
frissons. On l’a brûlée. Comment le guérisseur 
savait qu’elle était là cette peluche… Celle-là, 
fallait absolument la brûler, tout [le sort] était 
là-dessus. Il voyait qu’elle [la sorcière] ramenait 
des œufs. Tu peux pas voir si elle les ramène la 
nuit. Il m’a décrit la dame : une vieille dame de 
80 ans. […] Et puis d’un coup, il me dit : Nan, elle 
a un fichu. Et d’un coup, je me suis dit : Clac, il a 
raison. C’est dans la rue en plus. 
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(3) Enfin, mes recherches révèlent que les 
supports des sorts peuvent aussi être passés 
entre les mains des sorciers pour être ensuite 
déposés, par des voies magiques ou non, au 
domicile des victimes. Il n’est pas rare que des 
clients apportent des photographies de leur 
maison ainsi que des personnes qui l’occupent 
afin d’aider le guérisseur à poser son diag- 
nostic. Les garnitures de literie, particulière- 
ment malléables, sont classiquement des mati- 
ères à constituer des objets-sorts en Lorraine 
(Merkelbach-Pinck 1943 ; Muller et Muller 
2001) car chaque jour, les personnes qui 
s’y couchent durant plusieurs heures sont 
directement en contact avec elles. Les plumes, 
le coton, le bambou et toutes les autres matières 
naturelles ou synthétiques qui composent les 
oreillers, les traversins et les couettes peuvent 
être utilisés par les sorciers. Aux abords des 
habitations des victimes, d’autres sorciers 
préfèrent placer des objets-sorts qui diffuseront 
leur influence néfaste. Quelques morceaux de 
pain posés au pied d’un mur, des œufs entiers ou 
broyés dissimulés sous des cailloux, des plantes 
potagères ou aromatiques repiquées dans un 
jardin sont autant d’ingrédients sorcellaires qui 
n’éveillent aucun soupçon tant ils sont discrets 
et ordinaires. 

Les guérisseurs procèdent à des voyages 
extras-corporels pour découvrir la nature de 
l’objet-sort et son emplacement afin qu’il soit, 
réellement ou symboliquement, détruit et rendu 
inoffensif. Ce guérisseur-désenvoûteur précise 
cette opération : « Il faut que je sorte de mon 
corps, il faut que j’aille chercher avec mon esprit 
jusqu’à ce que je trouve ». Les objets indiqués 
par les guérisseurs et découverts par les 
victimes doivent être brûlés ou, le cas échéant, 
réduits en morceaux pour disperser l’influence 
maléfique du sorcier. Une agricultrice victime 
de sorcellerie commente : 

[Mon mari] avait des problèmes cardiaques, il 
avait des couronnes [dans son oreiller]. Mes 
enfants eux, ils avaient des duvets de la grand-
mère. C’était que des boules [à l’intérieur]. Mais 
pour brûler ça, tu peux y aller. Ah… (Profonde 
inspiration) Fallait mettre de l’essence dessus.

Procédure et caractéristiques du 
désenvoûtement 

Les préliminaires effectués, les guérisseurs 
contre-sorciers cherchent ensuite à démante- 
ler le sort en multipliant les gestes libérateurs. 
Ils effectuent sur le corps des victimes des 
sorciers des signes de croix, des impositions des 
mains, des bénédictions à l’aide de substances 
comme l’eau et l’huile bénites, tout en récitant 
des prières dédiées à des intercesseurs comme 
la Vierge ou des personnages saints réputés 
capables de combattre le Mal. C’est le cas, par 
exemple, de saint Michel, saint Benoît, saint 
Antoine, saint Clément, etc. Ces moments rituels 
sont aussi l’occasion pour les guérisseurs de 
mobiliser leur don et leur force afin de rétablir 
l’intégrité physique et mentale de la victime qui 
a subi le poids du sorcier : « Des fois, les gens 
sont complètement vidés et épuisés par ça [le 
sort]. Je dois donc les recharger », commente ce 
désenvoûteur.

Au terme de ces manipulations et paroles qui 
durent de quinze à trente minutes, les désen- 
voûteurs confient quelques matières consacrées 
qui vont leur permettre de prolonger les effets 
du rituel. Des sachets de grains de sel bénits, 
des bouteilles d’eau bénite et des flacons d’huile 
dite sainte sont distribués aux clients11. Les 
envoûtés reçoivent aussi des objets religieux 
tels que des images pieuses, des médailles à 
l’effigie de saint(s) et des chapelets rapportés 
des lieux de pèlerinages. Ils constituent des 
protections jugées efficaces dans la mesure où 
ils permettent de repousser les forces du Mal 
qui sont à l’œuvre et permettent, dans le même 
temps, de prévenir une nouvelle emprise. Les 
victimes de sorcellerie, sur les conseils des 
guérisseurs, tiennent à les porter sur elles en 
permanence sans toutefois les montrer. Ainsi, 
les scapulaires et les médaillettes peuvent être 
accrochés à l’aide d’une épingle à nourrice 
dans le pli d’un vêtement ou sur la bretelle 
d’un soutien-gorge pour garantir leurs vertus 
apotropaïques et prophylactiques. Le contact 
direct et prolongé avec ces objets contre-sorts 
est recherché parce qu’ils diffusent une force 
« purificatrice », « positive » et « bénéfique ». 
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Certains informateurs placent ces boucliers 
magiques dans leurs oreillers ou dans les 
peluches préférées de leurs enfants.

Dans des actions de clôture, les guéri- 
sseurs-désenvoûteurs préconisent aux en- 
voûtés d’adopter certains comportements 
qui viendront amplifier la portée de leurs 
actes de contre-sorcellerie. Pour espérer un 
retour à la « normale », les ensorcelés doivent 
éviter le sorcier mais, garder envers lui des 
rapports de politesse pour qu’il ne soupçonne 
pas qu’un désenvoûteur est sur le point de 
défaire le sort qu’il avait méticuleusement 
échafaudé. Certains clients des guérisseurs 
sont enjoints à pratiquer des prières régu- 
lières, des neuvaines, se rendre dans des lieux 
de culte ou réaliser un pèlerinage. Ces actes de 
dévotion contribuent à renforcer le pouvoir de 
la cure dispensée au domicile des guérisseurs 
contre-sorciers.

Dénouement du rituel de désenvoûtement : 
la contre-attaque magique

La rencontre entre le guérisseur et la victime 
de sorcellerie s’achève par le règlement de la 
dette rituelle quand bien même, et c’est assez 
fréquent, elle peut être gratuite notamment 
pour les personnes particulièrement précaires 
(chômeurs de longue durée, étudiants, familles 
monoparentales, veufs, etc.). Une contre- 
prestation qui vient compenser l’aide et l’inves- 
tissement du guérisseur est attendue bien 
qu’elle ne soit ni présentée ni vécue comme 
une contrainte. Dans les milieux d’interconnais- 
sances, le montant des prestations des guéri- 
sseurs-désenvoûteurs circule grâce notamment 
aux passeurs qui amorcent beaucoup de recours. 
La plupart des guérisseurs offrent leurs services 
rituels en échange de 30 à 50€ par consultation. 
Certaines cures de désenvoûtement se réalisent 
en une unique séance rituelle mais, les personnes 
particulièrement « prises » et « chargées » ne 
peuvent espérer s’en sortir qu’au prix de trois 
consultations, exceptionnellement plus.

Si la rétribution est devenue majoritaire 
dans la relation d’échange, les clients peuvent se 
rendre quitte de cette obligation en offrant de 

petits cadeaux comme des paniers garnis ou des 
confitures, de la saucisse ou du schnaps (eau-de-
vie en dialecte germanophone) qu’ils ont eux-
mêmes préparés. Une proposition de service ou 
un don à un organisme d’intérêt général peut 
aussi compenser la cure qui va déborder sur le 
temps rituel et se prolonge en l’absence de la 
victime de sorcellerie.

Le processus de délivrance se poursuit lors- 
que le désenvoûteur transfère le sort sur son 
propre corps. Grâce à son don, il aura la force de 
le repousser définitivement. Néanmoins, dans 
cette opération que les guérisseurs appellent 
le « prendre sur soi », le désenvoûteur et son 
entourage deviennent temporairement victimes 
des assauts du sorcier qui est décidé à ne pas 
lâcher prise et cherche à limiter les actions de 
libération. Ce désenvoûteur précise l’ampleur 
des troubles qu’il connaît régulièrement et 
qui font suite aux rituels de conjuration qu’il 
entreprend : 

Dans la maison, les objets, ils bougent. La 
voiture, elle me casse. Ça tape dans les murs, 
partout. Des nuits entières, je ne dors pas. Des 
nuits entières, il y a des gens [sorciers] qui 
me travaillent dessus [envoient des sorts], ou 
sur ma femme, ou sur mes enfants ou, sur la 
maison. 

Les pouvoirs du guérisseur et les influences 
divines qu’il manipule lui permettront de prou- 
ver sa résistance et finalement, donner une 
correction au serviteur du Mal. Dans un combat 
vif et intense, une véritable guerre magique, 
il aura raison de lui et, souvent, lui renverra 
le sort. Les troubles qui affecteront le sorcier 
présumé dans un délai plutôt court après la 
cure rituelle orchestrée par le désenvoûteur 
sont des punitions infligées au sorcier. Des 
maladies et d’autres événements sont ainsi 
guettés et interprétés comme la preuve du 
retour de bâton inévitable et dans le même 
temps, ces symptômes viennent confirmer 
l’identité du sorcier. Deux victimes d’une même 
sorcière évoquent l’efficacité de la cure de 
désenvoûtement au regard de ce qu’a subi cette 
« méchante voisine » et son époux : 
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Elle faisait des trucs aux gens [des sorts], 
tout le monde s’en méfiait. […] Elle avait l’air 
de rien cette femme. C’est son mari qui s’est 
chopé le retour de manivelle. C’est lui qui a 
tout eu le pauvre à cause de sa femme, de ce 
qu’elle faisait. Il est mort de façon horrible. 
L’été-là [qui fait suite à la consultation chez 
un guérisseur], son mari et elle sont tombés 
à la maison. On dit toujours que quand tu vas 
contre ces gens-là, quand tu as trouvé [le sort] 
et qu’il a été trouvé que quelqu’un a travaillé 
[a envoyé un sort], eux ont un problème, un 
malheur ou quelque chose.

L’interprétation subjective du devenir du 
sorcier et de ses proches laisse place au senti- 
ment d’être vengé. Les sorciers cherchent néan- 
moins à se protéger de ce retour inéluctable 
par différents scutums magiques toujours 
éphémères et fragiles comparés aux pouvoirs 
bénéfiques appelés par les guérisseurs. Ce 
sourcier qui prend en charge les désen-
voûtements considère que : 

Le gars [sorcier] qui fait ça, qui envoie quelque 
chose de vraiment très très nocif, il faut qu’il 
se protège parce que l’onde revient toujours. 
Il faut vraiment qu’il ait un bouclier très très 
puissant pour se protéger mais, ça marche 
qu’un certain temps.

La vengeance de la victime n’est donc plus 
directe et ne passe plus par les institutions, 
comme dans des temps anciens où le coupable 
était exécuté en place publique ou banni. Elle 
s’opère grâce à l’intervention d’intermédiaires, 
des thérapeutes de l’invisible, qui cherchent à ce 
que les forces du Mal s’en prennent à ceux qui 
les ont orientés vers une « innocente » victime 
qui ne méritait pas son sort.

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

Longtemps envisagée comme une pratique 
obscure ou imaginaire, la magie comme la sor- 
cellerie se montre sensée et ordonnée (Frazer, 
1881). Elle comprend des magiciens, des 
sorciers, qui détiennent la connaissance des 
réalités invisibles et sont capables d’exercer des 
influences. À la faveur d’une approche histo- 
rique mais surtout d’une analyse contempo- 
raine nourrie par de riches recherches docu- 
mentaires et ethnographiques sur le long cours, 
cette contribution a permis de souligner la 
prégnance et la persistance du phénomène de 
sorcellerie dans une région du Nord-est de la 
France. Parallèlement, cet article a été l’occasion 
de saisir l’ampleur et la complexité des rituels de 
contre-sorcellerie exécutés  par des guérisseurs 
spécialistes des sorts ; des situations et des 
actes rituels qui échappent habituellement aux 
non-initiés.

La sorcellerie ne se présente donc pas  
comme une croyance rurale résiduelle puisque, 
dans la Lorraine du XXIe siècle, elle reste un 
système d’explication cohérent et efficace 
pour certaines maladies, des malheurs et des 
symptômes physiques et psychiques caracté- 
risés qui appellent des rites et un protocole de 
délivrance particulièrement codés. 

Cet article a enfin permis de livrer les  
tenants, les motifs, les logiques et les méca- 
nismes qui sous-tendent les recours, souvent 
invisibles ou tabous, aux guérisseurs contre-
sorciers. Les résultats présentés ici condu- 
isent également à réfléchir sur la place et le 
rôle des médecines non conventionnelles  
dans notre société. Parce qu’elles suggèrent 
la coexistence, la superposition et l’entre- 
croisement de plusieurs systèmes de soins, 
les données de l’enquête de terrain menées 
pendant ces années en Lorraine invitent, plus 
globalement, dans le champ de la santé, à 
penser ensemble les frontières de la science et 
de la « tradition ».

Faire et défaire des attaques de sorcellerie dans la Lorraine (France) du XXIe siècle
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1. J’ai participé à une recherche en sociologie et en santé 
publique dirigée par Virginie Vinel (Professeure en sociologie à 
l’université de Besançon). Intitulée MEDICAMP, elle a été finan-
cée par la Maison des Sciences de l’Homme Lorraine (CNRS).  
Cf. Vinel et al. 2016. J’ai également collaboré à une autre re- 
cherche interdisciplinaire intitulée ALTERMENTAL. Cette 
étude portée par Renaud Evrard (Maître de conférences en 
psychologie, université de Lorraine) a été financée dans le 
cadre du Contrat Plan État-Région Ariane. Cette recherche 
en psychologie et en anthropologie a étudié, de 2017 à 2020, 
les articulations des dispositifs conventionnels et alternatifs 
dans les parcours de soins psychiques dans le Nord-Est de  
la France.

2. Dans cette région du Nord-est de la France, la Lorraine et 
plus particulièrement l’un de ses départements, la Moselle, 
connaît une spécificité juridique du fait de l’existence d’un 
droit local religieux. Ce dernier a dessiné les contours d’un 
paysage religieux particulier. Les religions les plus pré-sentes 
sont le catholicisme, le protestantisme et le judaïsme.  Mais 
d’autres groupes religieux sont aussi présents. « Comme 
partout ailleurs en France, l’islam est devenu en Alsace-
Moselle ne composante importante de la diversité religieuse ». 
Pour en savoir plus : Zwilling (2020).

3. Au cours de cette période, les historiens estiment que, dans 
le monde, 30 000 à 60 000 personnes auraient été exécutées 
(Briggs 2007).

4. En raison de la diversité de ses espaces territoriaux et des 
types de gouvernance, l'actuelle Lorraine est progressivement 
devenue française au cours du XVIIe et XVIIIe siècle.

5. Dom Calmet ([1745] 1973), célèbre bénédictin du XVIIIe  
siècle, investi dans un travail d’historien régional notamment, 

rapporte qu’au IXe siècle, Lothaire II qui donna son nom à 
son royaume (Lothringen, La Lotharingie, qui deviendra la 
Lorraine) avait suspecté son amante de lui avoir ravi l’amour 
qu’il vouait à son épouse légitime par les voies de la sorcellerie.

6. Le Diable fait plutôt tardivement, au XIe siècle, son apparition 
dans la religion chrétienne (Messadié 1993).

7. Même si les guérisseurs disent « envoyés » quelques 
possédés vers des religieux plus « armés » qu’eux, il ne semble 
pas y avoir de liens directs entre les guérisseurs et les prêtres-
exorcistes puisqu’ils exercent dans des rôles et des places 
différentes (Kessler-Bilthauer 2013). Le prêtre-exorciste est 
un religieux « officiel », qui est rattaché à un diocèse tandis que 
le guérisseur exerce à domicile et de façon souterraine.

8. Ces verbes sont issus d’extraits d’entretiens réalisés avec 
des guérisseurs-désenvoûteurs et des présumées victimes de 
sorcellerie.

9. Les dialectes germaniques sont encore parlés par une partie 
des habitants de la Lorraine actuelle. Certains guérisseurs 
en particulier étaient habitués à utiliser certains mots ou 
expressions dans une forme d’allemand déformé qu’il était 
essentiel de maîtriser pour saisir le sujet.

10. Selon les enquêtés, les sorciers de proximité sociale et 
spatiale sont les plus nombreux à perpétrer leurs méfaits mais, 
des sorciers vaudous d’origine africaine ou antillaise peuvent 
aussi se rendre coupables de telles actions en agissant à  
distance.

11. Ces ingrédients sont qualifiés de puissants et saints car 
ils sont bénis le plus souvent par les guérisseurs ; excepté 
pour l’eau qui reste consacrée par le prêtre catholique de leur 
paroisse.
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ABSTRACT

In the traditional Romanian village, misfortune (bad luck) was countered by the use of 
magic means. Those who took the lead in performing the magico-ritual act were women 
who possessed special powers that enabled them to identify, isolate and destroy evil and 
thus restore peace of mind and health to their clients by manipulating chance and changing 
their destinies. They were country women without special qualifications who healed a 
wide spectrum of ailments – themselves caused by ritual means – or made love charms. By 
contrast, the contemporary urban environment in Romania can show us modern witches 
who are widely advertised in the media, practise aggressive marketing, and are in most cases 
digitally literate (they make use of the Internet and digital applications to facilitate relations 
with clients); by employing sophisticated rituals and often also by drawing on black magic, 
they provide solutions to sickness, curses and being crossed in love, as also happens in 
traditional villages, but they are equally able to deal with unemployment, impotence, lack 
of money, hair loss, business failure and above the straying of unfaithful husbands, thus 
demonstrating that they are in tune with the times in which they live. Everything is possible, 
because people living in modern communities, despite the categorical appeal to reason, 
despite digitalisation, globalisation, bureaucratisation and the coming of the computer age, 
still feel the need to “explain the inexplicable,” in exactly the same way as peasants living in 
traditional villages do, and in addition feel the need for personal experiences, including of 
magic ritual and witchcraft. 
The coronavirus pandemic had the effect of strengthening this impression of a “magic 
mindset” and even of uninterrupted coexistence between the magic of the traditional 
village and modern urban life, influencing the relation between magic/religion and science 
– something seen at its clearest in the attitudes of large numbers of people towards the 
origin and treatment of the virus and above all the vaccines.
My aim in the present study is to give a succinct diachronic perspective on the subject; I will 
argue for the view that magico-ritual performances were transposed from the traditional 
village into the contemporary urban scene and even into the particular case of the coronavirus 
pandemic.  I underline that the field information comes from Sălaj, an area in north-western 
Romania (part of Transylvania) that is little industrialised and relatively conservative. We are 
dealing with a largely rural area in which customs, traditions and patterns of behaviour that 
form part of our country’s immaterial heritage can still be identified.
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[DOI: 10.57225/martor.2023.28.05]

KEYWORDS

Traditional Romanian village; magic; 
witchcraft; modern witches; corona- 
virus pandemic; magic mindset.

. . . . . . . .
Manipulating destiny and overcoming bad 
luck: a constant goal that will never go out 
of fashion. “Traditional knowledge” in magic, 
in village and town.

In the traditional Romanian village, bad luck 
(one bad thing happening after another, 
repeated misfortunes, inexplicable coinci- 

dences, being under a curse) was countered 
by magical means that most often found their 
concrete expression in ritual enchanting/
disenchanting.1 Those who took the lead in 
this by performing the magico-ritual act were 
women endowed with special gifts/graces who 
could identify, isolate and destroy the evil at 
work and thus restore calm and good health 
to their clients by manipulating chance and 
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changing their destinies. They were country 
women with  no special qualifications, but their 
knowledge of the mechanisms of magic and the 
way they were proved genuine by resounding 
successes used to make them into people 
who were feared, sought out because of their 
efficacy and, on occasion, raised almost to the 
rank of institutions. Well aware of their special 
powers, these enchanters, knowledgeable old 
women or witches in the villages of Sălăj, would 
disenchant from the evil eye, from misfortune, 
from sunstroke headaches, from small red bumps 
on the skin, and from earache,2 healing by the 
use of psychotherapeutic methods a wide range 
of conditions that were also caused by ritual 
means, or would make charms, bindings in love 
and releasings from love, as an erotic treatment 
to aid the coming-together of couples. 

By contrast, the contemporary urban envi- 
ronment in Romania can show us  modern 
witches who are widely advertised in the media, 
practise aggressive marketing, and are in most 
cases digitally literate (they make use of the 
Internet and digital applications to facilitate re- 
lations with clients and even to create standard 
ritual scenarios that they suggest to them); by 
employing sophisticated rituals and often also by 
drawing on black magic, they provide solutions 
to sickness, curses and being crossed in love, 
as also happens in traditional villages, but they 
are equally able to deal with unemployment, 
impotence, lack of money, hair loss, business 
failures and above the straying of unfaithful 
husbands, thus demonstrating that they are in 
tune with the times in which they live.

Everything is possible, because people living 
in modern communities, despite the categorical 
appeal to reason, despite digitalisation, global- 
isation, bureaucratisation and the coming of 
the computer age, still feel the need to explain 
the “inexplicable,” in exactly the same way as 
peasants living in traditional villages do, and in 
addition feel the need for personal experiences, 
which are often to be found in the wake (as it 
were) of spiritualities of all kinds, including 
magic ritual and witchcraft.

The carrying-out of modern urban magic 
rituals by performers who claim to derive 

their skills from renowned witches slots into 
what is the extremely eclectic landscape of con- 
temporary spirituality, powerfully influenced as 
it is by mysticism, witchcraft, the paranormal, 
divination, erotic magic, numerology and so 
forth; the end product is an over-stimulated 
religiosity that is indisputably rooted in popular 
piety (the cult of icons, relics, the saints, and of 
the extraordinary and the miraculous), and this 
suggests not a natural attenuation of magic when 
confronted with the rational people of the twenty-
first century with their emphasis on scientific 
explanations but instead a revival of magic in 
many and varied forms (not only in witchcraft 
but also in film, literature, art, advertising and 
business). 

The coronavirus pandemic had the effect 
of strengthening this impression of a “magic 
mentality/mindset” and “magical thinking” and 
even of uninterrupted coexistence between the 
magic of the traditional village and modern 
urban life, influencing the relation between 
magic/religion and science – something seen at 
its clearest in the attitudes of large numbers of 
people towards the origin and treatment of the 
virus and above all the vaccines.

Using synchronic and diachronic methods 
of analysis, cultural anthropology (Lévi-Strauss 
2011, Muchembled 1997) discusses the rela- 
tionship between reality, social community and 
magic/witchcraft practices in terms of security/
insecurity and risk management. The climate of 
insecurity in which humans have always lived, 
ranging from the weather-related insecurity of 
ancient times to that concerned with road travel, 
employment, divorce and climate disasters, has 
always called for crisis solutions, and magic has 
always been able to provide its initiates with 
such solutions. Ever since the theoretical work 
of Claude Lévi-Strauss (2011) and Sir James 
Frazer (1980), much has been said about the 
importance of magic in giving security and in 
humanising the world; the role of magic is to 
protect man from the aggression and insecurity 
of a universe that he can neither control nor 
master, and this protection is brought about by 
mechanisms of similitude and/or contagion, 
by symbolic actions that do “something” in 
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order to receive “something else,” namely 
protection and security. In a way, this approach 
is the diametrical opposite of those taken by 
the Church: whereas religion speaks of divine 
help coming down to the level of men, that is, 
of a kind of “deifying” that they undergo, magic, 
by contrast, humanises the universe by causing 
man (if he is endowed with special attributes) 
to generate security by destroying insecurity 
of whatever kind, from sickness to the danger 
of choosing the wrong life partner, from losing 
one’s wealth to impotence, business failure or 
one’s extra-marital affair being discovered. 

. . . . . . . .
Unequivocal roles: “women only.”  
The honour-conferring name of “old woman” 
and an institutionalised title: “old woman 
who dis/enchants” 

In the archaic world of the traditional village, age 
was synonymous with wisdom; the appellation 
“old,” far from being a source of frustration or 
offence, was a natural and normal one connected 
with the purpose of life and with the natural 
progression through its stages and, following 
an intrinsic logic, was the age by which wisdom 
had accumulated. Popular proverbs speak of 
this state of wise old age (Bernea 1997). In the 
majority of cases, “the burden of old age” and its 
images of inevitable sickness and the proximity 
of death (itself seen metaphorically as merely a 
passing “beyond”) are thrown into the shade by 
this aureole of old age as a mark of wisdom.

In the case of elderly women, the state of “old 
woman” or “old” meant even more, and, rightly 
exploited, even brought advantages, because it 
was indisputably related to morality and to the 
absence of temptations; the best-known term is 
that of “forgiven women,”3 that is, forgiven their 
temptations, forgiven their sins, forgiven the 
sexuality that can sometimes lead to excesses 
– which are categorically agreed to be immoral. 
In the villages of Transylvania, forgiven women 
were highly valued (even though such an 
assertion might seem slightly tendentious): 

forgiven women were the only ones who could 
knead Communion bread for the church, which 
made them a kind of pragmatic intermediaries 
between the immediate reality of the village, 
with its sacred purposes and order, and the 
sacrality of the Church and of heaven; this is 
attested by field information.

From the viewpoint of field ethnography 
(as our own research leads us to believe), 
the terms dis/enchanter, enchanter and 
healer (RO: cotătoare) are not attested in 
villages in Sălăj; all we find in practice are the 
generic ones of “old woman who knew how 
to look” and “old woman who knew how to 
cast the evil eye.” Thus the appellation of “old 
woman” (RO: babă) is stronger than those of 
“dis/enchanter,” “witch,” “enchantress” and 
“healer.” We see the honesty and openness  
of a woman from Valea Lungă as relevant here: 

Well, in each house people knew how to dis/
enchant. All the women knew how to cast the 
dread, or the evil eye, for what were you to do 
if something bad happened to your children? 
There was no doctor back then, but the women 
carried out dis/enchanting more [than now] 
and knew ever so many dis/enchanting spells 
and used to cure their children by themselves.4 

In their works on “domestic” or “household” 
magic, Martine Segalen (1980), Jeanne Favret 
Saada (1977) and Dominique Camus (2003) 
speak about professional female protagonists 
in psychotherapy, traditional healing and 
remedies that belong to the realm of magical 
medicine and folk medicine. The traditional 
Romanian village too knew great professionals 
of this kind who were recognised over very wide 
areas and whose reputation has survived in 
the collective memory over many generations. 
They are described as “having high IQs and 
being characterised by feeling, sensitivity and 
an uncommon degree of intuition” (Ciubotaru 
2005, 61), just as Marcel Mauss and Henri 
Hubert affirmed in their well-known works: 
“an intelligence that is out of the normal range 
found in the unimpressive environments in 
which people believe in magic” (Mauss, Hubert 
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1996, 35). Discussing these highly intelligent 
leading figures of a “caste of dis/enchanters,” 
Silvia Ciubotaru says that “starting out with 
their inborn qualities, they have amassed an 
impressive body of knowledge regarding  the 
practice of folk medicine and magic formulae. 
A certain talent for the dramatic helps them to 
bring thaumaturgic scenarios to life and to give 
them credibility in the eyes of people who are 
suffering” (Ciubotaru 2005, 62). Radu Răutu and 
Gheorghe Pavelescu too evoke outstanding dis/
enchanters in their published field observations 
(Răutu 1998, XV). We are dealing with women 
who have a professional profile that is in a class 
of its own and a reputation that made them into 
models for others, so that we can even speak of 
an explicit institutionalisation.

In a substantial anthropological study of 
couple relations in peasant society, Martine 
Segalen, taking as her starting-point the twofold 
status of the mistress of the house, as woman 
and as mother, is categorical in listing among 
“activities reserved for the female realm” that 
of protector (through a great number of magical 
procedures) of all the members of the family 
and of the household in general (Segalen 1980, 
132). Thus, in the world of the traditional village, 
those who dis/enchant are overwhelmingly 
women. Simion Florea Marian (1996), Artur 
Gorovei (1931), Nicoleta Coatu (1997), Gheorghe 
Pavelescu (1998),5 Amalia Pavelescu (1995)6 and 
other ethnographers and folklore specialists7 
all adduce ever more illuminating statistics 
in support of this statement. The reasons 
invoked are in most cases circumstantial, i.e. 
predominantly economic, and only in a secondary 
way connected with natural predisposition: 

in general, those who concern themselves 
with witchcraft and casting spells are certain 
old women who, as the saying goes, have lived 
their life and eaten their corn meal and make 
a profession of this so that they can earn their 
daily bread. (Marian 1996, 9)8 

Field research carried out in a number of 
villages in Sălaj has demonstrated the same 
categorical predominance of women among 

those who dis/enchant and very much the same 
motives: 

I dis/enchant for these little children, for the 
poor things get so terribly afraid of anything, 
even of their own shadows9; people used to 
come to me bringing sick animals and I would 
heal them, I do believe that one time as many 
as fifty people came to me (…), and they would 
bring me a quarter litre of palincă, fat bacon, 
cheese.10

. . . . . . . .
Millennium III.  E-witches, techno-witches 
and their fascinating life stories. Globalisation, 
digitalisation and the academic spirit in 
contemporary magico-ritual praxis. 

For a long time the rural world in Romania 
functioned with an extremely fertile magic 
mentality/mindset that could provide subjective 
explanations for inexplicable situations and 
allowed specialised performers (magicians of 
various calibres, with a variety of names) to 
fight bad luck, to attempt to change destinies 
and to redirect life’s events in favour of their 
client/customer (the person who regarded 
themselves as having been injured by an evil 
that had in its turn been induced by magical 
means). This is attested by the ethnological 
bibliography (see Pavelescu 1998; Coatu 1997). 
From here sprang generalised patterns of belief 
in spirits, supernatural apparitions, fantastic 
events, superstitions, and highly-coloured and 
fantasy-filled inventions in the area of magic 
and witchcraft (in fact, broadly speaking, white 
magic and black magic). The situation changed 
at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning 
of the nineteenth centuries when, under both 
Western and more local influences, the latter 
drawing its inspiration from the teachings of 
the Transylvanian School, the rationalist and 
scientific spirit that was being encouraged 
in intellectual circles both Orthodox and 
Greco-Catholic pushed magic and witchcraft 
somewhere towards the margins of spirituality 
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by regarding them as cultural manifestations 
typical of the backward rural world and 
putting in their place the first medical and 
pharmacological teachings as an integral part of 
book-learning and of what was called “the spirit 
of the Lights” (the Enlightenment spirit). 

There followed a complex and lengthy cul- 
tural process during which magic and witch- 
craft became the stock-in-trade of wise old 
women in villages, while the towns saw the 
development of a different type of magical 
performances, in a way the equivalent of the 
“salon magic” or specialist consulting-rooms 
found in the West, which focused especially 
on divination/predicting the future/fortune-
telling and was practised by Gypsy women, for 
a fee, in the most exotic settings.

This led to a reinvigorating and general- 
ising of an image of the Gypsy woman as witch. 
Over time, this became a stereotype that has 
endured until the present day –  the stereotype 
of the marginal or minority person (the Gypsy, 
the Jew) who, finding themselves in a socially 
inferior position, attempts to make up for this 
negative circumstance by drawing on magical 
techniques through which they hope to change 
the course of events to their own advantage or 
that of their clients. To this low social status 
brought about by membership of a minority 
ethnic/religious group there has to be added 
a further kind of inferiority, that of being a 
woman; we know that in archetypal society 
women lacked visibility, rights and the power 
to take social initiatives. It was for this very 
reason that women, assigned a marginal and 
inferior place in a society and community that 
were managed to an overwhelming degree by 
men, resorted, for want of social mechanisms, 
to magical mechanisms as a way to manipulate 
destiny, sometimes joining forces with the Devil 
as a means to attaining their ends; thus “the 
Jewess-magician or Gypsy-witch represent, for 
the mindset of peoples who lived in close inter- 
dependence with these ethnic groups, major 
constants of the imaginary, cliches in which 
historical realities and phantoms, visceral fears 
and a scorn of whatever is different or alien 
meld together” (Pop-Curșeu 2013, 184). 

Studies in imagology, above all that by 
Dan Horia Mazilu (2006), speak of Gypsies 
as socially marginalised people who are not 
integrated either into the community system 
(they are always nomadic), or into the system of 
Christian beliefs (they allowed themselves to be 
Christianised, but only partly and superficially, 
and continued to live in accordance with 
their own beliefs, customs and traditions), or 
linguistically, since they speak a language that 
has nothing in common with any European 
language, or in the area of reasonably settled 
crafts and trades, since they practise trades that 
are as marginal as they are or that belong in the 
area of contact with evil supernatural powers, 
with Satan, with the Devil, which has made them 
completely or partially illicit, immoral or illegal 
(metalworking, working in gold, horse-rearing, 
bear-training, being travelling musicians, 
witchcraft).  

This led to the “demonisation of the Gypsies” 
associated with social marginalisation, and 
to their being labelled with the stigma of 
associating with the Devil – fertile ground for the 
later creation of the image of the Gypsy witch, 
given to chiromancy and fortune-telling from 
cards, to telling the future by throwing grains 
and to telling fortunes using a sea shell, but also 
to drying up the milk of cows or ewes, causing 
droughts and casting the Evil Eye on enemies. 
Assigned (in the course of the constructing of a 
radical otherness) to the category of “workers of 
evil,” and so to that of the absolutely abnormal 
and different, of an unintelligible Other, located 
in the centre of the nocturnal kingdom in which 
the legitimation of power is effected above all 
by violent means, the Gypsy is the “possessor” 
of a whole string of negative attributes, among 
them a kind of “virtual delinquency,” such as 
witchcraft, the preserve of nomadic Gypsy 
women; everything takes place in the context 
of the medieval mentality, in which offences 
against the law were generally confused with 
sins and sanctions were, in accordance with 
the same mindset, the consequence of a divine 
intervention that was due to moral otherness, 
transgression and having dealings with the 
Devil (Boia 2004; Mazilu 2006).  
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This association between Gypsy women and 
witchcraft was soon to generate a stigmatising 
image as a result of which Gypsy women 
who were witches were burned at the stake, 
banished, and excommunicated, along with 
large numbers of their fellow-ethnics, thus 
strengthening the stereotype, which persisted 
into modern times and which people in practice 
still appeal to today. Historically speaking, 
when the Enlightenment penetrated ever 
more deeply into Romanian culture at the end 
of the eighteenth century, the greater part of 
the activities associated with magic and illicit 
witchcraft continued to be carried out only by 
Gypsies, subsequently called rromi [Roma]; this 
state of affairs was perpetuated in the decades 
that followed, until, as was believed at the close 
of the last century, “only Gypsy women still cast 
spells” (Mușlea and Bârlea 2010, 470). 

The urban culture of today, very 
substantially the product of mass culture (an 
effect of the perfecting of the means of mass 
communication), although it originates in a 
built-up environment shaped by the triumph of 
reason, by technologisation, computer literacy, 
digitalisation and, of course, globalisation, not 
only allows for but sometimes even encourages 
the existence of examples of magical thinking, 
which occupy, journalistically speaking, not 
only multiple column inches of the small-ads 
but also TV shows and, more recently, podcasts, 
websites and blogs. 

In this context, probably the best-known 
among the witches of Romania, especially 
because she was also active (with a somewhat 
illegal status) during the Communist period, 
is the famous “mother Omida [caterpillar],” 
who is said to have numbered Elena Ceaușescu 
among her fortune-telling clients, and even the 
dictator himself at the point when their son, 
Nicu Ceaușescu, was threatening to marry the 
actress and singer Janina Matei; her spells were 
extremely effective, with the couple parting after 
an explosive love affair, and this success brought 
mother Omida a prestige unmatched in her time 
(her clients included Doina Badea, Gopo and 
Nae Zamfir). When she died in February 1995, 
mother Omida (Maria Motoi, born in 1940) 

left a remarkable legacy: the reputation of the 
most powerful witch in Romania, unbeatable 
at fortune-telling using a seashell, grains and 
cards. No wonder then that many of the witches 
who followed her claimed – falsely, it would 
appear – to have inherited the professionalism 
and “grace” of this “mother of the witches.”   

We do however have at least two notable 
successors: Cireșica, mother Omida’s niece, who 
in 2000 brought out several issues of “Romania’s 
only magazine for witches,” The Magic of the 
Witches, in whose pages she advertised her skills 
at length (Cireșica being the repository of some 
rather special magic techniques using mercury 
and curing epilepsy and drunkenness, but also 
a specialist in a kind of economic and financial 
magic: Cireșica has the power to put companies 
on their feet again, to bring businessmen 
financial gain and to increase profits). The other 
successor is Rodica Gheorghe, mother Omida’s 
daughter, who took the decisive step towards 
digitalisation: she has a blog on wordpress 
that is in great demand (it is among the most 
frequently accessed in Romania) and even a 
personal site, www.vrajitoarea-rodica.ro, where 
she posts recipes for cures similar to those given 
out by Cireșica, with the addition of ones for the 
healing of impotence, depression, and all kinds 
of fears.  

Someone who carries on her profession in a 
way closer to us is Maria Câmpina, “the queen 
of white magic in Romania”; she too foretold the 
future for Elena Ceaușescu (she was summoned 
in great secrecy, at midnight), and her fame as a 
great fortune-teller rests on her own testimony 
of how she predicted the future for her for the 
last time in autumn 1989; Elena Ceaușescu 
drew a black Tarot card that showed blood 
and horror, thus foretelling the bloody end of 
the “member of the Academy” and her era. Our 
most recent information about this fortune-
teller shows us a modern, globalised, digital 
witch who is used to giving TV interviews and 
no stranger to fame and being a celebrity. On 
Christmas Eve 2022 she gave a long interview 
to Bulgarian TV about her impeccable prestige 
and even told the fortune of the reporter who 
was interviewing her, live...11 
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As in any guild, so too in that of the witches 
power becomes concentrated around the 
most redoubtable possessors of the secrets  of 
the trade; as was to be expected, each of the 
major witches has set up a personal “school of 
witchcraft” around her, through which she has 
passed on to her disciples a “know-how” distilled 
from her years of praxis and promoted using 
constantly maintained PR techniques, most 
recently extended with maximum visibility into 
the online world. In this way real hubs of power 
and specialised professional training have taken 
shape. Maria Câmpina has proceeded in this way, 
and so too have Brățara, or Morgana, Melissa, 
Vanessa, Rodica Gheorghe, Cireșica, Mihaela 
Mincă, Sofia, Izabela, Lorena, Luminița, Ioana 
Sidonia, Atena, Margareta, Elena Minodora, 
Venus and Sandra, each of them with powerful 
ancestors in the most exotic areas of magic, and 
they have created a huge centre in Bucharest 
and around the city, basically a radiating zero-
level strategy and marketing hub. 

We can find information worthy of an 
anthropological study (with statistical sources) 
on the dedicated site of the witches of Romania, 
where there is an analysis of the distribution 
by geographical/historical areas of performers 
of magic rituals. Bucharest is closely followed 
by two other schools: that of Ploiești (which 
extends into Valea Călugărească), where Aurelia 
Ardeleanca, Sicilia, Baba Ekaterina, Elisabeta, 
Rahela, Sunita, Irina Ioana, Ioana and Elena are 
achieving exceptional results in their trade of 
witchcraft, and that of Buzău, where the chief 
witches are Mama Maria, Denisa Antonia and 
Ana. Craiova contributes the famous witch 
Mercedeza, along with Maria and Delia, to 
this map. We note the absence of any such 
power hubs in Transylvania; this, we believe, 
is a consequence of (among other causes) the 
Roman Catholic and Greco-Catholic religions 
practised there but also of the Protestant and 
Reformed presence; these faiths were far more 
thorough in dealing with aberrations and 
departures from their members’ official beliefs, 
even in rural areas.12

The magic performances offered by all these 
witches find their place in traditional white 

magic and on occasion also in black magic, but 
the website shows that specialisations in more 
exotic branches of magic are also beginning to 
appear, for example Egyptian magic, voodoo 
and especially wicca, a branch of magic that 
is much in vogue in North America. But what 
struck us as the most significant aspect of  
this presentation of the professional landscape 
of full-time workers in magic and witchcraft is 
the way it criticises the theoretical training of 
witches, which apparently leaves much to be 
desired:

Witches belonging to the new wave are 
only continuing to follow a route already 
marked out by the great witches and do not 
allocate much time to amassing theoretical 
knowledge. They prefer new technologies to 
the detriment of a fundamental understanding 
of magic. We believe that there needs to be a 
greater involvement by experienced witches 
in the directing and encouraging of these 
possibilities for witchcraft, in the interests of 
the phenomenon of magic in general.13

After the fall of the communist regime, under 
which occultism and magic of all kinds were 
strictly forbidden and those who practised them 
were hunted down, caught and sent to prison, 
that is, after 1989, witches began to offer their 
services on a large scale, making their appeal to 
a clientele that was rich, diverse, eager for the 
sensational and desperately seeking possible 
explanations for the inexplicable things in their 
personal lives (unhappy coincidences, acci-
dents, precisely targeted envy, financial losses). 

The digital revolution was extremely 
fruitful where those who practised magic were 
concerned. The appearance of the internet with 
all its advantages led to a total metamorphosis 
of magic, which suddenly ceased to be a private 
rite, as it had been termed by anthropologists 
even in their basic definition of it, and became 
a public business: instructions for a series 
of rituals can be found on specialist sites, in 
blogs and on social media networks, so that 
anyone can pronounce a curse in the privacy 
of their own home, tell their future from their 
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coffee grounds or, even more tempting, start 
their own business dealing in fortune-telling 
or erotic magical scenarios, provided they 
have a little entrepreneurial spirit, possess 
a little psychological insight or are quick at 
remembering practical instructions, have mas- 
tered basic public speaking techniques, have 
ambition and want to become famous.

The year 2000 also saw witches being 
widely promoted on the most popular television 
channels. Maria Câmpina, Vanessa, Mihaela from 
Buftea, Cireșica, and Melissa not only appeared 
in the small-ads of the newspapers of the time 
and gave interviews to the tabloids but were 
invited on to the TV shows of presenters who 
were well known and had a great hold on the 
public, such as Mihai Tatulici and Teo Trandafir. 

Then, shortly before 2020, magic became 
a global phenomenon as never before, literally 
without any borders: Romania’s witches were 
quick to join the EU (see https://vrajitoarele 
dinromania.ro/ or http://www.vrajitoare-
romania.eu/) and exemplary in the speed at 
which they went digital: they use videochat 
sessions to cast spells to bring love, health or 
money or to pronounce curses for a price, with 
a tariff in euros, or use the video application of 
WhatsApp or Facebook; modern witches enjoy 
top-class PR services, as can be seen in their 
meetings and sessions of online consulting and 
their rituals transmitted live on Facebook or 
Twitter; even more, the younger generation 
have convinced the older witches of “the power 
of the selfie,” proving that magic has the same 
effect when virtual as when real; everywhere, 
e-witches are promoting “the power of the 
internet” (“Go on, let me tell your fortune with 
the help of the internet”), so that the business is 
managed online, the place where recently more 
and more of it has been taking place. Business 
marketing generates a guaranteed profit: 
according to published price lists, a session of 
tarot starts at 50 euros, but more complex spells 
that can take days or weeks can cost up to 1000 
euros. Spells cast for VIPs have higher charges 
and commission: for example, the ones designed 
to unite Oana Zăvoranu and Pepe definitively by 
magic ritual had a price ticket of 70 000 euros!

A professional opinion that is well-
documented and even didactic in tone runs as 
follows: 

A truly powerful witch can resolve problems 
even at a distance. It is not the telephone or 
Facebook that work the magic but the words 
we speak and the rituals we perform; looking 
one another in the eyes is all that is needed for 
the ritual to function. 

This is the position of Cassandra Buzea, a 
young witch from Mogoșoaia, cited by Reuters.14 
The reason is that “nothing has changed, the 
practice is the same, but now it’s much easier 
for us to get in touch with clients in other 
countries” (idem, Mihaela Mincă, Cassandra’s 
mother).

However, the practising of magic has 
also become a deliberately cultural act. The 
biographies of famous witches exploit the 
specialist bibliography or their membership of 
an elite guild; for an example, see the web page 
of the famous Melissa, with its professional 
CV (posted online), where the list of her 
educational qualifications includes “University 
degree: Hogwarts University of Witchcraft 
and Wizardry, matriculated 1990,” where, it 
is to be supposed, she and Harry Potter were 
classmates.14 

Besides its economic and social status, the 
profession of witch is also a cultural one, and 
it also has a well-defined professional prestige: 
“the all-powerful Vanessa, skilled in VIPs’ 
love affairs,” “the healer Atena, who facilitates 
marriages,” “the famous Trandafira, the witch 
who succeeds whatever the problem,” “the 
celebrated Claudia, the possessor of salves 
recently brought from Mount Athos,” and 
“Mercedeza, the queen of white magic” are only a 
few examples. In their efforts to give themselves 
legitimate status as actors in the realm of magic 
and to provide professional accreditation for 
their 100% efficacious remedies, all the witches 
come from places that qualify as possessing 
magical qualities and have brought with them 
ancient and never-previously-seen salves from 
areas steeped in spirituality and consequently 
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professionally accredited (in fact, their power 
is founded exclusively on the exotic nature 
of a journey that is falsely claimed to qualify 
them for their profession – we have observed 
a special preference for India, Egypt, Asia, and 
Mount Athos, in Greece). 

Thus, witches in Romania are keeping up 
with the times in which they live, proving that 
they are successful entrepreneurs, teachers of  
or even researchers into the phenomenon 
of magic who have their own theories and 
observations, capable of a realistic criticism 
of the level of professionalism of novices in 
witchcraft and with an eager appetite for the 
digital and virtual environments and for social 
media. They have no difficulty using smart- 
phone applications such as WhatsApp, have at 
least one and perhaps several accounts on the 
most widely used social media, are at home with 
making live transmissions or showcasing their 
abilities on Zoom or Skype, adapting themselves 
to new developments more speedily than one 
could have imagined.

Nor are they immune to the problems gener- 
ated by the virtual environment. For example, 
at the end of 2022, “the queen of white magic 
in Romania,” Maria Câmpina, put out a warning 
that “she had for some time been facing identity 
theft carried out by imposters, so-called 
witches who write in her name in the press 
of various counties in Romania or create fake 
Facebook accounts in order to deceive people. 
Mrs Maria Câmpina has informed the Police of 
these serious offences, but she wants you too, 
her clients, to know about what is happening, 
precisely so that you will not fall into the trap 
set by those deceivers who want to separate 
you from your money without doing anything 
concrete about your problems. Be extremely 
vigilant! Mrs Câmpina has only one official page 
on Facebook and one telephone number that 
she answers: XXX.XXX.XXX [anonymised by us]. 
Do not speak with other people using different 
telephone numbers, don’t allow yourselves to 
be deceived!”16

And because the profession of being a witch 
has not escaped the tendency towards the 
perfecting of skills and professional training in 

narrow niche areas, the witchcraft of the third 
millennium is not only a cultural business, 
identitary and likewise well paid, but also an 
academic one. 2019 witnessed the laying of 
the foundation of the first Witches’ Academy in 
Romania and thus an unequivocal according of 
official status to Romanian “scientific” magic. 
Following on from the entirely successful entry 
of Romanian witches into the European Union, 
as seen from the setting-up of the http://www. 
vrajitoare-romania.eu/ portal, and after a thor- 
ough process of digitalisation of the profession 
that culminated in the use of smart applications 
to do away with the distance between client/
patient and service provider/magic performer, 
the witches of Romania finally moved on to the 
next level by founding the Bucharest Academy 
of Witchcraft, their highest forum in academic 
terms. This was the National School of Charms 
and Divination, which in a way reproduces 
the legendary Hogwarts School of Magic and 
Wizardry. The Bucharest academy was founded 
by Ioana Sidonia, the daughter of Maria Câmpina 
(as we were saying, one of the best-known 
witches in Romania). Her decision to do this  
arose from a worrying finding that was being 
brought up in discussion with increasing 
frequency: the low level of professional compe- 
tence of witches of the younger generation. 
In order to guarantee that the witches who 
attended its courses would be given an intensive 
academic training, this highest forum would 
function under the competent supervision 
of the Moscow University of the Paranormal. 
Cures would be found for older conditions (the 
evil eye, or the misuse of mercury) and also for 
other, newer ones: depression and infertility.17

. . . . . . . .
The re-enchantment of the world:  
a world of magic in a land of magic

The appetite of modern man for magic and 
witchcraft, paradoxically in a climate as strongly 
affected by insecurity as is the contemporary 
scene, is a proven fact that has been described 
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in great detail: Michel Maffesoli speaks of 
the “re-enchantment of the world” (Maffesoli 
2008), when “magic makes its presence felt in 
postmodern forms” (Gavriluță 1998, 190), and 
“the nebulous mystical-esoteric” (Champion 
1996, 709) of the third millennium opens up 
the way, spiritually speaking, towards the wide 
spectrum of New Age thinking (more than a 
religion, in fact an extremely wide-ranging 
spirituality, an ideology, “the synthesis between 
the Western scientific mindset and Eastern 
wisdom,” a kind of global science of the future 
and, on the other hand, its religion, according 
to Bruno Wurtz). Dominique Camus believed 
that “having recourse to magic (...) proposes 
answers that are directed particularly at the 
malaise of today’s society and thus has the 
role of providing security. (...) Thus practices 
and rituals connected with magic may be 
understood as so many individual spaces 
of freedom to interpret and reinterpret the 
dogmatic pronouncements of the Church or of 
the narrow and elitist conformism of science...” 
(Julliard 1997, 280), and this daily insecurity 
and eternal need to explain the inexplicable 
makes us agree wholeheartedly with Robert 
Muchembled: “no time [in history] has been 
without magic” (Muchembled 1997, 5).  

So, for the sake of adopting a minimal 
socio-professional position, we should note 
that a recent American study (“4 in 10 people 
worldwide believe in witches,” published in Life 
Science, 2022)18 speaks of more than a billion 
people in the world still believing in witchcraft. 
The author of the study believes that the fact 
that in Russia more than half (56%) of people 
believe in witchcraft may even explain the 
attitude of Russians to the war against Ukraine. 
Let us not forget that according to Reuters 
there are over 4000 witches practising their 
profession in Romania.19

We do not have recent statistics for belief 
in witchcraft, magic, the magic-religious 
miraculous or the paranormal in Romania; 
the old opinion poll carried out by IRSOP in 
2015, which showed that 54.4% of Romanians 
believed in life after death, 42.4% in miracles, 
31.2% in the evil eye, 25.5% in curses, 23.8% 

in horoscopes, 15.6% in extra-terrestrials and 
15.3% in witchcraft,20 has been superseded 
by a recent (January 2022) INSCOP poll that 
shows that approximately two-thirds (65.7%) 
of Romanians are of the opinion that the Covid 
pandemic was caused by global elites so that 
they could impose their control over the world’s 
population and that over a quarter (28.5%) 
of respondents believed in the existence of 
a plan at global level to implant microchips 
via vaccination. The poll demonstrates that 
scientific theories have less of a hold on the 
population than conspiracy theories or a 
belief in divine punishment; sociologists link 
this finding with “possible emotional fragility 
caused by large amounts of exposure to fake 
news, a system of rational evaluation that is less 
well structured for this context, and a greater 
preponderance of the magical dimension in the 
collective mentality of native Romanians when 
compared with that of other nations.”21 

The Covid pandemic and the associated 
economic and financial crisis merely strength- 
ened what could be termed the Romanian 
“magical horizon” or the “magical mentality” of 
Romanians. The appearance on the TV channels 
with the largest audiences, especially in prime 
time, of witches, fortune-tellers, foretellers of 
the future, numerologists, astrologists and all 
kinds of specialists in paranormal theories, 
and in addition of priests who belong from a 
professional point of view inside the boundary 
that defines such coordinates of popular 
religiosity (though not of dogmatic religion) 
as the miraculous, the extraordinary, mystical 
ecstasies, anathemas and fatalism, and who 
recommended to this massive audience anti-
Covid remedies such as bells, holy water and 
relics, had the effect of further strengthening 
the magico-religious (mental and) spiritual 
foundations of people who were suffering the 
heavy blows of Fate/Fortune, to the detriment 
of their rational behaviour and acceptance of 
scientific remedies (the vaccine, in the case of 
the Covid virus). 

My own field research conducted in villages 
in Sălăj during the pandemic uncovered plenti- 
ful evidence of people fastening upon magico-
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ritual or magico-religious remedies designed 
to destroy the virus. Many interviewees 
recommended as a solution the making of a 
“Covid shirt” modelled on those made against 
the plague, in line with a ritual approach well 
known in Romanian traditional culture,22 or 
suggested magic salves like those used against 
strigoi [ghosts], such as garlic, or else old wives’ 
remedies: herbal teas, lemon, or even țuică 
[plum brandy]. Explaining the illness as the 
effect of a punishment sent by God is a natural 
consequence of the logic typical of pious country 
people, for whom the flaws of modernity are 
a reflection of people’s lack of faith and of the 
dissolution of the moral values of the traditional 
village: 

These illnesses are sent on us by God, 
because we’re evil! In the past people helped 
one another, but since this freedom came... 
they treat one another worse and worse!23  
(6 March 2020)
It’s a trial, like it says in the Bible that the 
world will end, with Sodom and Gomorrah, 
with death and disease. Long ago plague 
shirts used to be made here, when people and 
animals were dying like flies, but now I don’t 
know what people are going to do... but it’s a 
great disaster!24 (5 March 2020)

The first of these sentiments is that same 
medieval fear analysed by Jean Delumeau and 
perceptively described during the pandemic by 
Michel Agier in “Vivre avec des épouvantails. 
Le monde, les corps, la peur”25 and by Edgar 
Morin in “Changeons de voie. Les leçons du 
coronavirus,”26 sincerely acknowledged, and 
inflated by a globalisation that is hard for the 
conservative peasant, who still remembers his 
habitual endogamy:

 
I’m so distressed and afraid of this disease, 
because I don’t know what it is, no one knows 
what it is, they said on the TV that there’s 
no treatment for it. The world’s going to end 
now, with this disease; even these ministers 
don’t know, they’re asking what it is. Long 
ago they used to send men to war, but now 

people are dying of disease; and if they go to 
foreign countries, they’ll run away from there 
too because they’re afraid they’ll die there!27  

(6 March 2020) 

It is understandable, then, that the first 
reaction to fear is resignation in the face of 
inexorable destiny: 

We shouldn’t get scared because it is written 
there that all things must be fulfilled.28  
(5 March 2020) 

Memories of epidemics of plague or of 
deadly diseases similar to plague live on, and the 
plague shirt remedy was foreseeable as a kind 
of universal panacea for any sort of epidemic 
calamity. The therapeutic ritual is appealed to  
in a decisive tone by the peasant who still 
believes in reparatory magic deeds: 

We ought to make shirts for this corona that 
they call a virus, let’s make one and let’s take 
it to one of those politicians, because they’re 
leading our country terribly badly! Yes, we can 
make one for the virus too!29 (6 March 2020)

After the first wave of the pandemic, almost a 
year after it broke out, the traditional Sălăj village 
could be seen to be divided into two camps: 
one tended to understand that the answer was 
neither a plague shirt nor old wives’ cures but 
preventive health measures and to some extent 
the vaccine, which was to some extent legitimised 
by the urban, medical, and innovative nature of 
its origin, but another group in the village would 
still not let go of their belief in magical medicine 
and old wives’ treatments: 

And the old women know remedies; there were 
cases [of Covid] here in which people didn’t go 
to the doctor but treated themselves at home 
with palinca and pollen and garlic, because the 
old women said that these things are good for 
any kind of cold and they believed that they 
would be good against this virus too. People 
who treated themselves in this way survived 
and got better and encouraged others to do 
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the same, because they would survive. Nanny 
Valeră was ever so clever with remedies, she 
knew lots, because she lives near Meseș and she 
used to gather belladonna and hellebore and 
make all kind of teas. People don’t have much 
faith in the vaccine, though there are some who 
say it’s a good thing.30 (9 February 2021) 

During this period, research carried out by 
psychologists and experts in cognitive fields 
reported this kind of pro-magic attitude, 
activated in our modern days like an archetypal 
worldview reloaded. The psychologist Daniel 
David described the phenomenon of defective 
communication in the mass media, which 
was dominated by unconventional “experts” 
(astrologers, witches, singers) who over time 
succeeded in presenting their message to 
the Romanian public much more easily [than 
before], but he also wrote of the Romanian 
people’s magic mentality and of their appetite 
for various kinds of popular religiosity: 

where there is a high level of religiosity, 
dysfunctional attitudes too are more common 
than usual (examples would be conspiracy 
theories about 5G, or excessive hoarding as a 
security measure). In addition, it is very likely 
that these relationships will appear where 
religious feeling lacks sufficient religious 
content and consists largely of superstition. 
For example, many Christians see no problem 
with going to a church service and afterwards 
to see witches (using white magic), astrologers 
or people who tell fortunes from the stars, 
i.e., precisely the area from which conspiracy 
theories originate, even though this is not 
good Christian behaviour. Consideration of 
much relevant research leads me to believe 
that for religious people, appropriate religious 
consciousness, properly understood either 
directly or with the help of a priest, a pastoral 
and spiritual director, can be very helpful as an 
adaptive mechanism (it can for example give 
them a sense of meaning and purpose). But 
poorly understood religiosity – when used as a 
substitute for science, psychology, or medicine – 
has major negative effects.31

Now that the pandemic is over, we know that 
a whole catalogue of reasons for not trusting the 
vaccine (because it had Satan’s number of 666  
on it, or it implanted a microchip for tracking 
people, or it caused deformities and even impo- 
tence, or it was a method of letting other diseases 
into the body), together with widespread belief 
in various conspiracy theories, many of them also 
a consequence of lack of trust in a government 
that was weak and incapable of imposing itself, 
and also the fact that a considerable stratum of 
the population was characterised by a folklore-
type mental horizon, led to the pandemic being 
handled much less effectively in Romania than in 
other countries.

Finally, in order to give as complete a picture 
as possible of contemporary urban magic, we 
will make mention of three further areas for 
anthropological study:

Firstly, the ever-closer link between witch- 
craft and politics, even EU politics: at the end 
of 2018, Transparency International listed 
Romania as one of the most corrupt countries 
in the European Union. In a democratic way and 
in the midst of the development of a community 
consciousness well embedded in political life, 
the witches were quick to decide to work in 
the service of the community, even labouring to 
root out corruption in Romania by posting anti-
corruption spells on the internet, according to 
Reuters (2 May 2019). The witch Mihaela Mincă 
related that she had contacted nine witches and 
wizards in Europe and the US online to curse 
those Romanian politicians that she regarded as 
corrupt. Naturally, this group performed a mass 
online ritual directed against “those who are not 
doing their duty and who have evil intentions, 
so that they will lose their posts and have health 
problems,” according to the testimony of the 
famous witch. She also added that she wanted to 
use the power of the internet again in advance 
of the 26 May 2019 elections to the European 
Parliament: 

We will continue this ritual on 25 May. We 
will carry out a powerful ritual against the 
Romanian government so that on 26 May, 
when the European Parliament elections take 
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place, we can cast a spell to ensure the good of 
the country!32 

Next, a case of magical malpraxis, that is, 
a resounding failure on the part of the spells 
cast on the orders of a Romanian VIP, Oana 
Zăvoranu, to impact her husband, the singer 
Pepe, did not have the effect, as might have 
been expected, of discrediting the wave of Roma 
magic; the two witches involved, Vanessa and 
Melissa, were merely sentenced to pay 10 000 
euros in damages to Oana Zăvoranu for this act 
of magical malpraxis. They had not succeeded in 
making Pepe stay faithful to the actress and the 
couple had separated, the witches’ ritual having 
somehow – we do not know exactly how – failed 
to work.

Lastly, we look at an attempt to cancel or 
at least “sweeten” the stereotype of the Roma 
witch that has generated “an intergenerational 
trauma of racism” for Roma communities. The 
hope is that there is now a chance of redirecting 
the future in favour of this ethnic group through 
the use of art. The concept behind this is “Roma 
Futurism” (a term coined by Mihaela Drăgan, a 
feminist artist) and the story goes that Roma 
people resorted to magic and the invocation 
of supernatural forces because they had and 
have no other weapon to fight the social 
oppression to which they have been subjected 
throughout history. So far, there have been 
three manifestations of “Roma Futurism”: first 
a film (made in 2019 and shown online in late 
2020) called Romacene – The Age of the Witch, 
in which the Romacene is a future geological 
epoch that is socially managed by Roma techno-
witches who are hackers and scientists and who 
use magical mechanisms to go back in time and 
change the history of their oppressed people. 
Next came an exhibition mounted at the Goethe 
Institute in Bucharest by the artists Mihaela 
Drăgan and Virginia Lupu, together with “the 
most powerful witch in Europe,” Mihaela Mincă, 
and her daughters; it illustrated the power of 
the witch and of witchcraft “with grace.” Thirdly, 
the spring of 2022 saw the release of the album 
Techno-witches, Romania’s first feminist trap 
(and rap) album, by means of which Niko G. 

(Nicoleta Ghiță) and Kali (Mihaela Drăgan) set 
out to bring the Romanian musical scene “a 
vibe with more substance and more message; 
the album speaks of female Roma cosmonauts 
in space and heralds a glorious age directed 
by techno-witches: the Romacene, the epoch 
in which the Roma invent and control the 
technology of the future, which they have 
transformed into a craft skill.”33 The duo of 
Niko and Kali („they’re girls, they’re Roma, 
they sing trap and their aim is to revolutionise 
Romania’s sexist music industry”) promote a 
kind of feminism in lyrics modelled on magico-
ritual dis/enchanting formulae, spells and 
curses in which they invoke spirits, carry out 
dis/enchantments and perform healings, curse 
enemies and make reference to wicca and 
voodoo, and anathematise haters (particularly 
politicians). Thus, 

Roma Futurism reclaims the image of the 
Roma witch, so deeply stereotyped in the 
collective imaginary, and witchcraft becomes 
our artistic and political response to social 
inequalities and to the injustice of the world 
we live in (Mihaela Drăgan).34

Thus, the eclectic spirituality of the scene at 
the beginning of the third millennium showcases 
contemporary man’s somewhat paradoxical 
appetite for magic, in spite of an earlier thorough 
“disenchantment of the world” (Gauchet 1995) 
that found concrete expression in the rational, 
science-and-technology-focused Cartesian spirit 
that nevertheless remained hungry for magic, 
for stories and for personal experimentation 
with all kinds of spirituality. Storytelling 
sessions in museums, advertisements crafted 
around mythical-magical scenes (the magic of 
coffee, romantic kitchen enchantments in which 
the favoured brand of margarine makes the 
cake by itself, the elves seen in advertisements 
for flights), pilgrimages to relics (the Bucharest 
circuit, which starts at the church of Zlătari 
with the relics of St Ciprian, the destroyer of 
spells), the long life of astrology and horoscope 
programmes (see Neti Sandu’s regular feature 
on Pro TV, which has been running for twenty 
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years), the popularity of games of chance of the 
Pokemon type, where the idea of finding good 
luck is the main feature, the spate of river-films 
of the fantasy or dark fantasy or eco-fantasy kind 
(Avatar, Lord of the Rings, and films drawing 
directly on enchantments and myths), magical-
mythical-fantastic literature of the Harry 
Potter type and visual art that resembles it, the 
recrudescence of techniques and installations of 
magic reloaded (magical eco-feminism, wicca, 
moon worship) – all these are indications of a 
truly nebulous and mystical-esoteric climate, as 
postulated by Françoise Champion.   

In a mental and spiritual landscape of  this 
multivalent nature, having recourse  to urban 
witches who can not only undo the effects of the 
evil eye or spells but can also change destinies 
by fighting bad luck with the help of digital 
technology, exploiting “the human readiness to 
leave room for other ways of understanding and 

explaining existence beyond those provided by 
modern science” (Gavriluță 1998: 112), should 
be recognised as a commonplace, something 
fully explicable and capable of being integrated 
into the whole. Fabulous profits, amazing life 
stories, trappings worthy of the stage (James 
Bond-esque cars, aesthetic plastic surgery, 
French manicures, dream weddings, opulent 
villas, and magico-ritual performances carefully 
staged on  dark nights, or the soft version with 
lighted candles floating delicately on water, 
depending on the case, all of them posted 
online as evidence), are turning techno-witches, 
e-witches and digi-witches into VIPs who are 
envied, adulated, admired, and regarded either 
with fear or as models of success. All that is left 
for the anthropologist to do is to pitch his tent 
near them, as Malinowski did, and to study them 
at his leisure.

Camelia Burghele

1. Our starting-point is this theme of the survival of magic in 
the traditional Romanian village and the resolution of many life 
circumstances (especially those brought about by magical means) 
by appeal to a magico-ritual scenario. We are in agreement with 
the conclusions drawn by a number of Romanian ethnographers 
and ethnologists (Gheorghe Pavelescu 1998; Amalia Pavelescu 
1995; Artur Gorovei 1931; Nicoleta Coatu 1998) and will 
illustrate their validity for villages in Sălăj.

2. All these ailments are extremely common in the traditional 
village. They are illnesses produced by someone’s wish to do 
evil or by unclean spirits, that is, magically induced illnesses, 
and consequently can only be properly cured by a corresponding 
magico-therapeutic ritual. These illnesses may present as a 
generalised state of sickness (feeling unwell, headaches and 
earaches, abdominal pains, nausea), but may also take the form 
of serious neurological conditions such as paralysis, epilepsy and 
polio, which are all regarded as being the revenge of mythological 
beings that have not been properly honoured. Disenchanting 
from illness is the most widely practised ritual therapy (in fact, 
psychotherapy) by the use of which old village women who possess 
special powers (grace) can cure a whole catalogue of illnesses, 
with God’s help, by the threefold repetition of a personalised 
incantation and of accompanying ritual actions. (These statements 
are based on personal numerous field studies.) 

3. Forgiven women are old, post-menopausal women, that is, they 
are free from all sexual temptation.

4. Rozalia Mihăilă, b. 1940, Valea Lungă – Sălaj (field information, 
2002, collected by CB).

5. The well-known statistics drawn up by Gheorghe Pavelescu 
(1998, 70) show that in the villages studied the number of 
women who were involved in traditional magical practices 
clearly exceeded the number of men.

6. “As in other areas of the country, so in Mărginimea Sibiului too, 
dis/enchanting was par excellence a branch of folklore practised 
by women, with the number of men engaged in it making less 
than a quarter of the total number” (Pavelescu 1995, 70).

7. All the authors cited have researched the phenomenon of 
magic in traditional Romanian villages and have published works 
discussing magico-therapeutic or magico-erotic rituals and those 
who perform them.

8. The reference is to field research undertaken between 1996 
and 2022 in villages in Sălaj county (a large number of villages, 
over fifty communities). Open interviews were conducted and 
recorded; these were applied mainly to women aged over sixty, 
with the participative observation method being followed.

9. Ana Chirilă, b 1942, Marin – Sălaj (field information, 2000, 
collected by CB).

10. Floare Țurcaș, b. 1947, Plesca – Sălaj (field information, 1998, 
collected by CB).
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11. http://vrajitoare-romania.com/regina-magiei-albe-maria-
campina-a-dat-interviu-televiziunii-de-stat-din-bulgaria/ 
(accessed 22 December 2022).

12. I was able to draw these conclusions from my field 
observations in villages in Sălăj during the 2000-2004 field 
campaigns, which focused on interethnic and multifunctional 
communities.

13. http://vrajitoare-romania.com/repartizarea-teritoriala-a-
vrajitoarelor-in-romania/ (accessed 20 January 2023).

14. https://www.libertatea.ro/stiri/reuters-vrajitoarele-din-
romania-se-folosesc-de-puterea-internetului-si-fac-vraji-
impotriva-politicienilor-corupti-2620332 (accessed 15 November 
2022).

15. https://www.cancan.ro/caterinca-maxima-vrajitoarea-
melissa-colega-de-facultate-cu-harry-potter-au-jucat-vajhat-
impreuna-14919227 (accessed 12 November 2019).

16. http://vrajitoare-romania.com/regina-maria-campina-
vorbind-despre-conturile-de-facebook-false/ (accessed 15 
January 2023).

17. https://www.cancan.ro/se-deschide-la-bucuresti-scoala- 
nationala-de-farmece-si-ghicit-vrajitoare-cu-experienta-
vor-preda-toate-farmecele-cunoscute-inclusiv-tainele-
inspaimantatoare-ale-magiei-negre-20373078 (accessed 25 
November 2022).

18. https://ziare.com/vrajitorie/jumatate-populatie-rusia-
crede-vrajitorie-1775555 (accessed 11 February 2023).

19. https://ziare.com/stiri/eveniment/reuters-scrie-despre-
vrajitoarele-din-romania-care-folosesc-puterea-internetului-
impotriva-guvernului-corupt-1559991 (accessed 1 Novem- 
ber 2022).

20. “Barometrul INSCOP — ADEVĂRUL despre România”, https://
www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/social/sondaj-965-dintre-
romani-cred-in-dumnezeu-420915 (accessed 15 July 2022).

21. Dan Andronache, Vice-Preșident, True Story Project (TSP), 
https://www.biziday.ro/sondaj-inscop-aproape-doua-treimi-
dintre-romani-cred-ca-pandemia-de-covid-a-fost-provocata-de-
elitele-globale-pentru-a-impune-controlul-asupra-populatiei-
lumii-iar-putin-peste-un-s/ (accessed 5 November 2022).

22. The “plague shirt” was a magic ritual by which the plague was 
driven out of the village: the plague was given a shirt made during 
a single night by nine [ritually] clean women (in a magico-ritual 
performance) and it would put it on and leave the village, thus 
putting a stop to the disease.

23. Victorie Brie, b. 1931, Dolu – Sălaj (field information, 2020, 
collected by CB).

24. Aurica Rusu, b. 1938, Răstolțu Deșert – Sălaj (field information, 
2020, collected by CB).

25. http://www.premierparallele.fr/livre/vivre-avec-des-
epouvantails (accessed 15 February 2022). 

26. https://www.babelio.com/livres/Morin-Changeons-de-
voie-Les-lecons-du-coronavirus/1233114 (accessed 15 March 
 2022).

27. Anica Brie, b. 1937, Dolu – Sălaj (field information, 2020, 
collected by CB).

28. Onița Dumitraş (Oniţa lui Măgheran), b. 1933, Ugruțiu – Sălaj 
(field information, 2020, collected by CB).

29. Rozalie Marian, b. 1939, Fântânele – Sălaj.

30. Floare Țurcaș, b. 1947, Meseșenii de Sus – Sălaj (field 
information, 2021, collected by CB). 

31. https://www.revistasinteza.ro/psihologul-daniel-david-
despre-modernitatea-romanilor-la-intalnirea-cu-pandemia 
(accessed 16 November 2022)

32. https://ziare.com/stiri/eveniment/reuters-scrie-despre- 
vrajitoarele-din-romania-care-folosesc-puterea-internetului-
impotriva-guvernului-corupt-1559991 (accessed 25 January 
2023)

33. No author, “S-a lansat Tehno-Vrăjitoarele, album de trap 
feminist” [Techno-Witches, a feminist trap album, has been 
released], https://www.electronicbeats.ro/tehnovrajitoarele/ 
(accessed 6 February 2023).

34. Roma Futurism aims to reexamine Roma history from a 
perspective that incorporates the healing of pain and of the 
intergenerational suffering that has been genetically transmitted 
to Roma people from their ancestors who were victims of slavery 
and of the Holocaust. Roma Futurism creates performative 
healing rituals designed to move us on to the next level, in which 
we become capable of imagining for ourselves a future in which 
we put a stop to the historical cycle of our being oppressed. 
Roma Futurism asks questions about the uncertain future of the 
Roma in a racist Europe – an insecurity that at the same time 
includes the pressure to constantly remember the unknown and 
unacknowledged history of the Roma people. Roma Futurism 
heralds the Romacene epoch, in which Roma witches control 
technology and are in control of the future of the human race. We 
are a new movement made up of witches and feminists of every 
kind. Witchcraft is our political response to the social inequalities 
and injustice of the world we live in. We call on supernatural 
forces because this world has left us with no other defence. We 
are not afraid of using black magic, because it is the only thing 
that can help us in a society which encourages people to hate 
us. To those who criticise us for our “radical” position, which is 
nothing but a reasonable response to the violence we experience, 
we say that they have no right to give us advice until they too have 
experienced the aggression to which we are subjected. The Roma 
witch is an image current in Romania, where, although there have 
not been witch-hunters, witches have always been demonised. 
The Roma witch is viewed in a stereotypical way as a woman 
without education who is trapped in a past that is incompatible 
with a present dominated by science, a woman who does not 
know how to use technology and does not even wish to. The label 
“witch” is one of the main stereotypes about Roma women, but 
the mission of Roma Futurism is to destigmatise Roma witches 
and to rehabilitate their image. In Roma Futurism, technology 
combines with magic and is used by Cyber-Witches whose goal is 
to create a democratic and egalitarian world. Techno-witchcraft 
is a modern form of witchcraft that applies technology. It is an 
umbrella term for a range of practices and beliefs in witchcraft 
in connection with technology. It focuses on the magical aspect 
of technology and believes that ultra-advanced technology 
can be invented and developed using witchcraft and alchemy. 
It has room for the conviction that technological equipment 
is populated by spirits. Techno-witchcraft can be seen in the 
employment of modern appliances in magic rituals and in the 
replacement of traditional tools of magic by technology – using a 
telephone camera to cast evil spirits 
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ABSTRACT

For people who are familiar with my work, the topic of this paper is pretty much a 
surprise. I was surprised myself both by the question in the title, which I have received 
in my field research in medical anthropology, and an abundance of stories of bewitched 
people I found when I explored the relation between illness and healing. The question 
was addressed to me, and I sensed that it was more than a rhetorical question. The 
argument of the paper starts from the question in the title and what it could possibly 
mean for my research participants in rural parts of Cluj County. I discuss the case of 
a bewitched man who believes he had been subject to witchcraft and therefore tells 
his story in the first person. The article problematizes the local cultural context of 
the interviewees, especially in relation to their memories and the reasons why they 
continue to tell stories of witchcraft.
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Over the past ten years, I have conduct- 
ed field research in medical anthro- 
pology in eight villages in Cluj County, 

Transylvania. In two villages, research took 
place during multiple visits. The research topic 
was part of a grant research (2009-2011) that 
followed the feedback given by people living in 
rural areas to the biomedical system in place 
during the communist period. This theme was 
developed into a research project regarding 
the relation rural people have or had with the 
medical system. Therefore, witchcraft was not 
a topic in itself, but rather a by-product of the 
research focused on medical issues. It is true, 
though, that during the interviews I used to ask 
a question like: Have you heard of people getting 
sick or die from “makings/doings”? The answers 
to this question represent a whole spectrum 
of opinions, ranging from people utterly 
sustaining their disbelief in such things to 

people who asserted they have been bewitched 
at some point in their lives. My interest here 
is with the narratives in the first person of 
people who had been bewitched and people 
who appropriated somebody else’s experience 
of witchcraft.  

There is a whole body of literature regarding 
witchcraft inside and outside Europe, which 
shows that witchcraft is not a subject of the 
past, but it very much emerges in new forms 
in time and space. Therefore, my point in this 
paper is not whether people believe or not 
in witchcraft, but rather how they actually 
relate to witchcraft, how they refer to it when 
prompted, and the role witchcraft narratives 
have in the relation between researcher and 
his/her research participants.

Most of the literature on witchcraft starts 
from the important change Evans-Pritchard 
(1937) brought in the anthropological under- 
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standing of witchcraft, following his research 
on Azande. Thanks to his work, anthropologists 
today do not question the “rationality” of 
witchcraft. Almost half a century ago, the work of 
Favret-Saada (1980) marked another important 
turn in the study of witchcraft, by bringing 
forward the importance of the discursive nature 
of witchcraft. A recent turn is constituted by  
the work of Éva Pócs (2004) and the group  
around her, with names such as Gábor Klaniczay 
(2017) who studied healers accused of witch- 
craft, Tünde Komáromi with a Ph.D. thesis and 
two research articles on witchcraft in a village 
in Arieş River valley –  one article on a personal 
crisis that has been seen as a possession by all 
people who were directly involved and another 
article on the pursuit of help from Orthodox 
clergy (Komáromi 2016, 2010) – and Ágnes 
Hesz (2017) who brought to light different 
aspects of witchcraft in communities in Central 
and Eastern Europe. I find the work of Ágnes 
Hesz most helpful for the approach I use in 
this paper, since the conversational side of the 
witchcraft stories is the one that I am interested 
in. Hesz’s work belongs to a strand of literature 
that focuses on the discursive qualities of 
witchcraft, a “language through which people 
perceive and construct their own social reality,” 
highlighting especially the way this “language” 
is “constructed and represented” (Hesz 2017, 
352), what hierarchies it refers to (Argyrou 
1993), the connections it has with the local 
narrative traditions, and the relation between 
witchcraft and rumour and gossip (Stewart and 
Strathern 2004). Hesz argues that her approach 
is “language-centred” and follows what “talking 
about witchcraft” means for people when they ne- 
gotiate their social environment. Unfortunately, 
the PhD thesis written by Tünde Komáromi is 
inaccessible to me due to language barrier – I 
cannot read texts in Hungarian.  However, in the 
Romanian abstract of her thesis I found the idea 
of flexible ideology in relation to witchcraft:

In the case of the witchcraft, we confront 
with an extremely flexible ideology, that, on 
the one side sustains the valid moral norms 
(by asserting that witchcraft has effect 

upon the guilty person), and, on the other 
side, it maintains the possibility that certain 
cases of bewitchment can be interpreted as 
consequences of bad intentions or errors, and 
consequently the victims can be considered 
innocent. (Komáromi 2005, 13)

At the same time, when Hesz is talking 
about the flexibility and dynamism of the witch- 
craft discourse, it remains unclear to me if the 
perspective is a collective one, where each 
person contributes with a personal view/inter- 
pretation of the magic or a certain person has 
multiple interpretations. Nevertheless, most of 
Hesz’ interpretation of the conversational angle 
matches in great measure the results I have 
found in my own research. Therefore, I will refer 
to the conversational angle as a context for the 
two core arguments of my paper. First argument 
refers to the interpretation of the narrative  
about witchcraft told in the first person (peo-
ple’s conversations with me) as a dialogue with 
me, rather than as a story told to/for me. The 
second argument is the interpretation of such 
narrative as an open ending story – a story that 
invites the interlocutor as a particular person 
from the audience to come up with an ending. This 
argument is somewhat different from the idea 
of open-ended story that Favret-Saada (1980) 
described in her work. My second argument 
shows an individual dynamism regarding the 
narrative in question, which is different from 
social dynamism. The individual dynamism 
moves away from Baroja’s idea of temporality 
where “’reality’ is always constructed differently 
in every time and society” (Clark 2001), to the 
idea that an individual constructs his/her story 
in the same space (his/her home, in our case) 
but differently in time. Thus, my interpretation 
is partly using Hesz’s (2017) argument that 
the narrative of witchcraft can be seen as a 
conversation and Argyrou’s (1993) work that 
sees witchcraft narrative as a statement about 
the social status of the interlocutors. That being 
said, Badea Avrămuţ and I, the researcher, 
belong to different walks of life and, at least in 
principle, we have different rationalities. At the 
same time, making a parallel with another paper 
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(Bărbulescu 2018), I interpret the elements that 
my research participants cannot say openly 
because they fear they would “lose face” in their 
communities.

I start with examples of how people in rural 
area relate to magic to create a broad contextual 
frame and to point out the local cultural know- 
ledge, aspects that are similar in all villages I 
have conducted research. Despite the different 
geographical (and ethnographical) settings in 
Cluj County, the local cultural knowledge seems 
to be similar in all the eight villages studied. 
Then, I discuss one narrative told by a man in 
the first person, which ended with the question: 
Was I bewitched or not? Further on, I compare 
the findings with another first-person narrative 
told by a woman from a different village.

As the local cultural context regarding 
witchcraft is similar in all the villages I have 
studied, I discuss and bring examples of 
interviews from one village in the county. 
This is the village where the key informant of 
this paper is living. The village is situated in a 
picturesque area in the Apuseni mountains, 
with hamlets spread on the hills and valleys 
formed along small springs. Most inhabitants 
take pride they are a predominantly Orthodox 
Christian community and in the fact that the 
township escaped the process of collectivization 
during the Communist regime. This means 
that people never lost the property of their 
lands. Nevertheless, as they put it, “the land is 
weak,” which means they had to change their 
professions periodically to make a living. In 
the second part of the 19th century, most men 
were millers, and the valleys were filled with 
watermills. Then, in the period between the two 
World Wars, people concentrated on breeding 
cattle and sheep and working in woods. After 
the 1970s, people started to commute to work 
in the city. In the past thirty years, most people 
have been working in the woods and cultivating 
potatoes. Their life is relatively modest. The 
hamlets are usually constituted around an 
extended family, which transforms the relation 
of vicinity in a relation of kinship. Endogamy 
has been quite frequent until the recent years. 
The village1 is subject to the national trend of 

depopulation and ageing, while most young 
people have graduated some form of higher 
education in Cluj-Napoca. This has had a great 
impact on the circulation of knowledge and 
goods between the city and the village. Almost 
every home with a child attending school has 
a PC, numerous house appliances, and at least 
one personal car. These possessions show the 
efforts people make to escape isolation. Most 
of the permanent residents are aged between 
60 and 80 years old, with a minority of adult 
population aged between 20 and 50 years old. 

I will present four cases that are essential for 
the local cultural knowledge regarding magic 
and witchcraft. There is only one local term 
used in the community to designate witchcraft. 
The literal translation of the term would be 
making or doing – the idea is that somebody 
is making a harmful deed to somebody else. 
I do not know the origin of the term in the 
community, but I can say that it is reinforced 
permanently by the Orthodox priests (here and 
in the other seven townships) who mention it 
in their Sunday homilies. Most of the research 
participants confirmed that “even the priest 
said in the Church that there are evil doers.” 
Used as a noun, the verb to do/to make has 
negative meaning only, so there is no need 
to add any other form of negation (like, for 
example, bad doing or evil doing). The term 
making/doing is enough to express a bad deed 
and to be recognised by everybody in the 
village as such. Even though during my field 
research I could not find an ’active’ witch, my 
interviewees did not find it hard to believe in 
witchcraft (Ankarloo and Clark 1999). In the 
village, there have been many cases of people 
related to each other who hanged themselves, 
cases that were interpreted as witchcraft. In 
all eight villages, the priest “introduces” the 
idea of witchcraft using unfinished phrases, 
hints, and – as the story develops – more direct 
references like, “Are some neighbours coming to 
your house?” or “The person that comes first to 
visit you, that’s the one [that bewitched you].” 
In all the interviews about cases of witchcraft, 
“the most striking characteristics of the witch 
that appear is her being a neighbour of the 
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Badea Gheorghiţă, born in 1940.

R: Can one be sick, or even die if somebody 
does you a “making”?

B.G.: I, believe me, with these makings, I 
do not stand against, but I also do not believe 
in them. The making is... each person does do 
himself (...)

R: But did you hear about it?
B.G.: How should I not? Of these makings. 

No, I don’t know, because someone said that 
they go to priests, if you are not guilty and if 
you are unblemished, they cannot disturb you 
in anyway. They can hurt you like, for example, 
some stray man gives some medicine to my 
cow, and the cow dies, and things like that. I 

understand that they come, in my opinion I 
think this way with people and making and 
whatever: it is, it might happen/occur, I do not 
stand against, because they say about the ... 
Baptists, and the Pentecostals... I get along with 
everybody, you see? And they love me, and I 
love them, if they are good and from there, I do 
not care.

R: And this is a “making”?
B.G.: Well, making, the man said it was 

making. This making, the bad man that want to 
disturb you. But what should I say about these 
things?! It might happen, I do not say that there 
are no evildoers, there are evildoers. But listen 
to what I say to you: if you are not guilty, it might 
happen that nothing will happen to you!

CASE 1 

bewitched” (Ankarloo and Clark 1999, 168). 
Then, bewitched people ask priests to help 
and fix the problem. At the same time, research 
participants told me that the priests only 
practice white magic (see also Greenwood 2000, 
180). Though, the fact that a priest can harm by 
“opening the Book” is common knowledge in 
 the villages or, to agree with Éva Pócs (2004), 

it is part of the local system of bewitchment. I 
rarely found people saying, “there was a priest 
in the neighbouring village that was making/
doing,” where the meaning was that he was 
harming someone. Then, people quickly added 
that the priest in question was dead long 
time ago, which gave these kinds of priests a 
mythological aura.  
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Badea Ionaş, born in 1936 and his wife Lelea 
Lucreţia, born in 1943.

R: I have heard that here there are people 
that know how to do things and one can get sick 
or one can die…

B.I.: I do not believe it!
L.L.: We do not believe in such things!
R: Well, I know that you don’t believe it, but 

are they? Have you heard of someone to be sick 
because somebody else did it to him?

B.I.: Those are not right in their heads.
R: Or that the priest course them, and… if they 

stole?
L.L.: Well, of these I heard people talking…
B.I.: I do not believe in such things… even now, 

they keep talking… that man is not married…  
he had a family at the end of the village. He has 
two lads. Their father died. In a car crash… and 
they live with their mother. The youngest has the 
same age with my boy, and my boy got married 
now, late and he has a daughter of eleven. And 
the elder, has passed his fifties. He kept saying 
that a woman there did it to him, that she did 
charms on him… God did it!

R: But what did she do?
L.L.: Because she said he had a girl and it had 

been taken from him. But the girl didn’t even 
like him because the girl was the same age with 
ours...

B.I.: The girl didn’t want to stay...
L.L.: She was hiding, not even at Sunday dance 

CASE 2 
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CASE 3 

CASE 4

they didn’t want to go, not even our daughters, 
not even they wanted to dance with him. Not to 
mention...[marriage]. Nobody did anything to 
him, but he just has troubles in his head!

B.I.: There is something else...
L.L.: They say that the gadina... the gadina is 

inside him... yes. From the makings [charms].
R: That is why he did not marry?
L.L.: He did not marry, no, no.
B.I.: Neither of them.
L.L.: No, neither of them.
B.I.: And their mother said once to me: “I am 

not afraid! ‘Cause I go with them anywhere I 
want!” ‘Cause they were very rich... They were... 
they had a lot of land, cattle... but no jobs. He 
could rather become a bus driver, or a car driver 
or... They just stay at home! Now they have a 
tractor, they have... The other one no, no job, no 
anything. They thought that if they were rich... 
And even for Christmas or Easter, when people 
usually make preparations... but they only know 
to make pies like one would do in an [ordinary] 
evening. And they were like that, they were 
laughing at the others because they were rich.

Badea Tutu, born in 1938.

R: They say you can get sick if they charm 
you?

B.T.: Well, what can I say, nobody knows 
better than the priest, because here they confess 
to him...

R: Did you hear of such cases?
B.T.: I hear, I heard, but, here, I didn’t hear 

of cases that has been here. I heard that it 
was to that woman, a deed, and that. There 
was a woman in that village, and she wanted 
to destroy all. But she could not destroy all 
because they discovered who did it. She was ill 
for a long time, long time. And I don’t know, she 
went to priests.

R: But is she still alive?
B.T.: She is alive. Her husband died, he died. 

She is a widow, is a widow; she had, she has 

children. Well, things like this that they heard 
cries on the hills on Friday evenings or Tuesday 
evenings, maybe it was a man who cried, but it 
could also be a female goblin [striga]. It didn’t 
happen to me. Once, when I was little I was 
with my dad to sheep, and there in the autumn 
we were shepherding. And there it was an old 
woman, and it was on a Friday evening, and a 
moon, you could see like in the middle of the 
day. And she came inside the house and said: 
“Those of you who haven’t heard of striga come 
outside and listen to it now.” Well, we went 
outside, and it was across the water, it was that 
township, and there were cries and music and… 
in that forest, just like that! But the old people 
said that when you hear them you should let 
them be, do not cry at them, never. If you call 
them names, you get them angry, and of course, 
even a bee… if you… it bites you!

Lelea Vetuţa, born in 1927.

L.V.: Well, here they do making/doings.
R: And what is that – a “making/doing”?
L.V.: I can’t tell you, it can’t be told, it makes 

harm, there are people who know how to 
do these and they make people ill, so that he 
doesn’t know about himself, he is powerless, 
and then they go and look for it (to the priests). 

It also happened to us, with our granddaughter. 
She went to school because she learned, and she 
got to be a physician, she made the physicians 
school, and just as she started to work, she 
started to work in winter and in spring that 
disease hit her. And on one Saturday she slept 
until Monday. And they took her to the doctors, 
but they couldn’t find anything. And they said 
to my son, tell them to go and look where they 
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go for Saint Mary, didn’t you hear? Where they 
go and pray. Well, they went and stayed there 
three days, and the priest from that place told 
her she is bewitched, that someone cast a spell 
on her. And the one who did it, that person will 
visit her when she returns home. And even a 
goddaughter of her came to visit. And she lied 
that she came to see her because she heard 
she was ill. And she did not leave a thing [in 
the house]. Because the priest told her, “Be 
careful who did it to you, [he or she] knows 
and will come to you.” And she did come. That 
goddaughter had been married for 3-4 years 
and her husband had a car and he died in a 
car crash. And she started an affair with her 
godfather (the husband of my granddaughter). 
And she did the spell so he would remain with 
her. And so, my granddaughter walked [went 
to doctors, priests, and healers] so much, even 
now she is not well. She went so much and did 
so many masses [religious services] to the 
whole house and... So that woman cast a spell 
on her because the priest told her that that 
woman did it.

R: What does this “making/doing”mean?
L.V.: Well, she does it that you won’t have 

power and she [the granddaughter] did not 
have power, because after she fell asleep, she 
didn’t wake up for such a long time, and then 
for three weeks she could not talk, she could 
not walk. 

R: But what is it, she is given something to  
eat or...

L.V.: I don’t know what spell they do; how 
should I know how these spells are, they throw 
something there, or I don’t know anything, just 
the fact that they cast spells and then these 
women are not well. It was another one from 
that hill. After he got married, it happened to 
him, and his neighbour did it to him, and he 
was well married with good wife, until God 
took his stamina, he didn’t have any power, 
and then he went and looked, and he found out 
who did it. A neighbour next to them. And he 
went and did masses and now he is well, but 
you have to go/move quickly, if you let it long 
you cannot unmake it because with one mass 
the trouble returns!

R: Are there people who do these [“makings/
doings”] here?

L.V.: The priest says they are.
R: So that goddaughter who did it to her 

godmother, she did it herself or she went to 
someone to do it?

L.V.: Well, only God knows how she could do 
it, because they can take from a cloth, or they 
throw something, God knows, only that she 
remains with the trouble. Another neighbour 
of her was here and for three - four years she 
only said that she was dying, she was dying. 
She was unwell for a long time, she just said 
she would die, such ache came on her, such 
pain she had! And she went quickly to a priest, 
he did her a mass and now she is good. He 
told her it was a spell, and you know who did 
it because that person comes to your house. 
Another one was here for a long time, and she 
was bewitched to drink, she could not let the 
alcohol, and her husband beat her, poor her, 
and she went to a woman to un-witch her, and 
her husband beat that woman, she suffered a 
lot. Now she does not drink, but she could not 
give up drinking at that time.

R: But these can be done for drinking?
L.V.: Yes, with drinking and with other 

more, and they give you something, and you 
have aches, and who knows maybe they put 
something in your drink. And then you are 
finished, you are finished, ill.
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These four accounts express the cultural 
knowledge of the community, and the place 
witchcraft has in it. The accounts show the 
“dynamic” perception of witchcraft, that is, 
the flexibility that both Komáromi (2005) and 
Hesz (2007) have pointed out in their works. I 
arranged the vignettes in a crescendo, where the 
last one presents the way witchcraft happens in 
relation to kinship. The old woman refers to the 
act of witchcraft as something that happened to 
us, thus including herself in the “damaged” group, 
at the level of discourse. The woman brings other 
four cases as solid proofs for the main story 
about her niece. At the same time, she briefly 
describes the steps to follow in similar cases of 
witchcraft, which makes her act like a guide for 
enchanting. Her attitude is inclusive, we are in 
her world, and she does not leave me room for 
doubt. Rather, she describes a virtual situation 
that is quite possible, if not even probable. She 
talks about a virtual situation without me asking 
about it, as the interview was about her life 
history. In her narrative we can see that the local 
priest or the monk are the characters that take 
a stand and name the crisis “a bewitchment.” 

By doing so, they manipulate everything that 
is related to the crisis inside the community. 
They do not offer a laic interpretation of the 
marital crisis. Rather, they present the facts as 
the result of some supernatural powers and 
assume the role of mediators in solving the crisis. 
In the second case study, the dialogue between 
a man and his wife looks at the beginning like a 
dialogue between a believer and a non-believer. 
By the end of the dialogue, this dialogue reaches 
a different outcome by using the word gadina 
that is a local term for an evil spirit living inside 
a person. This outcome is close to the idea of 
gossip about a witchcraft topic (Stewart and 
Strathern 2004). In my research, I did not sense 
that people were distancing themselves from 
the topic of witchcraft fearing I might take their 
words as superstition. I observed a difference 
in the way people remembered events that 
happened at different points in time. People used 
to talk more, more freely, and even unasked if 
the witchcraft crisis occurred few years before 
the interviews. At the same time, they tended to 
be more expeditious if the crisis occurred long  
time ago.

Badea Avrămuţ, born in 1930.

A rash appeared on my skin from that hard 
work. I was using some ointments, but they were 
so stinky. I was ashamed to go out of the house. 
But the rash didn’t go away. Then, a doctor from 
Cluj decided that my body is weakened, and he 
prescribed a shot, insulin. That is for diabetics. I 
went to the doctor in my village, a friend of mine, 
and he said, “I am giving you that shot.” He did it, 
and I didn’t feel anything. Meanwhile, he went to 
the nurse and told her that she needs to give me 
a shot and how much of it, but he didn’t tell her 
that he already gave me a shot. The nurse comes 
and gives me a shot, too. And I fall into a coma 
on the bed. From here, I walked eight kilometres 
to the health centre, and they brought me back 
with the carriage! From that moment on, I could 
no longer... as I ate, I threw out. It destroyed the 

nervous system of my stomach, my liver, my...  
I was trembling so much they put a bed sheet in 
my mouth to not break my teeth. They washed 
me with cold water, whatever they did, and I 
came home. Then, I became weaker and weaker. 
I went to doctors, but they didn’t believe me 
[that the shot generated the problem]. At some 
point, one doctor said, “Dear lad, you should 
try something else, with other stuff [magic], 
because who knows what you have?” As I sat in 
the hospital, one patient told me, “You should go 
in my village…” because in the village next to his 
village there is a monk who knows everything. 
Good. After I got out of the hospital, I went there. 
I walked over one hill near Cluj, and then walked 
far away from Cluj. I went to his [monk’s] house. 
He was in his garden, digging with a hoe. As I got 
closer to him from behind, I was afraid I would 
scare him when I greet him. And I did like this [he 

CASE 5
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cleared his throat] to attract his attention. Then, 
he turned like looking with one eye to me, and 
with that beard he was like [scary], and I knew he 
was a wizard, and... so... with chills [I stepped in].

And I said: “Good day.”
“Good day” he answered. He said: “You come 

from the hospital.”
“Yes.”
“You are ill for three years.”
“Yes.”
“Your father is N.”
“Yes.”
“You have a brother, I.”
“Yes.”
“You have an aunt, M.”
“Yes.”
“Well, come in.”
He takes me inside a kitchen, a summer 

kitchen. Now, he was hiding that book because he 
had been inquired two-three times by the police. 
The police took him [into custody]. They went 
to him dressed in civil clothes. [As if] they were 
looking for their luck. And he told them: “Why did 
you change your clothes? Why didn’t you come 
with your clothes [uniforms] on? You want to spy 
on me?” And they no longer wanted to... Anyway, 
I just saw him, he rolled up his sleeve and put his 
hand in a hole and took out a book. And he asked 
me to open it. He started to cry. “Oh, you are so 
miserable, you are in such trouble…” and this and 
that. Well, I got scared also.

He said: “You should bring me three kilos 
of wool, water from nine sources, from your 
house, and you should come in that week.” He 
said “You should not think that I need the wool. 
I have to give it to some women to spin it on a 
Friday evening or on a Tuesday evening,” I can’t 
remember exactly, “to spin it for you.”

Well, and I went, and he said: “You should 
come, that time.” He said he would do some 
masses, and I don’t know what he did. I don’t 
recall because he did not explain to me what 
he did. When I went for the second time to 
him, the police had already visited him. He 
received nobody. I had heard about it from the 
neighbouring village, they said, “you go for 
nothing because they arrested him again, he 
no longer receives anyone [to visit].” At night, 

I crossed some pasture lands, I went through 
thistles, I walked to his house. Then, I knew 
[recognized] the place. I knocked on the door. 
Nothing. I knocked on the window. Nothing. 
Across the lane there was a woman, who was 
not his woman, but she washed for him and did 
other things for him. I went to that woman, I 
knocked on her door.

She said: “Oh my God, but what are you 
doing here?”

I said: “Well, I have been to the monk and he 
told me to come again.”

“But you should come no more because I 
don’t know… [he does not remember what the 
women said]”

“Well, then, now give me something, a 
blanket, some place to sleep.”

“Well, how can I give you, and you disappear 
with the blanket?”

“Here, I put my ID card on this table, and I 
go to sleep.”

I left my ID card on the table. I climbed up on 
a pigsty, and from there I could see the monk’s 
house. And in the morning, I saw a man with a 
big luggage entering that summer kitchen. And 
I wait, and when the other guy gets out, I go 
too. When I saw that man out, I climbed down a 
small ladder and went to him.

“Good morning father. Do not mind, I was 
last night and knocked on your window.”

“Well, why didn’t you say you are from that 
village because I would have let you in.”

Good. And, dear, he starts to take his clothes 
off: he takes the shirt, the underwear, the pants, 
the underwear, like an angel in my face. And I 
was trembling and stared at a wood basket that 
was under the stove. It was like... what does this 
man want from me, you know?! He said: “Now 
it is your turn. I undressed so that you won’t 
be ashamed of me. You should undress like 
me, naked.” And he touched me here. He said: 
“From here all your trouble has started. You did 
that insulin shot and you shouldn’t have.” He 
knocked me out! And he continued. “But with 
Veturica from your village what did you have?” 
When I was in the army, I was there with her 
brother, and she came to visit her brother and 
took us out in the city. She fed us like they used 
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to do it with the military in those times. And she 
kind of liked me, you know? And we talked, I 
also sent her a letter, but this was twenty years 
ago. Anyway, fifteen years at least. He said: “Do 
what you can and bring me something from 
her!” Well, dear, another trouble. I come home, 
I tell my wife, how to do it, what to do? And I go 
to a fair. And I suddenly hear someone calling 
from a carriage, a covered carriage: “How are 
you Avram?” I turn around and there she was, 
Veturica coming down, and I told my wife that 
this was the flighty piece. And we chatted and 
my wife [said], “Oh, what a nice jersey you 
have!” And she took, I don’t know what, a very 
tiny [peace of it]… and I gave it to the priest. I 
went there [to his house] a few more times but 
we no longer talked about it [the bewitchment 
situation]. Just how I was feeling, and he did 
some more masses and then the story with him 
ended but I did not get rid of the trouble. 

I had some trembling and I throwed out what 
I ate, but when I reached the doctor, I was fine 
and didn’t know what to tell him. Meanwhile, 
I made friends with a neurologist, and while 

we were barbequing a goat, he told me: “Look, 
Avram, you won’t get rid of this disease until you 
get away from home. You should go and get a 
job somewhere. And you’ll see, it will be better.” 
The neurologist said. He was not a shrink, but 
a neurologist. And I got a job. And my wife and 
my mother started to cry because my father had 
died… [they asked] how can I leave them alone, 
and we had so many cattle. I don’t really know 
how I got the courage to leave home and take 
the job. And when I was in that job community, 
I was fine. When I got home, I kept on having 
them [the problems]. And slowly, slowly, the 
disease disappeared. 

And this is how I got better, but this lasted 
almost 25 years… all this story. And so, I spent 
time with the witches. Now, you think it over. 
Was I or wasn’t I bewitched? I do not believe in 
witches, but I passed through some moments...  
How could the priest know? Ok, maybe I told 
[him] the story. But he knew about my father, he 
knew about my aunt. Only about my mother he 
didn’t say anything.

I conducted many sessions of interviews 
with Badea Avrămuţ, as he was famous in his 
community for being an extraordinary story- 
teller. Our encounters fully proved this fame. 
While I determined the settings of the inter- 
views, I initiated the talk and the main topic of 
the interview (de Blécourt 1999), I did treat 
Badea Avrămuţ as an interlocutor and let him 
choose what and how to talk about. The main 
topic of discussion was stories of illnesses, 
which allowed me to indirectly get to the subject 
of witchcraft without jeopardizing my position 
as a researcher (de Blécourt 1999, 155). The 
first thing that caught my attention was that 
Badea Avrămuţ talked about his bewitchment 
at present tense though my question was 
referring to a generic past (or at least a general 
one). This made me think that at some point 
he believed in witchcraft. In fact, by telling me 
the story, he re-lived the experience and tried 
to make me live it as well. The fact that he did 
not give up and he was so determined to sleep 

on the pigsty of the priest’s neighbour suggests 
that he must have believed in witchcraft at 
the time. The fact that he left his ID card on 
the woman’s table shows that the story took 
place at a time when the chain of traditional 
solidarity in relation to misfortune was weak. 
On the other hand, the priest made a broader 
contextualization in a traditional manner,  
by stressing the background of Badea Avrămuţ 
and important details about his kins. This 
kind of knowledge established the necessary 
relation of trust between the two. The fact 
that Badea Avrămuţ detailed each element of 
the undressing episode transmitted the shock 
he had at that time and represented a direct 
reference to a sexuality issue that is somehow 
present in different forms in his life history. The 
idea of witchcraft is coming (surprisingly) from 
a doctor, who basically declined his competence 
in curing Badea Avrămuţ. We understand that 
the medical misconduct he suffered might have 
been the possible cause of his illness. However, 
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this has been denied by all the medical staff 
he visited after the event, but it was utterly 
expressed by the priest. On the other hand, 
there is the personal social context that cannot 
be ignored. Badea Avrămuţ is a wealthy peasant 
in the village and the only man in the household, 
so, assuming an illness or some sort of weakness 
(as he defined his state) would mean to “lose his 
face,” that is, to not live up to the expectations 
in line with his status in the community. 
Consequently, the bewitchment can be seen as a 
strategy to “save face” (Argyrou 1993).

Both Badea Avrămuţ and Badea Gheorghiţă 
in the first vignette were deputies in the local 
administration during the communist regime. 
They had a strong trust in biomedicine. At some 
point, Badea Avrămuţ said, “I wouldn’t be alive 
today if it weren’t for these pills.” In his house, 
he had several medical devices to measure his 
blood pressure and do other investigations. 
Badea Avrămuţ made a distinction between a 
psychologist and a neurologist. His daughters 
graduated higher education and he talked 
about his second wife as a woman who “walked 
around in the world for a while, not just a 
simple-minded woman from the village.” Used 
and abused by two people and by two healing 
systems/ideologies that would not admit their 
limits, Badea Avrămuţ told me a story about 
his internal (emic) and dynamic witchcraft 
knowledge. While Lelea Vetuţa and especially 
Lelea Veronica (in Bărbulescu 2018) interpreted 
their medical crisis as a bewitchment right 
from the start and used their stories to attract 
me in their rationalities (though I interpreted 
the story of Lelea Veronica as a jealousy crisis 
with somatic repercussions), Badea Avrămuţ 
did not want to convince me of his witchcraft 
knowledge. He did not try to pull me in his world 
of belief. By contrary, he left that world, and he 
made me a partner to his story, rather than an 
audience for it. Renowned in his community as 
a great storyteller, Badea Avrămuţ tried to make 
an impression on me, the outsider-researcher, 
by making use of his status as a representant 
of the local narrative tradition (Clark 2001, 9). 
His story is the story of an extraordinary event 
in his life, he is the hero of an extraordinary 

action. In the end, the (Hamletian) question 
was I bewitched or not? is his philosophical 
question that makes him travel from the world 
of local cultural knowledge to the world he 
assumed I (the researcher) belong to. By asking 
this question, he examines and enforces the 
hierarchy of one over the other as Argyrou 
(1993) exemplified in his work in Cyprus.

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

In all the villages in Cluj County where I 
conducted research, witchcraft knowledge 
is flexible and dynamic as Komáromi (2005) 
and Hesz (2017) suggested. Badea Avrămuţ 
constantly negotiate his interpretation of  
the crisis with me. Moreover, the conversations 
with him and with Lelea Veronica go beyond a 
simple meaning or a single aim: on the one hand, 
they want to know if I believe them so they can 
make a “virtual” portrait of me, as an assessment 
of who I really am. On the other hand, when 
the stories become detailed, I sense the two 
narrators try to include me in their world, the 
world of believers. How can I remain outside this 
world after their strong demonstrations possibly 
meant to convince me? They want me to believe 
that there is no other world outside the magic 
one. I notice a gender aspect that needs further  
research.

Magic/witchcraft is still the rationality  
of many people living in rural areas, and,  
as I have occasionally seen, of some people 
living in urban places as well. Re-reading some 
of their stories of illness in a “rational” key, is 
both easy and complicated. For some time in 
his life, Badea Avrămuţ must have believed that 
a former lover bewitched him. For many years 
after this episode, he worked outside his village, 
he visited different biomedical experts, and 
managed to heal his illness, which made him 
question the nature of his crisis. While in the first 
interviews he was stressing the extraordinary 
events he lived, in our latest encounter he re-
told me the story and then he looked piercingly 
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straight in my eyes, and asked the question that 
made me think of Hamlet’s famous ontological 
question. My etic interpretation is that the 
witchcraft crisis helped Badea Avrămuţ “save 
his face” as the richest man in the village. In this 
way he preserved his social status and concealed 
the fact that he could not handle the burden 
of his household. The emic interpretation is 
a Pygmalion puzzlement: he knew either too 
much or too little of the scientific rationality 
and the local magic to fully adhere to one of 
these. Therefore, he lived in-between the two 

worlds. I wonder if this attitude represents 
the opposite of Favret-Saada’s assertion  
that the “witchcraft discourse did not allow a 
neutral attitude” (1980, 10). Badea Avrămuţ’s 
final question transforms his story in an open 
ending one, which means that depending on 
the interlocutor, the narrative represents an 
invitation to participate in its very construction. 
At the same time, by asking the question he is 
aiming for a neutral position where the play 
belief-disbelief confers a particular dynamism to 
an interpretive process (Hesz 2017, 360).
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1. I will generally use the term village, but the vignettes are 
expressing views of the people living in different villages of one 
administrative unit (comună).
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ABSTRACT

In this study I present the possibilities of magical influence on marriages, based on 
my fieldwork in a Transylvanian village. I investigate how, according to the villagers, 
the creation and dissolution of marriages can be magically influenced, and how they 
use magic to interpret the delay of the marriage, conflicts between spouses, broken 
relationships, and the death of a spouse. The location of the research is a village 
with an ethnically and religiously mixed population, where Reformed Hungarians, 
Orthodox Romanians and mainly Orthodox Roma live.
The study is divided into three parts. In the first part, I will focus on the recollections 
of the older generation, in the second part, on cases that happened in the lives of 
the middle-aged population, and in the third part, I will compare cases preserved 
in memory with contemporary cases. This comparison reveals that methods of 
magical intervention have changed, as have the kinds of problems that arise. From 
contemporary stories, it seems that the marriage prospects of an unmarried youth 
are no longer influenced by magic. If there is a suspicion that a marriage is being 
prevented by magical means (binding), people try to break this binding with the help 
of Romanian Orthodox priests or seers/clairvoyants. Priests and clairvoyants also 
pray over the clothes of those wishing to marry, and at the same time mothers fast for 
their unmarried children. Magic has been replaced by methods drawn from Romanian 
Orthodox religious practice, which are accepted and practised in secret by most of the 
Hungarians in the village.
Reflecting on the images of marriage being hindered by magical binding and of 
the predestined partner (RO: ursita/ursitul), I examine the relationship between 
Romanian and Hungarian beliefs and interpretative possibilities, referring to previous 
Hungarian and Romanian ethnographic research. In addition, I summarize everything 
that is important in relation to the specialists involved (seers or clairvoyants, 
Romanian Orthodox priests). According to local perception, the social institution 
of marriage can be influenced through magic. Marriage, divorce, and the death of 
one of the parties can also be interpreted magically within the local framework of 
interpretation.
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[DOI: 10.57225/Martor.2023.28.07]
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In this paper I explore the possibility of 
individuals influencing marriage by the 
use of magic, on the basis of fieldwork 

conducted in a village on the Transylvanian 
Plain.2 This topic arose as part of a broader 
research project that focused on how residents 
of different ethnic and religious backgrounds 

related to one another in this rural community, 
to what extent they were acquainted with 
the different religious cultures represented 
in their village, and what the more serious 
problems were that drove them to appeal to 
one another as well as to religious specialists 
for help.3
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Calvinist Hungarians, Orthodox Romanians 
and predominantly Orthodox Roma live in the 
village4; they belong to a wider and still strong 
relationship network that links them to other 
villages and towns in the region. Although a 
minority of people have local civil service jobs 
or work for local businesses, most commute to 
town for work. Very few working age inhabitants 
earn their living from farming; beef and buffalo 
cattle owners are becoming fewer by the day, 
and even fewer people keep sheep. With the 
exception of a handful of successful farmers and 
entrepreneurs, the Hungarian and Romanian 
populations have experienced a noticeable 
economic decline in the past decade. In contrast, 
several Roma families have prospered and have 
embarked upon ostentatious building projects. 
Roma mobility is significant, with many 
people working abroad. Among Hungarian and 
Romanian locals, only members of the younger 
generation seek foreign employment, and typi- 
cally entire families move abroad. One of the 
most discussed problems in daily village life is 
the increasing rate of theft. Local gossip lays the 
blame on poor Roma families, but in most cases, 
there is no evidence to back up the charges.  

Cultural and social life too have seen 
changes. Sunday dances (locally known simply 
as dances), which in earlier times happened on 
a weekly basis, have not been held for decades, 
and the party culture is waning. Instrumental 
music, group singing, and traditional dances 
are on the verge of disappearing – only a few 
members of the youngest generations still learn 
these dances, and they do so by taking lessons 
from dance instructors. 

Loneliness, with people staying at home and 
watching TV, is a widespread feature of village 
life. The elderly, in particular, mourn the loss 
of their rich local culture and complain about 
being lonely and about the too-rare occurrence 
of community events. The transformation of 
those events and of the party culture in the 
past decades has failed to generate new forms 
and content that could properly fulfil the role 
of what has been lost. The dance of old, in 
which the entire community participated (in 
separate groups of “little ones,” youngsters, 

and married people), cannot be replaced 
by the bar, frequented mainly by young lads 
(and bachelors5) and by men who are lonely, 
divorced, widowed or, in many cases, alcoholics. 
One needs only to remember how ordered 
a setting the weekly dance used to provide 
for entertainment, leisure, the channelling of 
frustrations, and communal communication. It 
also offered a natural place for courtship and 
prodded young people to search for a partner. 
I cannot engage here in a description of all the 
changes that have occurred in the village’s social 
life, but it is important to note the demise of the 
weekly dance, given the positive effects this had 
both on courtship and on existing marriages. 

Starting a family and providing heirs remains 
exceptionally important for today’s villagers. 
Besides the blessings that come with children, 
parents’ lives are fulfilled by their children’s 
marriages and the birth of grandchildren. Today 
we find parents constantly worrying about their 
children either delaying matrimony or eschewing 
it altogether. At the same time, ethnically mixed 
(Hungarian – Romanian) marriages have become 
increasingly acceptable. When members of 
today’s oldest generation were young, a mixed 
marriage (seen as undesirable) often led to 
conflict and the deterioration of parent – child 
relationships. There were instances of parents 
cursing their children,6 and mixed marriages 
were also noted as motives for suicide.

Singleness, developing a relationship, bad 
marriages, and the sudden, early death of a 
spouse all have at their root complex causes, and 
people in the village usually consider more than 
one explanation plausible. As an alternative 
explanation in many problematic cases, they 
bring up manipulation by magic, being exposed 
to the will and hidden interference of others. In 
my paper I examine how locals think the making 
and breaking of marriages can be influenced 
through magic, and how they appeal to magic to 
explain why matrimony does not happen, why 
there are conflicts between spouses, or their 
relationship takes a turn for the worse, and to 
explain the death of a spouse. In the following 
list, I briefly outline marriage-related situations 
in which magical intervention was considered 
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(or performed or commissioned):
(1) Matrimony induced through magical 

techniques between a free (single) man and a 
single woman. One of the interested parties 
initiates the magical intervention on a given 
person, usually by asking for the help of a folk 
specialist (seer, clairvoyant; HU: néző). Cases 
of this type appear in the recollections of the 
elderly. 

(2) Binding the marriage of a single young 
person with magical techniques to make it 
impossible for them to marry.7 Villagers believe 
that seers, healers and witches8 are capable of 
doing this binding and that it happens even to 
this day. 

(3) Causing a breakdown in or ending a 
marriage through magic in various ways, again 
with the help of specialists. A given couple might 
separate after magical intervention destroys 
their relationship, or one spouse can be made 
to develop an illness and die, leaving the other 
free to marry again. While family members (e.g., 
mother-in-law, sister-in-law) unhappy with a 
child’s choice of partner generally opt for the 
former method, the latter is often pursued by an 
outsider who has sexual and marital interests 
in the spouse of the opposite sex. The coerced 
marriages that result from this second method 
are usually disastrous; not only are the couple 
unhappy, but the guilty party cannot die until 
they have confessed their deed. Examples of 
the second method being used occur only in the 
narratives of the elderly, and exclusively with 
reference to the past. 

(4) After a divorce, one of the former spouses 
or a family member of one of the former spouses 
may severely afflict the health of the other former 
spouse through magical techniques, thus affecting 
both their chances of marrying again and their 
life prospects and health. The spiritual and 
physical tribulations of someone facing a crisis 
after divorce are often understood by villagers 
as the consequence of harmful magic, which can 
either be outsourced to a specialist or performed 
by a family member of the aggrieved person. It 
is commonly believed that the trials associated 
with a bad marriage “extend” into the future and 
interlink with future troubles in a whole chain 

of unfortunate events. Whereas one member of 
the former couple has long since started a new 
relationship, the other is on their own, suffers, 
declines, has a serious illness, etc. In several 
instances in the village, victims turned to Ortho- 
dox priests (in monasteries, or in the parish) for 
help and the problems were resolved.

My paper is structured in three parts. The 
first part (I) concerns the recollections of the 
current oldest generation (70-80 years old) and 
events that happened when they were young. 
These include both well-known cases, recounted 
often because of their tragic outcomes, but also 
lesser-known ones. In none of the cases did 
the events involve the narrator directly. In the 
second part (II) I turn to near-contemporary 
cases that occurred in the lives of people who 
are currently middle-aged, the accounts of 
which were shared by the afflicted person or 
by a member of their immediate family. These 
examples are different from the older ones, not 
least because it is more difficult for individuals 
to talk about their own experiences or those of 
close relatives. It requires the development of a 
strong relationship of trust for people to open 
up about their deepest woes. The narratives 
they tell are not generally known in the village; 
apart from family members, only their closest 
friends are aware of them.

In the third part of the paper (III) I go on to 
compare the cases that survive in memory with 
those from our own times. We will see that diffe- 
rences between them are rendered significant 
not only by personal involvement in the latter 
cases and, on account of this, by wider ranging, 
more plentiful and more reliable documentation, 
but also by a change in the methods of magical 
intervention; in addition, there are differences 
in the problems mentioned. Reflecting on 
the notions of marriage prevented by magical 
binding and of the predestined partner (HU: eleve 
elrendelt társ; RO: ursita/ursitul), I will analyse 
the relation between R and Romanian beliefs and 
hermeneutical possibilities, building on previous 
Hungarian and Romanian research on the 
Transylvanian Plain, collections of folklore, and 
monographs. I will also provide a summary of 
all the important data concerning the specialists 
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involved (whether seers or Orthodox priests). I 
will round off my paper by formulating a series 
of conclusions.

. . . . . . . .
I. Memories

The following events, related to me mainly by 
women in their 70s and 80s, took place in the 
three decades after World War II. One of these 
women’s major concerns revolved around the 
need to create suitable conditions with the use 
of magic that would result in marriage for a 
young person they feared might remain single 
for life if left to his or her own devices (1). 
When, for whatever reason, marriage did not 
happen at the desired moment, and fears arose 
that the young person would end up a spinster 
or a confirmed bachelor, people would strive 
to induce an acceptable marriage via magical 
techniques, usually targeting an attractive 
potential marriage partner of the appropriate 
ethnicity and social rank to be the subject 
of a magical rite9 conducted by a specialist. 
On occasion, a family resorted to conducting 
maleficent magic themselves; for example, 
parents once fed an enchanted black chicken 
to the chosen lad so that he would take their 
daughter or niece to his home immediately after 
the meal, which in the eyes of the community 
amounted to marrying her.10 More commonly 
they sought the help of specialists. Even though 
there was a Romanian woman in the village 
who was known as a witch with a talent for 
successfully manipulating marital relations, the 
majority of interviewees noted that people in 
need sought seers and soothsayers from more 
distant villages. A seer in these areas refers to 
a specialist in divination, who is frequently 
called upon to perform a magical intervention 
or undo the maleficent magic (harmful magic, 
HU: csinálmány, csináltatás)11 of another witch. 
In addition, seers dispense medicinal herbs for 
various ailments. To heal or to undo a malevolent 
magical spell they often also prescribe religious 
exercise (prayer, fasting).

My fieldwork involved interviewing Hun- 
garian, Romanian, and Roma villagers. On this 
topic I learned the most from Hungarians, 
less from Romanians, and nothing from the 
Roma (it did not arise in my conversations 
with them). These differences obviously stem 
both from the course our discussions took and 
from the human relationships I managed to 
develop. As my research illustrates, Hungarian 
and Romanian villagers do talk to one another 
about these subjects, and the narratives involve 
people from both communities. 

I.1. Manipulating Marriage with the  
Help of Seers

An eighty-three-year-old Hungarian talked 
about a Hungarian seer in the region, whose 
activity he was able to observe in his youth 
without their knowledge. During the troubled 
period of dekulakisation, the narrator was de- 
ployed to a nearby village to oversee the confis- 
cation and transportation of grain and lodged 
with the chairman of the new collective farming 
unit, in his hay loft. From here, on rainy days 
when he could not carry out his duties, he could 
watch the chairman’s wife – a seer – receive her 
clients and observe their interactions. He thus 
learned exactly who came and why, what the 
seer requested as remuneration, and what she 
was given. Sometimes the interviewee knew 
the clients and was able to follow up on events 
and see whether the promised effect actually 
happened. He noted that the seer’s earnings 
raised the family’s income substantially. One 
day he was surprised to see his Hungarian 
neighbour and her sister coming to request 
the seer’s services. They wanted to marry off 
the sister to a chosen young man. The seer 
requested they return on Sunday morning 
(during the next religious service) with a 
hundred lei and a grey hen. In their presence 
she looked into a wooden pail of water,12 
spoke into it, and saw not the reflection of the 
things in the room but the face of the proposed 
bridegroom, predicting that he would call on 
them that same afternoon. According to my 
informant, 
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She said: “Go now, take the shortest way 
home! For,” she says, “the boy is coming to 
your house!” And, well, this is what happened. 
They started off, and they arrived home by 
the shortest route, after walking in heavy rain 
the whole way.

In the end, the lad took the girl to be his 
wife, but they had an unhappy marriage. The 
method employed in this act of harmful magic 
does not appear in the narrative. The narrator 
merely allows us to surmise that the seer not 
only made a prediction, but also performed a 
magical intervention at some point. We know 
that she used the pail of water to look into 
the future, and that she asked for money and 
a hen, but we do not know whether she used 
the hen in a magical rite. Given the symbolic 
significance of the black hen in the region, she 
very likely did.13 Two other facts support the 
probability of magical intervention. Generally 
speaking, seers in this region conduct their 
divination procedure over a piece of clothing 
or a playing card (possibly a photograph these 
days) and then perform a magical intervention. 
And again, marriages induced by magic are 
always unhappy, as in this case. 

Information regarding a Romanian seer 
who undertook to manipulate marriage was 
supplied to me by Auntie Róza, now eighty 
years old and still a lively, talkative woman. 
She has been married twice. Her first marriage 
was very short, but her second lasted for many 
decades, until her husband died. Since she 
had no children, she used to offer her services 
to relatives when they found themselves in 
crisis situations. On several occasions she 
accompanied relatives to a seer, acting as a sort 
of mediator. She would outline the relative’s 
problem, ask for help, and afterwards comment 
on the advice and the techniques the seer 
offered, as well as negotiating the fee.14 Auntie 
Roza’s decisive manner and perseverance 
rendered her extremely useful.15 I shall present 
one instance: A girl in her husband’s family got 
married with her parents’ consent, but later they 
could not accept the husband’s family, whom 
they regarded as lazy. Domestic conflicts16 drove 

the young wife to move back to her parents’ 
home several times, until the couple finally 
divorced. Both spouses regretted the divorce. 
They tried unsuccessfully to find new partners. 
At one point the girl went into service in Cluj, and 
there an acquaintance told her about a seer in 
Jimbor,17 whom the acquaintance had consulted 
about her own unhappy marriage:

... someone told her they should go to Jimbor, 
past Buza, where there is that Romanian 
community. And she says that they went, and 
the seer said to her: Just go home, and look for 
your coat in the wardrobe, it’s smeared with 
something. For, she says, they had been here, 
the person your husband is seeing, and look, she 
says, what they’ve done. And so it was! She got 
the young woman’s coat...

When the young divorcée heard this story 
about the lover who had interfered by magic, 
and who had secretly gone to the home of her 
victim and had smeared something on the coat 
in the wardrobe, she became suspicious that 
someone might have interfered in a similar way 
in her case, too. She contacted Auntie Róza and 
asked her to accompany her and her mother to 
the seer in Jimbor. Auntie Róza readily complied. 
Below, I give her account from the moment when 
they arrived, with the seer asking for the client’s 
jacket to look at it and then retreating with it to 
another room (Auntie Róza laid special emphasis 
on this; it was, therefore, important for the seer 
to be hidden from their sight). While this act of 
divination was being carried out, the poultry 
in the courtyard (turkeys and geese) started 
to attack the window, presumably sensing the 
presence of some out-of-the-ordinary activity 
or power:

(...) Right then! When she began, she went into 
another room and asked for one of her jackets, 
to look at it, not before us. Lo! the turkeys, lo! the 
geese! They were breaking down the window! 
She was inside; and she came out, and she says: 
Remember that you were at a funeral. She told 
us how old the woman was, the one who died. 
She says, your mother-in-law was there too, 
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and she picked up some of the mud that had 
fallen from the heel of your boot and threw it 
into the grave, so she could prove that her son 
was good and you were good-for-nothing, and 
you would never get another husband. “Oh” – 
then her sister says – “oh, Aunty, I’ll give you 
such and such, just make things right and 
everything.” I say, “Listen to me, say no more! 
She won’t keep her promise, who knows what 
they do?” But she says: “I’ll give you eight fasts; 
you do them, you keep them backwards.” (...) 
That’s right, fasts. And then, she says to keep 
them backwards, to begin Saturday, and come 
back with the money. You’ll see! When you get 
to the last one, the man will show up – and so 
it was! Well, listen to that! She made a phone 
call, and the man had already gone to ask them 
to call Ili to come home, “’cause I want to make 
her my wife.” 

The seer concludes that the young woman 
was magically harmed by her former mother-
in-law in the following manner: at a funeral they 
both attended, the mother-in-law picked up 
some soil from under the heel of her daughter-
in-law’s boot and cast it into the grave with the 
purpose of ruining her prospects of finding 
a new husband, showing in this way that she 
was a good-for-nothing woman (and so nobody 
else would want to marry her). The path to 
lifting the magical harm lay through a fast kept 
“backwards” for eight days in the reverse order 
of weekdays – in the first week on Saturday, the 
second week on Friday, and so on. The fast was 
a strict one. She was forbidden to eat anything 
and had to isolate herself from everyone else; 
she could not meet with anyone, nor could 
she give anyone anything from the house. This 
type of isolation and abstinence is, in fact, a 
recurring feature of the fasts kept in this region 
to lift magical harm. The unusual aspects in this 
case are the “reverse” fasting and the number of 
days of fasting. In addition, the ascetic religious 
exercise is “extended” with elements that are 
obviously magical in character: separating 
oneself from the world, protecting one’s 
household goods, avoiding contact and the 
possibility of being touched:  

When the fast was done, then – she did what 
she did... He is her husband to this day. (What 
kind of fast was it? Did she eat something, or 
nothing?)18 She was not allowed to eat anything 
then, just pray. Well, that’s the real fast, that 
she should lock herself up, and there, locked 
up inside, there she should pray, on those 
occasions, with no one else. She has to be 
careful that she does not give away even a hair 
from her hand on that day. (And she speaks 
with no one?) No, she is not allowed to discuss 
with anyone, so that nobody finds out she is 
keeping a fast. (And how can one keep to this 
in a village?) One could keep to it in a village. 
(One could?) One could keep to it. (She locked 
herself up?) She locked herself up, and she’s 
not at home, the broom is at the door, and no 
one is at home. (I see.) Well, it was like this in 
the old times, we used to just put the broom 
out by the door, and nobody is at home, just so. 
I’m telling you, I’ve been in many places, I’ve 
seen many things, really!

The seer expected payment after the suc- 
cessful conclusion of the affair, when the former 
husband reappeared, but it was not delivered. 
Later, when the young wife became ill, the 
suspicion arose that the seer had performed 
harmful magic against her because she had not 
been paid. Her role was perceived, therefore, as 
ambivalent, just as happens around the globe 
with other folk specialists with a similar sphere 
of action. An attempt was then made to pay the 
seer, but it turned out that she had died. The 
messengers did not return home but consulted 
a different Romanian seer, who established that 
the young wife’s illness had natural causes (in 
the words of Auntie Róza, “twisted intestine” 
[volvulus]).  

This conversation with Auntie Róza brought 
up another case: Approximately fifty years ago, 
two Hungarian girls from the village consulted 
the same seer in Jimbor because they wanted 
to get married (to two particular young men) 
but without magical intervention the situation 
seemed hopeless.  In conversation with Auntie 
Róza, the seer mentioned the bindings that had 
to be renewed:
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Now then, she says, I still have to go to your 
area, to – să reînnoiască nodurile (to renew 
the knots / the bindings) – to renew what is 
placed around the necks. ’Cause she had made 
[a bond] for this one as well, and for another 
one – she is now dead, that little woman.

The seer had prepared two bindings (knots) 
for the girls, which they wore around their necks 
even after their nuptials had been successfully 
concluded. We do not know what these knots 
contained, only that they were meant to be 
worn around the neck like a necklace, and 
that their efficacy did not last for life. They 
had to be “renewed” periodically, and for this 
purpose the specialist travelled to the village. 
Since she confused Auntie Róza with someone 
else, someone who evidently knew the story of 
the two girls, she asked Auntie Róza to take a 
message about her imminent arrival to the two 
women. This case is public knowledge by now, 
and several people mentioned the names of the 
two women to me. One of them has died in the 
meantime, while the other moved away from 
the village with her husband a long time ago. 
These marriages also turned out badly. It is very 
important to note that these narratives describe 
every single marriage brought about by magical 
intervention, without the knowledge of one 
of the parties,19 as leading to unhappiness.20 
Naturally, we cannot know if that was the true 
sequence of events (or the real cause of the 
unhappiness). Indeed, it may be that it was only 
in retrospect that this explanation was employed 
to make sense of unhappy marriages. It is 
important to note that the magical intervention 
carries negative moral connotations. 

There have been other cases in which, before 
a divorce, the mother-in-law or one of the 
spouses wanted to magically harm the other – 
to ruin their chances of marrying again, or their 
health, or their life in general. Such cases occur 
nowadays too. By now, divorce has become a 
common phenomenon: it frequently follows 
longer marriages blessed with several children, 
it produces a significant rupture, and it is painful 
and conflicting. I shall return to this topic in 
the final part of my paper. I shall also address 

the issue of the lover who magically harms a 
marriage, given that this is the interpretation 
offered for a well-known tragedy that took place 
a considerable while ago.

 
I.2. Marrying at the Price of Someone’s Death

Many village residents still remember two 
extremely sad stories about young married 
couples with small children. In both cases the 
wife died with tragic suddenness, whereas the 
husband remarried soon after the event. Their 
contemporaries struggled to understand both 
the tragedy and the husband’s unwontedly 
short period of mourning. Their narratives 
combine real and (in terms of local beliefs) 
possible elements. At the same time, they 
actually articulate two foundational causes for 
the collapse of a marriage: animosity within the 
family and the danger posed by the appearance of 
a lover, respectively. The following narrative (1) 
appeals to a mother’s curse in order to explain 
the death of a young wife.

A Romanian girl and a Hungarian boy fell 
in love. The boy persuaded the girl to elope, 
because her parents were opposed to the 
marriage, whereas his approved. Their family 
life started very well; they had good marital 
relations and were blessed with children. The 
woman always sought opportunities to send 
their children into company where they could 
learn Hungarian as well. The family’s financial 
position was also improving. According to the 
village’s system of values, life was going very 
well indeed for them. And then tragedy struck: 
the woman was electrocuted. The way she died 
evoked in the minds of the people who knew her 
the fact that her mother had cursed her:

So the boy was Hungarian, the young woman 
Romanian, and then the mother of the 
woman cursed her because she went after a 
Hungarian. She said that for her to become the 
laughing-stock of the village just when fortune 
was about to smile on her the most… well, 
something like this... (...) That’s right, and so it 
happened. So she had an electric shock... she 
was electrocuted. It was the Saturday before 
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Easter, so she had everything prepared, baking, 
cooking, and she thought she would wash the 
clothes they took off right away and hang them 
out to dry. And in the cattle shed there was a 
wire strung out which was tied to the basket 
of the light bulb. So there used to be a kind of 
basket to prevent bulbs from being knocked 
and breaking; and there was a basket like that, 
made of iron, over the bulb there. So – it had 
been done like this in the first place, the bulb 
was already [covered] like that. And there was 
a short circuit, and the power ran through the 
wire. And she hung the clothes on the wire, 
and that was it! She died on the spot. She fell 
there, she was found lying there, poor thing! I 
saw her only when they were bringing her out, 
but, well, she was stuck to the wire. When they 
were bringing her out, poor thing, of course all 
her clothing, well, everybody saw that all her 
parts were showing; so, it was, in a way, as if 
she had been cursed. Now they were really well 
off, they had a car, the two of them got along 
very well, and then – then the curse took hold 
of her, you see. But really, this is what I heard 
from others as well, that, well, the curse of the 
parents does get hold of children.

I observed in various contexts that members 
of the older generation still believe in the power 
of the parental curse (word magic) and that 
they are prone to explain even the misfortunes 
of people’s descendants in later generations 
as the outworking of their (grand)parents’ 
curse, which they have inherited.  It is clear 
from this narrative that a mixed marriage still 
posed serious problems for the girl’s family. 
The husband remarried, and the children were 
raised by their maternal grandmother.

The other case (2) may have happened 
earlier, probably in the late fifties or early sixties. 
According to local opinion, the wife’s demise 
was caused by a widow who had set her sights 
on the husband, hoping that he would marry 
her once his wife was dead. Their neighbours 
believed that the husband had had an earlier 
affair with this widow. The narrative states that 
the person who performed the magical harm 
appeared in the guise of a frog. Other possible 

explanations for this tragic event were also 
proposed:

Well, in such cases they used to say that the 
family was harmed (original: meg van csinálva). 
Where we used to live, on Small Street, our 
neighbour there, the woman next door, was 
burned alive. She was lighting the lamp, and 
– there was a little path, like so, there they 
had a tiny kitchen. And as she was lighting it 
– back then we used to have lamps, there was 
no electricity. Gas lamps. She was lighting the 
lamp, and it blew up, and all her clothes were 
burned, right up to here, see. The hem of her 
dress was all that was left, and the flames went 
higher than her head. At the time I was just a 
little girl. And when she had almost entirely 
burned away, then she ran to our place. ’Cause 
until then she kept running in the garden 
- maybe, just maybe, she could put out the 
flames. Her children were quite little, four-five 
years old, ’cause she had a boy and a girl. Her 
husband was out with the sheep. And they were 
getting ready to go out – there was some house-
party; this was on a Saturday evening - at the 
collective, back then there was the collective. 
And in her state of nerves, I do not know how 
she managed it, but she spilled the gas from the 
lamp on herself, and it caught fire. And by the 
time her husband arrived: what then? ’Cause 
my people had already called the ambulance, 
and the ambulance came, and, well, they took 
her away, but seventy-five percent of her body 
was burned. She was that burned. And then, 
as she came into the house, see, she lay on the 
bed and she kept shouting: – Mother dearest, 
why did you curse me so? Now, if her mother 
was guilty or someone else, God Almighty only 
knows... So her husband came, and then the 
ambulance arrived and took her away – and 
the woman died.

Witchcraft is a convenient explanation for 
inexplicable misfortunes. The young wife (and 
other people too) had lit that same gas lamp 
many times before, but this kind of accident had 
never happened. Why did it happen precisely 
then? Why did it happen to her and to no-one 
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else? This case reminds me of the old granary in 
the classic work of Evans-Pritchard.21 “It cannot 
be mere coincidence” that a given person is 
standing in the shadow of the granary when 
it crumbles and collapses, no matter how 
old it is and how seriously the termites have 
eaten it away. It cannot be a matter of chance 
that the gas spills out of the lamp onto this 
woman, so that this young mother with little 
children is consumed by fire. The granary 
collapses over whoever is the victim of harmful 
magic – and here fire consumes the person 
who was either magically harmed by the 
widow, or cursed by her mother on account of 
her choice of husband. Carelessness/fatigue 
is not a sufficient explanation for an accident 
so banal, yet with such fatal consequences,  
to happen. The curse, or the harmful magic, 
is also needed here. The narrator evokes with 
deep feeling the harmful magic of the widow 
from the local neighbourhood (she was the 
alleged lover and later became the new wife) 
through describing the behaviour of the frog, 
conceived as her alter ego. The frog pursues, 
hides, watches – and, naturally, it is a toad of 
enormous size (HU: varasbéka):

And when she came, when they brought her 
home – she had been in the hospital in Cluj – 
and as they were bringing her home with the 
horse and cart, they had to climb a smallish 
hill. And a big toad kept following - now under 
the coffin, now under the cart, it was keeping 
pace with the horse. And when they drew 
up to the courtyard, it crept there, under the 
pig shed. And when the funeral took place, it 
was watching from under there, from under 
the pig shed. Then, after the burial – then my 
folk explained that her husband was previously 
seeing another woman, a widow, and perhaps it 
was she who made [the magic], that the woman 
[the wife] should die. Then, at last, I don’t even 
know, some two months after the burial, the 
man did in fact marry that woman. He married 
her, but then ... they had a bad life. Hard; they 
had a hard life. And when the woman was dying, 
she had to confess that she was the one who had 
made [the magic], so that his wife would die. She 

was not able to die until she told her husband 
that she had made [the magic] so that his wife 
should die. (...) I’m telling you that – that I’ll 
never forget that. But it was a big one, this big, 
look! A huge, huge toad! It kept hopping after 
the coffin, as they were carrying the woman 
up. But that widow was living some two houses 
away, and the toad came out from there, and 
came when they were bringing her home. 
Many, one sees many awful things like this... 
(...) (Were they Romanians or Hungarians?) 
Hungarians. Hungarians. But her mother and 
father were not here, they were not at home, 
because they had gone to Iacobeni. And they 
[the couple] were on really bad terms with her 
mother. And then she kept shouting: Mother 
dearest, why did you curse me so?

These different explanations do not cancel 
each other out. That the family was “made,” 
that is, they were the victims of  black, harmful 
magic, may indeed constitute an explanation. 
This was the only narrator who mentioned 
such an overarching explanation. From other 
narrators I learned only of one of the two 
surviving explanations: the mother’s curse 
and, more often and with more emphasis, the 
harmful magic of the widow (and future wife). 
Other studies on the Transylvanian Plain also 
mention cases in which a person who sets their 
sights on someone’s spouse performs harmful 
magic against their marriage to enable them 
to marry this spouse once the current one has 
died.22 An important point to remember is that 
author of the magical harm achieves her goal, 
but the ensuing marriage is unhappy, and she 
cannot even pass away until she confesses the 
deed to her husband.

The toad is regarded even today as an ani- 
mal that represents the magical harm commit- 
ted against a marriage: if it attempts to enter a 
house (that is, if one encounters it on the steps 
or in the doorway), Hungarians and Romanians 
alike interpret this as someone trying to 
magically ruin the relationship of the (young) 
couple who live there. A Romanian woman from 
the village recounted that, upon finishing a fast, 
she and her daughter were shown in a dream 
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the identity of the person who had sent the toad 
and the harmful magic. 

In the third part of my paper I shall return 
to these old narratives, as well as to the magical 
techniques and specialists presented here.

. . . . . . . .
 II. Marriage and Magic Today

II.1. The Binding that Prevents Marriage

The only son of a prosperous farmer in the 
village is already in his forties, but is yet to 
marry. He is intelligent, better educated than 
most people, has a good job, works on the farm 
in his free time, is extremely hard-working, and 
has a good relationship with his parents. They 
help each other out, and they all enjoy good 
health. They have everything. The parents’ only 
regret is that their son has not been able to marry, 
and so the family has no future. There will be no 
descendants to give purpose to their struggles 
in life. For the past several years they have kept 
trying to understand what caused this and to 
help their son in numerous ways, including 
enlisting the help of various specialists, but 
nothing has worked. I learned of this case from 
the parents and other people close to them. 
However, it was only after a long time, and after 
I had won their trust, that the parents opened 
up about their problem and their attempts to 
find a solution. The mother spoke the most. She 
had discussed the problem with Hungarian23 
and Romanian women from her circle of friends. 
On their advice, she had repeatedly consulted 
first the local priest, then priests serving in 
neighbouring towns, and finally monastery 
priests, asking for advice and help. One more 
experienced Romanian friend tried to pass on 
every possibility she knew. She also played an 
active part by accompanying the mother on her 
visits to Orthodox priests.

Several Romanian Orthodox priests agreed 
that the son’s “marriage had been bound” 
(HU: meg van kötve a házassága;  RO: e legată 
căsnicia)24 for a long time. Some of them said 

specifically that he had been the victim of 
binding since he was twenty-two. Since the 
binding (harmful magic, csinálmány) had been 
done a long time ago, “it is difficult to undo 
it,” it was difficult to help. For the most part, 
these priests recommended fasting. They fixed 
the duration, the days of the week and the 
severity of the fast, and occasionally they also 
recommended prayers. The mother took with 
her items of her son’s clothing worn in contact 
with the skin; these were blessed, and her 
son would wear them while she was fasting. 
The son was usually aware of who his mother 
had consulted and knew that she was fasting 
for his sake, but there were times when he 
did not know. Generally speaking, the couple 
are handling this delicate problem with great 
sensitivity; they are making efforts not to 
suffocate the son with remarks or expectations. 
They rarely express their worries and do so with 
great discretion, although they are getting old 
and feel the situation is getting more desperate 
by the day. I would like to emphasise two points. 
The first is that the chief adviser in this process is 
a local Romanian woman who visits the family 
almost every day. When the need arises, it is she 
who phones priests to schedule a consultation, 
since the mother is a little uncomfortable about 
appealing to Orthodox priests (although she has 
been both alone and with a Hungarian woman 
friend). The second important lesson of this 
case is that for this Calvinist family, fasting is a 
strange practice, hard to observe. The mother 
says that some priests acknowledge this from 
the start and prescribe more relaxed fasts. She 
is doing all she can, since her son’s happiness is 
important to her and she can see that he is not 
happy with being single. Interestingly, people’s 
offers of help are all angled in this direction, with 
no one looking for the solution elsewhere, in the 
son’s communication skills, habits, behaviour, 
attitude to girls, or limited free time.   

An interesting feature of this narrative is 
that the son was twenty-two years old when he 
had his last relationship with a girl that could 
have led to marriage. It was he who left the 
girl, and the specialists consulted believe that 
this girl “bound his marriage” out of revenge, 
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so that since he could not be happy with her, 
he could not be happy with anyone else.25 The 
mother, however, recalls that her own mother 
had been so upset when she got married that 
she refused to speak to her for a whole year. 
After the wedding, she did not dare visit her 
parents again until she was already pregnant 
with her son. She has begun to suspect that her 
mother may have cursed her for having married 
against her will and that perhaps her son cannot 
marry as a consequence of this curse. She 
regards both these explanations as possible. 
The problem remains unresolved. She has no 
confidence in the techniques recommended by 
the specialists.26 Although she has not followed 
every single piece of advice, she does not think 
this, or her questioning attitude, has anything to 
do with the lack of success.

II.2. “She Won’t Rest until Her Son Divorces Me”

The course of Ilona’s life tellingly illustrates how 
difficult – almost impossible – it is, (even) for 
people of her age, to fight one’s environment, 
to break out from it, or to change the mentality 
of the village – and how much bitterness a bad 
relationship with her mother-in-law can cause 
for a wife, even if she has a good marriage. After 
graduating from university, Ilona enrolled in a 
Master programme in a different subject. She 
then took a job in the village in the field of her 
BA degree. In the meantime, she was raising 
three children and regularly helping out her 
husband and mother-in-law as well as her own 
parents. She worked incredibly hard; one gains 
the impression that she used to go to her job to 
get some rest. The truth is that she successfully 
carried out all her work assignments and even 
contributed many innovative ideas. However, 
her superiors either cut her off short when she 
was presenting them or laid claim to the results 
of her projects without explanation. She finds 
peace in her home and immediate family: her 
children and husband, and her parents, who 
have always supported her and surrounded 
her with love. Not so her mother-in-law, who 
assumed from the start of the marriage that her 
daughter-in-law would take over a substantial 

part of her household chores; in spite of Ilona’s 
compliance, she continues to behave with 
animosity and to hurt Ilona on a daily basis by 
systematically taking credit for all her household 
work.

The couple have been married for twenty-
six years. The husband still has a close 
relationship with his mother and his parental 
home (he keeps all important documents there, 
he works on the family farm, and his animals 
and machinery are also kept there). Every single 
day, Ilona would help with her mother-in-law’s 
household chores before doing her own chores, 
and in the meantime she raised her children, 
difficult though it was to get everything done. 
It would be hard to explain why things turned 
out the way they did. Ilona accepts the situation 
and does not ask too many questions. Her 
mother-in-law’s animosity is a different story; 
it troubles her profoundly, and she does not 
understand why she “deserved” this. Almost 
every day, when all the work is done and Ilona 
is about to leave the house, her mother-in-law 
keeps shouting after her that she will not rest 
until she has made her son divorce her. Still, the 
marriage is flourishing, and their offspring are 
given plenty of love. 

Even though Ilona has never been happy 
with her mother-in-law’s treatment of her, 
she did not sense any particular danger until 
one of her husband’s childhood friends, a 
Romanian man who had moved away, came 
home for a visit and told them that Ilona was 
in peril. It seems that in the meantime this 
friend had endured a long period of suffering 
and as a result had become a clairvoyant (HU: 
tisztánlátó; RO: clarvăzător),27 able to see when 
magical danger was looming over others and to 
recognise if someone was about to be harmed 
by magic. This good friend first warned Ilona’s 
husband, who simply laughed it off, since he 
did not believe “in these things.” Then he sought 
Ilona out and warned her that her life was in 
danger on account of the machinations of her 
mother-in-law and sister-in-law, who “wanted 
to destroy her.” She learned the story of his 
suffering: his former wife (of Roma descent) 
had sought to magically harm him after their 
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divorce, but the package that served as the 
vehicle of the magical harm was picked up by 
their toddler and so the intended harm “fell” 
on him. For years afterwards this boy suffered 
from symptoms normally associated with 
possession. Father and son regularly sought 
help at monasteries and visited the tombs of 
the saints, meeting many priests who provided 
relief. After some years the boy was released 
from his symptoms, and in the meantime the 
man discovered his clairvoyant abilities, which 
he was now trying to put to good use by helping 
others. Ilona was so impressed by the story that 
she agreed to visit the nearby monastery with 
the clairvoyant and ask for help. They were 
received by the stareț [abbot],28 who explained 
in great detail what Ilona should do and, among 
other things, how to write a pomelnic29 correctly. 
An important aspect of her narrative is the 
cultural hesitance she felt towards the Orthodox 
church space and cult, and the reserves which 
she had concerning the rituals or, at least, 
certain elements of those rituals. As a believing, 
church-going Calvinist, she found it difficult to 
kiss the wonder-working icon of Mary, and it 
was a strange experience to be covered with the 
patrafir [stole]30 while the abbot was praying 
for her. While they were in church, the good 
friend who accompanied Ilona noticed that light 
was descending on her, a sign of her strong faith. 

Ilona has been prone to sickness in recent 
years, and these periods of illness have matched 
the predictions of her clairvoyant friend. In 
addition, the family have experienced many 
problems he had foretold. This has not only 
strengthened her confidence in his powers but 
has made her more and more afraid that her 
mother-in-law (and sister-in-law) may indeed 
harm her by magic. When, not long ago, the 
mother-in-law described with a wealth of detail 
how she had gone with a neighbour to a seer 
in town because the woman concerned did not 
love her daughter-in-law and wanted to get her 
son to divorce her, Ilona understood this not as a 
random piece of news but rather as a statement 
of fact. Clearly, her mother-in-law had not gone 
merely as a companion; rather, she must have 
been seeking a similar result. Then she began to 

fear the consequences and to view her serious 
health problems as the result of the alleged 
magical harm. In reality, simple exhaustion 
would have been sufficient to account for all her 
problems, yet people in her family are reluctant 
to admit that so many years of loyal service 
and an excessive workload do wear one out. 
Although Ilona is aware of her exhaustion, she is 
almost ashamed to treat it as a problem.

In Ilona’s narrative we are confronted with 
two distinct attempts to magically harm a 
marriage. Both attempts supposedly enlist seers 
to separate the spouses. Given her illnesses and 
the clairvoyant’s predictions, Ilona assumes 
that her mother-in-law may even be plotting 
her death, not just her divorce. She agrees for 
a short period to seek the help of Orthodox 
priests, yet is evidently reluctant to accept this 
solution; soon she finds another explanation 
and turns elsewhere.31 As with the previous 
case, that of the unmarried son of the farming 
family, here too it should be mentioned that a 
certain reluctance regarding some aspects of 
Romanian Orthodox religious practice occurs, 
in my opinion, more often among educated 
Hungarians. The two women in the narratives 
above (the unmarried son’s mother, and Ilona) 
share a strong Hungarian Protestant identity 
and therefore think it very important to distance 
themselves from Orthodoxy (although this 
distancing still allows them to seek assistance 
from priests, recite Orthodox prayers and keep 
Orthodox fasts).

. . . . . . . .
III.1. Love Magic or Changing One’s Position 
in Society through Magic

Two monographs on love magic, written at 
almost the same time by the Romanian aca- 
demic Tudor Pamfile and by Bronislaw 
Malinowski,32 analysed cultures situated at 
considerable distance one from the other, yet 
the subtypes of love magic discussed in these 
studies (from making someone interested 
to forming a relationship) show that there 
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are surprising similarities between the two 
cultures. In North-West Melanesia, Malinowski 
identified the following methods of influencing 
as most typical: through dreams (1), through 
eating and/or food (2), through touch and 
smell (3) (Malinowski 1929, 368). According to 
his observations, love magic forms an integral 
part of a wider system of magical techniques 
and ideas also employed in other areas of life 
(Malinowski 1929, 361). 

Pamfile has finished his monograph on 
love magic in 1915. He presents a rich arsenal 
of methods of influencing attraction and love, 
as well as methods of divination (observing in 
dream or through divination techniques the 
future partner). The use of plants, food and drink, 
singing and dancing, as well as the importance 
of dreams, are important similarities with love 
magic on Trobriand islands. We can notice 
the importance of the idea of the predestined 
partner among Romanians [ursita, ursitul], as 
well as the possibilities of spoiling a relationship 
or the destiny in love matters of a person (fapt de 
urât, destroying attractiveness). Young girls and 
their mothers have an active role in influencing 
marital status (Pamfile 1998).

Writing on magic in late antique Egypt, 
David Frankfurter elaborates on the broader 
connotations of binding spells, pointing to a 
kind of continuity between magical procedures 
that constrain or incite the actions of others 
(Frankfurter 2001, 482). Frankfurter’s approach 
supersedes the research tradition that classified 
magical binding (binding spells) according to 
technique and aim. The horse spell he examines 
belongs to the larger category of spells that  
bring about a change in competitive situations; 
apart from love, these may include sport or judi- 
cial, political, or financial affairs (Frankfurter 
2001). Another interesting aspect is that the girl 
who had been turned into a mare was restored 
to human form by the monk Macarius through 
prayer and sprinkling with holy water. In other 
words, Macarius was the one to “undo the spell” 
(Frankfurter 2001, 480), just like the Romanian 
Orthodox monks of the Transylvanian Plain 
and Transylvania in general. All this reminds 
us that in Christian culture there is continuity 

in the way Churches relate to magic, and certain 
traditions have survived to this day, albeit not in 
every historical Church.

In this paper I consciously avoid making 
explicit use of the concept of love magic. 
This choice of terms was informed by what I 
experienced in the village; I tried to pay close 
attention to the way in which locals narrated / 
discussed the topics concerned. Indeed, in 
the village in which I conducted my research 
the concept of love did not even arise in this 
context. Feelings were very rarely mentioned. 
The aim of the magical interventions analysed 
here was not to generate intense emotions or a 
passionate physical and spiritual relationship 
(or to prevent these from happening); rather, 
they sought to affect the socially accepted 
institution of marriage and family life – forming 
a relationship with a partner and, through them, 
a family: that is, changing one’s marital status33 
and demonstrating one’s success in securing a 
partner. This partner was meant to come from a 
family of the same ethnicity and suitable social 
status in the eyes of the parents. I would not 
go so far as to state that in this village tender 
feelings do not matter, or that they did not play 
an essential role in the relationships discussed 
here, only that, as these villagers perceive it, 
the actions of the specialist who implemented 
the magical intervention and of the client who 
commissioned it were not motivated primarily 
by love. None of the narratives referred to the 
magical inducing of a love affair.34 It seems 
that, in local understanding, sexuality and 
physical relations (seen independently of their 
emotional background) do not belong to the 
sphere of magic. For instance, extra-marital 
affairs were often talked of, but only by way 
of prosaic acknowledgement, and narrators 
mostly spoke about cases involving their 
priests, since they expected them to set an 
example of morality. Given that some priests 
had illegitimate children, in certain cases more 
than one and with different women, this would 
become the talk of the village. However, neither 
the priests nor the women involved were seen 
as workers of magic, nor were the priests said to 
have fallen in love. The heart of the issue, at least 
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as I understood their words, was inconstancy 
and weakness of character.

It is only in certain situations that magic 
is invoked to explain matrimony. The second 
marriage of a widower occurring too soon after 
the death of his first wife, and marriages that 
had been opposed on account of differences in 
social status, or which had taken a turn for the 
worse, proved particularly liable to be given 
such an explanation. The cases presented in this 
paper offer ample evidence of how this can be 
achieved: on the one hand, by causing the wife’s 
demise (that is, by eliminating the rival), and 
on the other hand, by binding (using a binding 
spell). “Feeding” (with the meat of a black 
hen) also serves to bring about a relationship, 
even though the magic lasts for only one night. 
In other cases, it is difficult to pinpoint the 
technique employed;35 often we know only that 
it was preceded by a prediction. In the course of 
my fieldwork, the concept of (magical) binding36 
emerged only in relation to matrimony. Even 
though the village did have a resident specialist 
in influencing marriage, a Romanian witch 
[vrăjitoare],37 locals stated without exception 
that when the need arose they travelled 
elsewhere, to more distant experts. No doubt 
the local “witch,” too, must have been consulted 
by clients travelling from afar, just like the local 
bone-setters.

In the village, as in the entire region, the 
experts in binding – and, generally speaking, 
in manipulation through magic – were the so-
called nézőnék [seers, clairvoyants], and jósnők 
[soothsayers]. It is important to note that all 
these were exclusively women.38 It seems, 
however, that people have appealed to them 
for help less frequently since 1989. Nowadays 
they continue to provide services of magical 
intervention (binding / preventing matrimony, 
separating spouses, magically harming a 
former spouse after divorce), but demand 
for preventing or neutralising the effects of 
harmful magic, or undoing magical binding, 
has decreased. Warding off trouble is nowadays 
more the province of Romanian Orthodox parish 
and monastery priests, and the techniques 
employed are therefore drawn from the sphere 

of religious experience (prayer, fasting, the 
blessing of food and clothing). As we have seen 
in the narratives presented in detail above, 
religious elements can also be found in the 
advice of lay experts; they too prescribe prayer, 
recommend fasting, or request that items of the 
victim’s clothing be brought to them. However, 
there are “twists” in what they require: the fast 
that must be kept “backwards” (fasting days 
in reverse order), the need to isolate oneself 
during periods of fasting. The specialists in the 
magic of binding and unbinding came from all 
the region’s ethnic groups. Clients consulted 
them irrespective of their ethnic background, 
just as they do nowadays with Romanian 
Orthodox priests. Again, the assistance 
provided by religious specialists is evidently 
not related to their ethnicity or even to religion, 
but much more to the fact that it is they who 
traditionally assume and perform such duties. 
As the Orthodox Church continues to encourage 
this, the number of people turning to them is 
increasing rather than decreasing.

People’s attitudes to every kind of specialist 
display ambivalence. The common belief is that 
where intervention for the good is possible, it 
is also possible to interfere for evil purposes. 
He who helps may perhaps also harm. In the 
case of the services offered by seers, we have 
seen that the client or their family member 
occasionally expressed doubts regarding the 
outcome, even though they were expected to 
pay a considerable sum, which was usually 
handed over beforehand. It is important to note 
that the rules of the Orthodox Church only allow 
it to accept charity, with everyone giving in line 
with their judgement and financial resources. I 
did not hear narratives that presented Orthodox 
priests in a bad light. Of the only priest in the 
region who has gained notoriety in the local 
media39 the residents of this village have 
nothing negative to say. They view him not as 
a magician but rather as someone they know 
well from a different context, who alongside his 
ecclesiastical service also fulfils a function of 
assistance.  

When we consider the magnitude of the 
change marriage produced (and continues to 
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produce) in the status of women and men in 
village society, it becomes easier to understand 
why they resort(ed) even to something as drastic 
as magical methods and techniques to achieve 
it. It is also possible that some have appealed 
to magic with harmful, selfish intentions. It 
would be hard to determine to what extent 
specialists actually interfere actively in cases 
of harmful magic, and whether they do indeed 
attempt to induce someone’s demise. Suffice 
it to note that we are faced, here too, with the 
same ambivalence, uncertainty, and blurring 
of boundaries between rumour, beliefs and 
reality that characterise theories and discourse 
related to magic all over the world.40 Here I 
merely observe, based primarily on the village 
narratives I collected, that the reality is uncertain 
and the attitude to specialists ambivalent. For a 
clearer picture we would need to be acquainted 
with each and every case in minute detail, a task 
bordering on the impossible. We can scarcely 
interview every party involved (every specialist 
who was consulted, every family member, etc.). 
We have no way of knowing the activity of the 
given specialists in its entirety, or their thoughts 
about each and every case. The ambivalent 
attitude mentioned above has to do most often 
with doubts related to the use of knowledge. The 
community passes unequivocal judgement on 
the aims of the magic employed: if it interferes 
in a marriage or induces someone’s death, even 
the actor (or the person who commissioned it) 
presents it as negative.

The narratives presented in full here and 
those used as background material show that 
women play a very active role both in the 
manipulation of marriage by magic41 and in 
attempts to release a family member (man or 
woman) from the effects of magic. Men do not 
usually appear as clients of such specialists. If 
they encounter problems, it is normally their 
mother, wife or sister who sets out to ask for 
help. In many cases the men concerned are not 
even aware of this, but occasionally a mother 
confides in her son about what she is doing, 
especially if the rites to be performed require 
the son’s active participation.42 This is what is 
happening with the son whose “marriage was 

bound” in his youth and on behalf of whom it is 
chiefly the mother who prays and fasts on the 
advice of priests. This son appears in the role 
of a child not only because his mother is taking 
the initiative to try to lift the magical harm, but 
because he is actually living his life like a child 
in his parents’ home, despite no longer being 
young. 

Using magic as a convenient explanation for 
a man’s failure to marry absolves him, in a way, 
from personal responsibility. The assumption 
that magical harm was done directs attention 
away from some immediate issues43 that could 
be the real reason why matrimony has never 
occurred. These might include such possible 
factors as poor communication skills (especially 
with members of the opposite sex), insufficiently 
developed emotional intelligence, fear of com- 
mitment, and poorly-masked immaturity. But 
equally valid reasons could be workaholism 
or simply an excessively restrained attitude to 
spending, even in today’s consumer society. An 
experienced priest from the region was making 
an important point when he told a mother that 
her son was unable to marry because “girls 
nowadays prefer to live in town.” Agriculture and 
animal husbandry are not the most attractive 
occupations for a girl in contemporary Romania  
(Transylvanian Plain) – or for young people in 
general. In some cases, problems of addiction 
add to the difficulties – though one has to 
admit that addicts can be found among married 
people too. Although a man’s failure to marry 
might have other explanations, even a fraction 
of those mentioned above would be enough to 
account for it.

Along with magic, the inherited family 
curse is another explanation that absolves the 
unintentionally single young man and assigns 
the cause to a different realm, one in which 
he has no decision-making capacity. In other 
situations, like that of Ilona, harmful magic, for 
example, may be the easier, more comfortable 
explanation. Were she to refuse some of her 
daily tasks, stop doing everything she is expect- 
ed to do, and deal with her ill health by resting, 
this would cause even greater turmoil in 
the family. Since the problem seems to stem 
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“merely” from her mother-in-law, life goes on as 
usual, and, as we have seen, her husband cannot 
even be bothered to take the danger seriously. 
And yet danger there is, albeit perhaps not from 
a magical source.

 
III.2. Interethnic Influences: Matrimony 
Prevented by Magical Binding and the Idea  
of the Predestined Partner

Given the close network of relationships be- 
tween people of different ethnic and religious 
backgrounds, one cannot realistically hope to 
examine Hungarian or Romanian ideas and 
practices in isolation.44 In villages in this area, 
Hungarian and Romanian residents talk to 
one another about every aspect of life. In my 
experience, their communication with Roma 
fellow-villagers is less wide-ranging, but I 
may have simply missed the opportunity to 
observe friendly and neighbourly relationships 
of similar depth between Hungarians and 
Roma, and Romanians and Roma, respectively. 
Beliefs and magical practices of Hungarian and 
Romanian origin are inextricably intertwined, 
as too are other features of the culture of the 
Transylvanian Plain (music and dance, to give 
two examples).45 Strong relationships have also 
developed in the area of popular religiosity, but 
here I witnessed a one-sided, Orthodox effect.46 
These days, it would be hard to find a Hungarian 
or Roma family members of which have not 
visited Orthodox monasteries and have not 
asked monastic priests, or other local or regional 
priests, to pray for them or their relatives. 
Individuals and families react in different ways 
to advice given by Orthodox priests. While 
they do not always show unconditional trust 
or persevere in the recommended religious 
practices, it is a fact that conforming to the 
established model is more common than having 
reserves, and in most cases people appeal to 
these priests more than once in their lifetime. 
In many cases the problems are resolved, and 
the positive outcome encourages further such 
resolutions by becoming a paradigm for future 
problematic situations. I chose to present the 
two contemporary cases discussed above not 

because I find typical the more than usually 
cautious and doubting attitude to Orthodox 
religious assistance they display,47 but because 
I know these cases from very many angles and 
in great detail, and because they exemplify two 
specific concerns related to marriage.

Therefore, when examining villagers’ views 
on the manipulation of marriage by magic, one 
has to cope with an amalgam, a combination 
of Hungarian and Romanian traditions – that 
is, a kind of hybrid system of beliefs and an 
equally heterogeneous practice. While the 
origin of certain elements can be discovered 
from an overview of Hungarian and Romanian 
ethnographic scholarship, it is only in the rarest 
of cases that I venture to advance a suggestion 
of this kind, and even then only by way of 
hypothesis. I will however develop one of these 
assumptions, because in this case the effect can 
be identified with great probability. It concerns 
the ideas of marriage being bound through magic 
and of the predestined partner. Both beliefs are 
copiously documented in Romanian collections 
of folklore and in academic monographs, as 
well as in recently published anthropological 
research. These concepts also appear in 
Hungarian scholarship about the Transylvanian 
Plain, occasionally with interesting nuances.

“Binding” marriage, that is, making it im- 
possible, by using a magical binding (spell), for 
it ever to happen, leads to a tragic situation in 
the family of the unmarried man or woman as 
they grow older. I suspect this idea originated 
in Romanian folk culture, whence it entered 
the imagery of local Hungarians, so that by 
now it has been internalised as a legitimate 
explanation for the existence of confirmed 
bachelors and spinsters in Hungarian circles 
as well. While the idea is absent from earlier 
collections of Hungarian lore and magical 
practices,48 Romanian studies discuss it. Most 
recently, Alexandra Tătăran presented (in the 
chapter of her monograph entitled Delay of 
marriage) a series of similar cases in which 
appeal was made to a village priest residing in 
Bistrița county. This priest was famous in the 
region for his ability to undo harmful magic that 
prevented matrimony.49 Tătăran encountered 
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at the site of her fieldwork the expression the 
wedding ceremony is bound (e legată cununia50), 
a synonym for the Romanian expression used 
in the village I studied, the marriage is bound 
(e legată căsnicia). Tătăran’s “the wedding 
ceremony is bound” sharpens the interpretive 
frame by focusing on a characteristic / symbolic 
instrument of matrimony. Galina Lindquist 
too met a similar idea during her fieldwork in 
Moscow: the crown of celibacy, which, in turn, 
stems from Russian popular belief (Lindquist 
2006). She linked this notion with the crowns 
held over the heads of the bride and groom in 
Orthodox religious wedding ceremonies (crown 
in Russian: venets). If the crown of celibacy 
floats above a young man’s head, it must have 
been placed there by the harmful action of an 
expert in magic, and, although invisible, it is all 
the more efficacious in condemning the victim 
to remain single. Lindquist adds that the experts 
she researched in Moscow also dealt with cases 
in which the victim was afflicted by the seal of 
loneliness (pechat’ odinochestva), and as a result 
lived in absolute loneliness, with no significant 
other (Lindquist 2016).

Romanian popular belief also has another 
notion to explain why a person is unable to get 
married: spiteful deed (RO: fapt de urât).51 To 
discuss this concept and other important related 
beliefs and practices I draw on Tudor Pamfile’s 
monograph Dragostea în datina tineretului 
roman [Love in the Traditions of Romanian 
Youth].52 Pamfile states that personal enemies 
may perform magical harm against a young 
individual so as to render him unattractive to 
everyone he meets (he is found ugly, repulsive). 
This type of harmful magic can be undone with 
the assistance of experts in magic (RO: desfaceri 
de urât, “undoing the spiteful deed”53). This 
fapt de urât can happen not only in the life of 
unmarried people but also in that of married 
couples, in which latter case the marriage is 
harmed on the initiative of a third person. 

A frequent occurrence in Romanian folklore 
collections is the idea of the predestined 
partner (RO: ursita, ursitul, lit. “one’s fated”). 
It is believed that when things are going well, 
partners predestined for each other find each 

other, get married, and live happily together. 
But the “fated” partner may be compelled by 
magic to marry someone else, which means 
that the other partner is left on their own; 
they are unable to marry, since there is no 
one for them to marry. The only solution is for 
them to interfere by magic and separate the 
married couple. Two possibilities emerge from 
the sources I consulted. On the one hand, the 
magical harm may affect only the marriage, that 
is, the relationship between the spouses, not the 
well-being of either – this would be the above-
mentioned fapt de urât applied to a married 
couple. In this case, the couple separate and the 
person who enlisted the help of magic becomes 
the new spouse (in other words, the true 
matrimony, with the fated partner, takes place 
“at last”). (In milder cases, something like this 
can happen during courtship, when the harmful 
magic breaks up a merely nascent relationship.)

The truly shocking cases, however, are those 
in which a person “finds out” through the divi- 
nation of an expert in magic that someone else 
married their fated partner (falsely, through 
harmful magic54) and asks the expert to induce 
the death of the spouse who “usurped” the 
partner predestined for him/her.55 Narratives 
record various courses of action. Some have 
committed this fatal act without remorse; 
others are tormented by a guilty conscience 
until the day they die. In Hungarian collections 
from the Transylvanian Plain I found narratives 
in which the bride told the groom that she had 
killed his former wife when they were already 
walking into the church to be married.56 In the 
village of my research, the moment of truth is 
characteristically the one we saw in the first 
part of this paper: women who have changed 
the course of events by magic confess their deed 
on their deathbeds.

A recurring element of ursita-related 
harmful magic57 is the frog (usually a large toad) 
that appears as the alter ego/familiar or the 
representative of the witch. It keeps appearing; 
it returns every time it is thrown out of the 
house; it is difficult to get rid of.58 The toad is 
frequently invested with this kind of role in both 
Romanian and Hungarian narratives from the 
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village. Several narrators spoke of how people 
had tried to dispose of it and what meaning they 
gave to its appearance. Here too, there was a 
(Romanian) woman who still remembered that 
when she was a girl her mother had taught her 
to tie the toad’s legs together with red thread 
so that she could take it somewhere a long way 
away from the house. In several other places in 
the Transylvanian Plain, toads tied up like this 
used to be hung upside down in smokeries. 
On such occasions the suffering witch (alter 
ego) would appear and beg for a stop to the 
torment. A widespread witch-related belief in 
the region is that there are ways to take revenge 
on the witch who harms by magic; she can be 
tormented by striking, stabbing, etc., her image 
or alter ego (such as, for instance, stabbing with 
a pitchfork the cat “caught in the act” of stealing 
milk from the cattle shed, or beating a shearling 
coat on the threshold of the shed). The witch 
not only feels these torments but is left with 
physical marks, so that even if she does not 
reveal herself while being tormented, she can 
be identified later from these marks.

Large-bellied toads appearing in someone’s 
house are interpreted as alter egos of pregnant 
women. Such toads with large bellies are 
attested in the collections of Vilmos Keszeg. 
According to one narrative, for instance, a single 
woman consulted a “wise woman” (HU: tudós 
asszony), who used to “walk with the devil” (HU: 
ördögekkel járt), to find out whom she would 
marry. The wise woman looked into a bucket of 
water and “showed” there that she would marry 
a father of seven. She told the single woman that 
a big-bellied toad would come to her house, and 
if she killed it, the pregnant wife of the man with 
seven children would die and he would come to 
get her, to propose. When the toad appeared in 
her home, the woman hurled a piece of red-hot 
iron into its mouth. A few weeks later the man’s 
wife died, “she did not die by hot iron, but her 
mouth was on fire.” Two weeks after that, the 
widower proposed to the woman. The narrator 
claims that this woman very much regretted 
having killed the toad and having also murdered 
the wife: “She committed sin for herself” and 
“looked after” the seven children.59 It is very 

important to bear in mind that, irrespective 
of ethnic/national and religion, to coerce or 
dissolve a marriage through magic is regarded 
as a sin, even when it does not result in death. 
The ensuing hardship and unhappiness are 
viewed as actual penance. 

Finally, I would like to mention a small 
but significant fact. A number of monographs 
mention the belief that the toad has to be sent 
back to whoever sent it in the first  place, together 
with the harmful magical bundle.60 I also en- 
countered this advice during my fieldwork in 
the village. A Romanian acquaintance became 
aware of the fact that a toad kept trying to enter 
her house. No matter how many times they 
drove it away, it came back. She suspected that 
someone was trying to attack her daughter’s 
marriage, but was at a loss what to do. Being a 
regular churchgoer, she confided in the Ortho- 
dox priest and asked for his advice. To her 
surprise, he told her to scold the toad and 
send it away, which showed that he had the 
same understanding of the phenomenon as 
she did. Since Orthodox village priests meet 
many problems of this and similar kinds in 
the course of their day-to-day pastoral duties, 
it goes without saying that they are extremely 
knowledgeable concerning popular beliefs and 
all the practices that go with them. They also 
know that these beliefs play a significant role in 
the daily life of their parishioners and generally 
manage to adapt to this state of affairs, which 
puts them in a position to offer professional 
advice when troubles arise.

. . . . . . . .
Conclusions

In this paper I have presented, based on my 
fieldwork in a village on the Transylvanian 
Plain, what members of the older and middle-
aged generations know about manipulating 
marriage through magic. Naturally, the elderly 
spoke of their memories; these included events 
that happened to their relatives and in which 
they also played a part, at least as mediators. 

Marriage and Magic in a Transylvanian Village
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In addition, they narrated widely known 
tragedies that had not affect them personally. 
By contrast, the relevance of the narratives told 
by the middle-aged subjects extends, without 
exception, to the present as well. These are very 
personal stories, and I had the opportunity to 
collect significantly more detail. Accordingly, 
the possibilities for manipulating marriage, 
then as well as now, can be reduced to a set of 
fundamental patterns: using magic to prevent 
or induce matrimony, or to dissolve a marriage. 
Nowadays even tensions or conflicts between 
divorced spouses can generate accusations of 
magical harming.

The recent stories, which are still ongoing, 
are firmly rooted in the fertile soil of the stories 
of earlier generations. What kind of relationship 
can we glimpse between these layers? How do 
changes that have taken place in the region 
and in the history of the families concerned 
influence the interpretation of life events and 
the quest for a solution? An idea that spans the 
generations is the power of a parental curse and 
its being inherited by children. Family prestige 
is also inherited, and it is significant that the 
post-1989 restoration of land confiscated 
under communism led to the reappearance 
of the old village hierarchy as well. All this 
affects matrimony: who marries who, which 
marriages are met with approval, and in what 
kinds of circumstances the suspicion of magical 
manipulation arises. 

As far as existing marriages are concerned, 
I observed in several cases that the relationship 
between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law  
is fraught with danger; the former may not 
only make the latter’s life miserable, but, 
according to local belief, may even endanger 
it (or cause the daughter-in-law’s demise). 
Previously, marriages either took place by con- 
sent, or the bride and groom eloped. If there 
was no agreement between the two families, 
the marriage could fall under a curse, which 
affected people’s ideas about the couple’s 
future happiness and their interpretation of 
misfortunes (including those of their descen- 
dants). A family’s rank, financial position and 
prestige strongly influence marital choices. This 

can be observed since the fall of communism 
too; based on what I have seen in other parts of 
Transylvania, I can say that it has never ceased 
to be the case in the region. The comparatively 
modest family background of the bride can 
often be the spur to a mother-in-law’s enmity. 
In such rural environments, this happens first 
and foremost in older-established large farming 
families.

The narratives that live on in the memories 
of the elderly suggest that in the old days, 
matrimony was regarded as important even 
when one had enlisted the assistance of a 
seer, that is, when the natural course of life 
was disrupted through magic. Although such 
marriages “never turned out happily,” parents 
of daughters still gave in to the pressure they 
felt, to prevent the girl being left on the shelf 
or failing to secure the desired husband. Often, 
the girl was treated like a mere object, with 
the actively engaged person being the mother, 
who commissioned the intervention. But we 
have seen that two girls could also team up 
to visit a specialist, supporting one another. 
The community unanimously condemned and 
continues to condemn such intervention, re- 
garding it as a sin and a source of unhappiness.

Contemporary narratives tell a different 
story. The rising number of confirmed bach- 
elors is a new phenomenon. It seems that 
manipulating the chances of unmarried youth 
through magic is no longer practised. Nowadays 
the angle of approach is different: a close 
relative assumes that someone has “bound his / 
her marriage through magic,” and strives to 
undo this binding, to which end the assistance 
of Orthodox priests and of seers is called upon. 
Hungarian villagers usually accept the proffered 
explanations and problem-solving methods, 
even though these are culturally alien to them. 
The narratives discussed above allow us to 
observe a change from old to contemporary 
methods of influencing matrimony. These days, 
binding, feeding, etc. are no longer customary; 
instead, Orthodox priests and seers usually 
recite prayers over the clothing of the individual 
who wants to get married, or mothers under- 
take fasts on behalf of their sons – in other 
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words, magic has been replaced by religious 
methods (with even seers recommending 
religious practices). There has certainly been a 
change in the role of seers, but it is clear that 
they survived socialism and continue to be 
present in today’s post-socialist reality. One 
seeks them out in nearby villages and towns; 
they have approximately the same sphere of 
action (divination, healing); and, interestingly, 
they typically prefer modest surroundings and 
simplicity. The role of Romanian Orthodox 
priests has certainly increased, considering 
that before 1948, most Romanians in the region 
were Greco-Catholics. 

A common feature of the two narratives 
from the present is that in both cases the men 
(the unmarried only son, and Ilona’s husband) 
come from better-off farming families, who are 
attempting even today to farm extensive lands 
compared to other villagers and who own more 
cattle than the average. The labour that comes 
with such large farms costs these families 
(especially the men) substantial effort. They 
work extremely hard; they operate farm ma- 
chinery; and they also supervise their labour- 
ers. Farming consumes their entire day. In one 
narrative the relationship between the wife 
and the mother-in-law is growing increasingly 
strained; presumably the man’s parents did  
not approve of his choice of wife. But in the 
other case, too, word has it in the village that 
the mother did not approve of her son’s youth- 
ful relationship, the claimed source of the 
problem. It seems that nowadays local young 
men (and women) can only enjoy healthy 
relationships and/or a happy, balanced 
marriage if their parents refrain from 
interfering in their lives. At the same time, 
we have seen that even a supportive, helpful, 
understanding attitude towards the young 
man / woman is by no means a guarantee of 
success. Matrimony is highly valued; in many 
cases, it is unattainable, and, if a marriage 
does take place, the course it takes depends 
to a very great extent on the wider family 
context. Regardless of sex, ethnic background 
or religion, magic provides a “ready-made” 
explanation for numerous puzzling woes 

and difficulties, the true causes of which it is 
seemingly in no one’s interest to explore.

I should add that a common element that 
transcends boundaries of time and ethnicity is 
the frog as the envoy that channels the harmful 
magic or as the alter ego of the witch. It appears 
in both earlier and contemporary narratives; 
both Hungarians and Romanians spoke of it and 
gave it the same meaning, and sought to remove 
it in the same way. At any rate, it is important 
to emphasise that Hungarians and Romanians 
in the village do speak to one another about 
disturbing occurrences and problems, that 
Romanian neighbours and friends (men and 
women) frequently offer their advice, establish 
contact with specialists, and on occasion even 
accompany the person in trouble on visits to 
them. Many narratives feature Hungarians and 
Romanians alike, but in different roles, irres- 
pective of who the narrator is. These expla- 
nations and solutions offered when certain 
problems arise are part of the shared heritage, 
and so they circulate in the village (just like 
frogs).

Interethnic relationships are continually 
transforming. This can be measured first and 
foremost in the frequency of and reception given 
to mixed marriages. Whereas in former times 
interethnic marriage was considered shocking, 
nowadays Hungarian – Romanian marriages 
occur frequently and enjoy acceptance, and one 
finds Romanian – Roma and Hungarian – Roma 
mixed marriages as well. In 2018 alone, five 
mixed marriages were celebrated in the village 
(more than the number of marriages between 
two Hungarian partners). Nowadays there is no 
longer a need to posit magical interference as an 
explanation for mixed marriages. 

The issues raised here are viewed only from 
one specific perspective, the manipulation of 
marriage through magic. Further advanced re- 
search will be needed to explore the depth and 
complexity of social problems such as the sharp 
increase in recent decades in the number of 
confirmed bachelors. The inheriting of social 
status as conditioned or not by political regime, 
the changes that have taken place in social 
prestige and their effects on matrimony, and 
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attitudes to magic all likewise demand further 
research.

Each of the narratives examined answers a 
why?-type question, just as in Azande witchcraft 
(Evans-Pritchard 1937): Why this spouse? Why 
did the wife die? Why is the man unable to marry 
(or, in other cases, why are divorced people 
unable to remarry)? In the local perception, the 
social institution of marriage can be influenced 
through magic. Local interpretive networks 
facilitate a magical understanding of matrimony, 
divorce, and the death of a spouse.

Tünde Komáromi

1. The text expands the article published by the author (Tünde 
Komáromi) in 2019 in the journal Ethnographia 130 (1): 20-
44, and entitled “Mágikusan befolyásolt házasságok egy erdélyi 
faluban.”

2. The Transylvanian Plain lies in the central part of Transylvania, 
between the Little Someș, Great Someș, Șieu, Mureș and Arieș 
rivers (Kós 2000, 9).

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

4. To protect the privacy of the people concerned, I will not 
disclose the name of the village. All names given in the paper 
are fictitious. I provide only approximate data regarding 
population and ethnic percentages, since precise data would 
allow the settlement to be identified. The village has around 
1500 inhabitants; around half are Hungarian, with one quarter 
Romanian and one quarter Roma.

5. The expression used in the village is vénlegények (lit. “old 
lads”); it denotes lads or men who are not yet married, but are 
no longer young.

6. Parental cursing also took place in situations in which parents 
had other reasons for not accepting their children’s  choice of 
marriage partner.

7. The expression used in the village is meg van kötve a házassága 
(“his / her marriage is bound,” RO: e legată căsnicia, cf. „cununie 
legată / delay of marriage,” Alexandra Tătăran 2016, 26).

8. In this context, the concept of witch (RO: vrăjitoare) was 
used only in Romanian and for persons of Romanian ethnicity. 
In the past there was a vrăjitoare living in the village, and she 
specialised precisely in inducing and binding marriages.

9. I am using the concepts magic and magical rite based on the 
study by Mauss. The term used in the village for harmful magic 
is csináltatás (RO făcătură, lit. “having something made/done”). 
The specialist in magic is known locally as soothsayer (female) 
or seer, and I therefore use this term instead of Mauss’ concept of 
magician. (cf. Mauss 2000, 58).

10. Although both the region and the village were famous for 
their spectacular wedding traditions, many stories attest to the 

fact that such weddings often did not take place, with nuptials 
taking a more modest form. Thus, in several cases, merely 
moving in together, or possibly a more festive dinner, marked 
the beginning of the marriage. If a relationship induced by magic 
broke apart early on, the spouses were considered divorced, and 
any future partner they found needed to have had a similar past. 
A divorce that follows a short period of marriage does not seem 
rare in this period. Many older women admitted that they left 
their first husband shortly after getting married and moved back 
to their parents, and later took a new husband.

11. Cf., e.g., Kós (2000, 363-8). According to Károly Kós, in the 
Transylvanian Plain néző [seer] is a synonym for the terms 
kuruzsló [healer], javas [shaman], and jós [soothsayer]. The most 
commonly used word in the locality of my research is nézőné, 
“seer;” other occurring terms are jós / jósnő, “soothsayer” (man 
and woman), and in a single case, in reference to a (deceased) 
Romanian woman from the village, boszorkány, RO: vrăjitoare, 
“witch.”

12. Looking into the pail was a widespread procedure of folk 
divination all over this region (as well as in the Arieș valley), and 
was used especially for identifying a thief or finding out how the 
theft had been committed. Vilmos Keszeg (1997, 97-125) has 
published a study on this subject and Eleonora Sava (2007) a 
monograph.

13. I learned of a very interesting “use” of the black hen from a 
research paper on witchcraft in the region of Maramureș. The 
village is multi-ethnic, the witch, Romanian, and she is a widely 
sought-after specialist. Among other things, she kept fasts on behalf 
of others (upon request). During the so-called “fast of the Sun” (RO: 
postul soarelui), she herself fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays, and 
on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays she locked a black hen in a 
cage and made it fast. In this way, every day except Sunday was a 
fast day, the hen replacing the witch for three days a week (Liiceanu 
1998, 97-98).

14. In one narrative, the mother, who is worried about her 
daughter, gives the seer a sum equivalent to a whole month’s 
pay. The amounts are perhaps no longer remembered accurately, 
but it is certainly implied that the sums of money were large, 
meaning that these specialists made a significant financial profit.

15. Auntie Róza had personal experience of soothsayers and seers. 
She had repeatedly visited such specialists both in her youth and 
also later on, when she was already married. As a girl, she had gone 
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to the seer in town with another girl. They questioned the seer 
first and foremost concerning their marriage prospects and their 
future husbands. The payment consisted of home-baked bread and 
bacon, which one of the girls carried with her (it was her own food 
portion). As a wife, at a spa resort she had consulted a seer of Roma 
descent who was vacationing there, in the latter’s hotel room. She 
presumed that the woman was a soothsayer simply on account of 
her ethnic background, but it turned out to be true. She first spoke 
to the seer in the dining room and then visited her in her room. 
One had to be discreet since soothsaying was in that period (under 
socialism) an officially persecuted activity.

16. In one such conflict the husband slapped his wife. In the 
words of the narrator, the “silly” woman immediately ran to her 
parents’ home. I would like to draw attention here to the fact that 
the narrator (a woman herself) finds physical aggression against 
a wife acceptable. There was much more bitterness ahead for the 
wife to swallow. Among other things, she heroically bore with her 
husband’s infidelities, smiling to the world even though he had just 
cheated on her with her best friend, while she was lying sick in 
hospital.

17. Jimbor is a village in the region of Buza. The seer was the 
mother of the head of the local collective farming unit.  When they 
sought her out, she committed to the task reluctantly, for fear she 
would get her son into trouble. In spite of this, she was known 
throughout the region; her fame and address, not to mention the 
stories involving her, spread by word of mouth. This seer had 
Romanian nationality. Both Romanian and Hungarian seers were 
sought out by Romanians and Hungarians alike.

18. I have indicated in brackets the questions I asked in the 
course of the interview.

19. Cf.: “If someone is made through harmful magic to love 
someone, it is an unfortunate thing. What if they were not meant 
for one another, yet the women bring them together? They used 
to say: “Till God takes note, two old women got them together” 
[„Ha valakit megcsinálnak, hogy szeressen valakit, nem szerencsés 
dolog. Hátha nincs neki rendelve, összerakják az asszonyok. 
Szokták mondani: „Még (míg) az isten észreveszi, két öregasszony 
összeteszi”]. The quotation is taken from the collections of 
Gabriella Vöő (1972. VI. Seventy-year-old man, Arhiva de Folclor 
a Academiei Române [Romanian Academy Folklore Archive] 
(013.548), Cluj). I shall return to a popular belief mentioned here, 
which I have not yet discussed, namely that the person to whom 
someone is married was “not destined for them.”

20. Alexandra Tătăran also comments on marriages brought about 
in a similar way, though binding: Once the nuptials have taken 
place every spell is lifted, and the spouses start to hate each other; 
this is the secret behind their unhappy life (Tătăran 2016, 31).

21. Evans-Pritchard (1993, 22).

22. Such cases will be addressed later on, cf. the belief in the 
“predestined partner” (HU: eleve elrendelt társ; RO: ursita).

23. The Hungarian friend had faced a similar problem at one 
point. In that case, too, they had gone together to the Romanian 
Orthodox priest. Her son had married and had children, and the 
problem was solved.

24. Both the Romanian expression and its Hungarian counterpart 
are confusing. Nevertheless, given that this is the local term for 
this phenomenon, I need to use it. It means that magical binding 
prevents marriage from happening, and consequently the victim 
remains single.

25. On the harmful magic of the abandoned lover, see e.g. Canianu 
(1999, 165).

26. The father had also consulted a seer and they had followed 
her advice as well, again without results.

27. I give the Hungarian and Romanian terms for the clairvoyant 
as used by Ilona.

28. Stareț is the Romanian term for the monk in charge of a 
monastery.

29. A pomelnic (RO) is a piece of paper on which the faithful 
write down the names of relatives, alive and deceased, on 
behalf of whom they wish to have prayers recited in a church or 
monastery. The word is cognate with the verb a pomeni, meaning 
“to mention,” “to remember.”

30. The term patrafir (from Church Slavonic epitrahil / Greek 
epitrachelion) refers to a stole, a scarf-like piece of   priestly 
clothing worn around the neck and mandatory during services. 
Since it signifies divine blessing, priests began the habit of 
holding it over the head of the believer during certain rites.

31. She is now undergoing bioresonance therapy to treat her 
illnesses, but that part of the story is not relevant to the topics 
discussed here.

32. Cf., e.g., Malinowski (1929); Pamfile (1998). On ancient Greek 
love magic and its aggressive terminology, shaped by competition 
and frustration, see Faraone (1999, 483).

33. Aurora Liiceanu gives a similar account. She emphasises that 
in the practice of experts called, in her case, vrăjitoare (witch), the 
most frequent request is for the inducing of marriage, to which end 
the witch and the client (beneficiary) work together. The village she 
studied put enormous pressure on people to marry. Liiceanu too 
believes that the magical intervention sought to effect a change in 
someone’s marital status (Liiceanu 1998, 76-8).

34. By contrast, such events and magical techniques have been 
widely reported in the Arieș valley (e.g., Komáromi 2009, 184). 
On love and love magic in other parts of Transylvania, see also 
Balázs (2010); Balatonyi (2016). The cases published in Lajos 
Balázs’ study are all ones of love magic; they seek to increase 
someone’s desire or an attraction one cannot resist, or magically 
harm an unfaithful partner to gain revenge. There is only one 
exception, a case in which a mother-in-law committed magical 
harm against her daughter-in-law because she did not like her: 
she sewed an egg-shaped harmful magical object into the pillow 
of the bed in which the couple spent their wedding night, and 
the bride became incurably ill. This narrative also states that the 
victims consulted “monks” to find a cure, but without success 
(Balázs 2010, 314-5).

35. In the case of one Romanian couple it even happened that 
the groom’s parents placed a harmful magical bundle in the 
trousseau; the harmful magic eventually caused the death of both 
spouses. The bundle consisted of a red cloth and feathers braided 
together and sewn into their pillow.

36. In a research paper, Éva Pócs mentions in the category of 
bindings that influence bodily functions both “binding the luck 
of a girl, to make it impossible for her to get married” [a lány 
szerencséjének megkötése, hogy ne mehessen férjhez] and causing 
impotence by binding (Pócs 1963, 591). In the same paper Pócs 
quotes from Andor Komáromy’s account of witch trials some 
information taken from a case in Bihor county: “For the girl to be 
rendered unable to marry, she is bound thus: A lock of her hair is 
wound around the leg of a hen, which is buried under the hearth” 
[“Hogy a lány férjhez ne mehessen, úgy kötik meg, hogy hajának egy 
fürtjét tyúk lábára tekerik, és azt elássák a tűzhely alá,” Pócs (1963, 
576) / Komáromy (1910, 245)]. I did not encounter practices of a 
similar kind in this village; however, the correlation between girl 
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and hen clearly existed there as well, since wedding traditions 
included an episode in which the bride was replaced by a hen. 
Liiceanu (1998, 48), describes the “selective” binding of potency: in 
such cases, a woman binds the potency of the man who is important 
to her in such a way that he is rendered impotent for everyone else  
except her.

37. I would like to note here that the village had another 
“expert” in influencing matrimony, one who employed different 
techniques: the so-called “Hear ye” (HU: Hajjake’, that is Hallja 
kend) – the matchmaker.

38. Narrators mentioned only one male (folk) specialist, the 
“clairvoyant” good friend, who discovered his abilities precisely 
by frequenting Orthodox priests, monasteries, and the tombs 
of saints; by doing so, he was granted a miracle. An important 
difference is that people in need do not seek him out, but rather 
he seeks out those he deems to be in need.

39. Since the accusations published in the media are unproven, I 
refrain from giving the name of the priest. My impression is that 
people who live in his neighbourhood and know him well value 
him, whereas those living further away gossip about him as a 
black magician with supernatural powers. I believe we are face to 
face with a charismatic personality, who clearly divides opinion 
and is extremely controversial.

40. On the ambivalence of magic, see, e.g., Malinowski (1993, 
37); Evans-Pritchard (1937, 388-89); Kieckhefer (1989, 80-1); 
(Moore 2001, 4-5); Komáromi (2009, 37-40).

41. On the active role of women in magic see also Liiceanu (1998, 
104).

42. Liiceanu (1998, 47) concludes that unmarried men never 
go to the witch [vrăjitoare] alone, but if they are aware of the 
intervention and participate in it, the results will be better.

43. On the strategic use of witchcraft accusations see Argyrou 
(1993).

44. Research on the Transylvanian Plain that publishes Hungarian 
and Romanian material side by side, thereby systematically 
comparing knowledge and practice alike, such as Aurél Vajkai’s 
work entitled Népi orvoslás a Borsavölgyében (Vajkai 1943), 
counts as a rarity.

45. György Martin (2010), June, Folkszemle: http://folkradio.
hu/folkszemle/martin_mezosegifalvaktanckulturaja/index.php: 
“Here the intertwining and mutual influence of the Hungarian, 
Romanian, Gypsy and Saxon cultures brought the wealth of the 
thesaurus of Transylvanian dance and music to its pinnacle. As 
a consequence of the constant interchange of dances and dance 
tunes, the boundaries of Hungarian and Romanian specificity are 
completely blurred in the Transylvanian Plain, and a veritable 
musical and dance bilingualism manifests itself” [“A magyar, román, 
cigány és szász kultúra összefonódása, kölcsönhatása itt fokozta a 
legmagasabbra az erdélyi tánc- és zenekincs gazdagságát. A táncok 
és a táncdalok állandó csereberéje következtében a Mezőségen 
teljesen összemosódnak a magyar és román jellegzetességek 
határai, s valódi zenei és táncbéli kétnyelvűség érvényesül”].

46. This relationship must have been strong even when the 
Romanians in the village and the area belonged to the Greco-
Catholic church (prior to 1948); nevertheless, completely 
new research is needed to identify what it consisted of, which 
elements were common, and whether Orthodox influence 
became stronger after the Second World War and the banning of 
Greco-Catholicism.

47. Both cases involve educated women, which means they 

identify more strongly with their religious identity (and their 
customary religious experience), which is strongly linked with 
their ethnic identity.

48. Judit Balatonyi encountered this idea in Ghimeș; see the “tying 
away a marriage” (HU: házasság elkötése, Balatonyi 2016, 230).

49. “Village priest solving marital deadlocks,” Tătăran (2016,  
23-8).

50. Cununie is a Romanian term denoting the Orthodox religious 
wedding ceremony; it alludes to the crowns (Romanian: cunună) 
held above the heads of the couple at one point in the ceremony.

51. Fapt de urât means a harmful magic that renders a person 
ugly or hated.

52. Pamfile’s monograph was completed in 1915 but first 
published only in 1998.

53. Pamfile (1998, 189).

54. Pamfile (1998, 200): “their fated man is taken away by 
trickery and charms.” 

55. Tătăran calls this type of harmful magic ordaining spells (vrăji 
de orândă). They seek to compel the man widowed after the 
induced death to marry the perpetrator of the magic. According 
to Tătăran, in today’s Romania a life-and-death struggle is being 
waged around marriage, especially in country areas. The death-
causing interference mentioned above can be recognised by three 
signs: sudden illness and death; the widower remarries soon; the 
new spouse does not suit him from a social point of view and is 
noted for “knowing those things” (Liiceanu 1998, 27-31).

56. Keszeg (1999, 208-9).

57. See, e.g., Pamfile (1998, 200) and Liiceanu (1998, 76): vrăjuri 
de ursită [fate charms].

58. Pamfile (1998, 203); Olteanu (1997, 47-8); (Keszeg 1999, 
207-12). The frog as the alter ego of the witch is also attested in 
international scholarship; see, e.g., Mauss (2000, 47).

59. Keszeg (1999, 209).

60. This method is practised not only in the Transylvanian Plain 
but elsewhere too; see also Pamfile (1998, 203).

Argyrou, Vassos. 1993. “Under a spell: The Strategic Use of 
Magic in Greek Cypriot Society.” American Ethnologist 20 (2): 
256-71. https://doi.org/10.1525/ae.1993.20.2.02a00030.

Balatonyi Judit. 2016. “A szerelem mint betegség: A gyimesi 
magyarok romantikus szerelemmel és szerelmi rontásokkal 
kapcsolatos elképzelései” [Love as Disease: The Views of 
Hungarians from Ghimeș Concerning Romantic Love and 
Love Magic]. In Az orvosistenektől a hortikulturális utópiáig: 
Tanulmányok a Kárpát-medence vonzáskörzetéből [From Healer 
Gods to Horticultural Utopia: Studies from the Area of Influence 
of the Carpathian Basin], eds. Ágnes Hesz and Éva Pócs, 207-40. 
Budapest: Balassi Kiadó. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY



123

Marriage and Magic in a Transylvanian Village

Balázs, Lajos. 2010. “Gyógyítható és gyógyíthatatlan szerelmi 
megcsináltatások.” [Curable and Incurable Effects of Love 
Magic]. In Mágikus és szakrális medicina: Tanulmányok a 
transzcendensről VII [Magical and Sacred Medicine: Studies on 
the Transcendent VII], ed. Éva Pócs, 313-19. Budapest: Balassi 
Kiadó.

Bălteanu, Valeriu. 2001. Dicționar de divinație populară 
românească [Dictionary of Romanian Folk Divination]. 
Bucharest: Paideia.

Candrea, Ion-Aurel. 1999 [1944]. Folclorul medical român 
comparat. Privire generală: Medicina magică [A Comparative 
View on Romanian Medical Folklore. Overview: Magical 
Medicine]. Iași: Polirom.

Canianu, Mihail. 1999. Studii și culegeri de folclor românesc. 
Ediție îngrijită de Al. Dobre și Mihail M. Robea [Studies and 
Collections of Romanian Folklore]. Bucharest: Minerva.

Cs. Pócs, Éva. 1963. “Kötés és oldás a magyar néphitben.” 
[Binding and unbiding? in Hungarian Popular Belief]. 
Ethnographia 4: 565-612.

Evans-Pritchard, E.E. 1937. Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic 
among the Azande. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

––––––––––. 1993 [1976]. Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic 
among the Azande. Abridged with an introduction by Eva 
Gillies. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Faraone, C. A. 1999. Ancient Greek Love Magic. Cambridge, 
MA and London: Harvard University Press.

Frankfurter, David. 2001. “The Perils of Love: Magic and 
Countermagic in Coptic Egypt.” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 10(3/4), Special Issue: Sexuality in Late Antiquity: 
480-500. https://doi.org/10.1353/sex.2001.0060.

Jankó, János. 1993 (1892). Kalotaszeg magyar népe: Néprajzi 
tanulmány [The Hungarians of Călata / Kalotaszeg: A Folkloristic 
Study]. Reprint, ed. József Hála. Budapest: Néprajzi Múzeum.

Keszeg, Vilmos. 1996. “A román pap és hiedelemköre a 
mezőségi folklórban” [The Romanian Priest and Beliefs Related 
to Him in the Folklore of the Transylvanian Plain]. Ethnographia 
107 (1-2): 335-69.

––––––––––. 1997. Jóslások a Mezőségen: Etnomantikai 
elemzés [Predictions in the Transylvanian Plain: An Ethnomantic 
Interpretation]. Sfântu-Gheorghe: Bon Ami Kiadó.

––––––––––. 1999. Mezőségi hiedelmek [Beliefs from the 
Transylvanian Plain]. Târgu-Mureș: Mentor Kiadó.

Kieckhefer, Richard. 1989. Magic in the Middle Ages. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Komáromi, Tünde. 2009. Rontás és társadalom Aranyosszéken 
[Witchcraft and Society in the Arieș River Valley]. Cluj-Napoca: 
Babeș-Bolyai University, Department of Hungarian Ethnography 
and Anthropology – Kriza János Ethnographic Society.

Kós, Károly. 2000. A Mezőség néprajza II [The Ethnography of 
the Transylvanian Plain II]. Târgu-Mureș: Mentor Kiadó.

Liiceanu, Aurora. 1996. Povestea unei vrăjitoare [The Story of 
a Witch] Bucharest: All.

Lindquist, Galina. 2006. Conjuring hope. Magic and Healing 

in Contemporary Russia. By Galina Lindquist. Epistemologies 
of Healing, vol. 1. New York: Berghahn Books. https://doi.org/ 
10.2307/20060279.

Mauss, Marcel. 2000. “A mágia általános elméletének vázlata” 
[A General Theory of Magic]. In Szociológia és antropológia, 
Marcel Mauss, 49-191. Budapest: Osiris Kiadó. 

Malinowski, Bronislav. 1929. The Sexual Life of Savages 
in North-Western Melanesia. An Ethnographic Account of 
Courtship, Marriage and Family Life among the Natives of the 
Trobriand Islands, British New Guinea. New York: Readers 
League of America.

––––––––––. 1993. Magie, știintă și religie [Magic, Science and 
Religion]. Iași: Moldova.

Moore, Henrietta L., and Todd Sanders, eds. 2001. Modernity, 
Witchcraft and the Occult in Postcolonial Africa. London and 
New York: Routledge.

Olteanu, Antoaneta. 1997. Ipostaze ale maleficului în medicina 
magică [Embodiments of Evil in Magical Medicine]. Bucharest: 
Paideia.

Pavelescu, Gheorghe. 1998 (1945). Magia la români: Studii și 
cercetări despre magie, descântece și mană [Romanians and 
Magic: Studies and Research on Magic, Incantations and Mana]. 
Bucharest: Minerva.

Pamfile, Tudor. 1998. Dragostea în datina tineretului român 
[Love in the Traditions of the Romanian Youth]. Ed. Petre 
Florea. Bucharest: Saeculum.

Sava, Eleonora. 2007. Explorând un ritual [Exploring a Ritual] 
Cluj-Napoca: Limes.

Tătăran, Alexandra. 2016. Contemporary Life and Witchcraft: 
Magic, Divination and Religious Ritual in Europe. Stuttgart: 
Ibidem Verlag.

Turner, Victor. 2005. “Religious Specialists.” In: Magic, 
Witchcraft, and Religion: An Anthropological Study of the 
Supernatural, eds. Arthur C. Lehmann, James E. Myers, and 
Pamela A. Moro, 147-55. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Vajkai, Aurél. 1943. Népi orvoslás a Borsavölgyében [Popular 
Medicine in Borșa Valley]. Cluj-Napoca: Erdélyi Tudományos 
Intézet.



III. Magic and Religion: 
Contributions to an Old Anthropological Discussion



125

Oneiric Authentication of a Miraculous Shrine. 
Case Study from a Dobruja Monastery, Romania

Laura Jiga Iliescu
“Constantin Brăiloiu” Institute of Ethnography and Folklore, The Romanian Academy, Romania
ORCID: 0000-0001-6688-6543

Laura Jiga Iliescu is Senior Researcher at the “Constantin Brăiloiu” Institute of Ethnography and Folklore from Bucharest, The 
Romanian Academy and Associate Professor at the University of Bucharest. Her main fields of interest include the relation 
between orality and literacy, folk narratives and their ritual continuity, devotional and charming practices, Christian religiosity in 
premodern and modern times, interconfessional exchanges as well as ethnology of the mountain and the anthropology of the body.

Correspondence: laura.jiga.iliescu@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

An interesting phenomenon of incubation ritual was attested in open air in southwest 
Dobruja at the very beginning of the 20th century, at a healing stone cross that, two 
decades later, was enclosed by an Orthodox Christian monastery. The article focuses 
on the narrative strategy that asserts Christian authority over the site. The strategy 
includes a corpus of legends that associate the origin of the cross with the local 
martyrdom past, its miraculous finding, and a modern hagiography whose main 
character is a thaumaturgic monk. The dream as a realm for divine communication, 
represents a theme that coagulates the entire narrative corpus and contributes greatly 
to the construction of a sanctuary. Over the last decades, energy and spiritual healing 
practitioners have enriched the group of visitors to the monastery.
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. . . . . . . .
Premises and description of the case study

Space of reclusion, the monastery is not 
totally enclosed, isolated, and detached 
from the outside world. In addition to 

the permanent cenobite community, there are 
fluctuant and provisional groups of visitors, 
such as tourists, pilgrims, and, occasionally, 
scholars, who enter in contact with each other 
and with the monastery’s inhabitants. 

The case under my survey here is Dervent 
Orthodox Christian Monastery inhabited by 
monks. Its walls, legends, and rituals have 
been rising around a miraculous stone cross 
that “grows by itself”1 and is assigned with 
therapeutic power by Christians and Muslims, 
and, more recently, by bioenergy practitioners. 
Such a germinating arena for devotional and 
social practices might turn into a fluid space of 

religious encounters and exchanges of stories 
with or without a religious subject, rituals, 
images, objects, expectations, and impressions 
that go beyond the canonical prescriptions 
of a certain religious confession and beyond 
ethnicity, but are influenced by them. In the 
case discussed here, multi-participation and 
“encounters between Christians and Muslims 
are asymmetrical: it is the Christians who 
welcome Muslims into Christian holy places” 
(De Rapper 2012, 44). 

Actually, there are two crosses. One cross, 
located in one oratory of the church is dedicated 
to healing people and represents the main 
attraction of the monastery.2 The other cross is 
outside the church and is specialized in healing 
animals.3 A small board warns visitors that it 
is forbidden to light candles at it.4 The cross 
inside the church is almost 90 cm high and  
45 cm width. It consists of a massive rock devoid 
of any inscription. On its crown there is a small 
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hollow for oil candle from which people collect 
“natural” myrrh. The monastery’s territory also 
includes a spring whose miraculous power 
makes it a pilgrimage destination, especially 
on the Day of the Life-giving Spring celebrated 
on the Friday following the Orthodox Christian 
Easter. The entire complex of the monastery will 
be the subject of further research. The present 
article focuses on the stone crosses. 

The monastery is located in the southwest 
of the multi-ethnic and multi-religious Dobruja 
region in Romania. It is close to Bugeac Lake, 
the shore of Danube, and 15 km away of 
Silistra (Bulgaria). The region matches Maria 
Couroucli’s observation:

[B]oth the Byzantine (4th–15th centuries) and 
Ottoman (14th–19th centuries) Empires were 
multiconfessional political constructs and 
were culturally less homogeneous than their 
Western counterparts. From Morocco to the 
Middle East and from the Balkans to Anatolia, 
local communities often consisted of more 
than one religious group. Here the Other was 
the neighbour with whom one exchanged, not 
always peaceful, and never on an egalitarian 
basis. (Couroucli 2012, 2)

Close to the Dervent Monastery, archaeo- 
logical excavations identified the ruins of a 
Byzantine citadel dating from the 10th-15th 
centuries, ten tombs dating from the 10th cen- 
tury, and a Christian necropolis situated on 
the Dervent Hill dating from the 13th-15th 
centuries.5 40 kilometres east, there is a cave 
where, according to a relatively recent tradition, 
St. Andrew or some of his disciples lived for a 
while. 28 km east from the cave there are the 
Adamklissi Tropaeum Traiani monument, a 
Roman fortress, and four ancient Christian 
basilicas and crypts where human bones have 
been excavated (Cătăniciu 2021).

I learned about the healing cross from 
Dervent Monastery in 2004, when I visited the 
area to attend the pilgrimage to St. Andrew’s 
cave, which was at its beginnings at that time. 
I returned fifteen years later, in September 
2019, for a short fieldwork prospection. These 

years represent my timelines to compare direct 
observations. Therefore, I will highlight the 
transformations of the site that took place in 
this period. Bibliographical information that 
covers a larger period, from around 1900 to 
2022, will complete the field data. 

I start by describing the relations between 
the setting, including the scenery and the 
scenography of the site, and the people acting 
in it. Pilgrims’ contacts with the healing cross 
are articulated on two levels. One level is 
more visible during the day and consists in 
a repertoire of vernacular and institutional 
gestures that are common in Christian worship 
at Jesus’s tomb or the worshipping of relics and 
miracles-working icons. Worshippers kneel 
and/or prostrate in front of the cross, kiss the 
stone and/or the ground in front of it, touch it 
with the hands and with the forehead, touch the 
cross with personal or other people’s pieces of 
clothing on their behalf, touch the cross with 
photos of absent people, place such items/
objects at the base of the cross for a while, use 
small pieces of paper to write wishes and/or 
write in columns names of living people and 
names of departed and then lay them near the 
cross, read or whisper prayers in a low voice, 
and anoint their forehead and painful parts of 
their body with oil collected from the hollow 
on the head of the cross.6 In the evening, after 
the Vesper religious service, a monk enters the 
oratory to bless the pilgrims, to anoint them, 
to speak with them and, especially on Friday 
evening, to read aloud the Holy Unction Prayer 
(Rugăciunea Sfântului Maslu). (Picture 1.)

The second level of rituals performed in this 
monastery has incubation features that consist 
in spending the night in the oratory or sitting on 
the floor with the head oriented toward to cross 
with the purpose of getting divinely inspired or 
having therapeutic dreams.  (Picture 2.)

I did not observe the sleeping ritual. 
However, in 2004, I noticed small pillows on 
the benches against the walls and carpets 
covering the wooden floor. In 2019, the cross 
was protected by a window box with an opening 
on one of its sides that seemed like the “face” 
of the cross. The benches were still against 

Laura Jiga Iliescu



127

the walls, but the new floor was made of cold, 
ceramic tiles, and there was no carpet, except 
a small one at the entrance at the cross box. It 
seems that pilgrims are not encouraged to sleep 
in the oratory anymore, though the practice is 
not totally or explicitly forbidden.7 At the same 
note, I observed that as the testimonials about 
the curative miracles presented on the official 
website of the monastery are more recent, 
sleeping and dreaming at the cross occurs more 
rarely.

A young monk from Cernica Monastery (20 
km from Bucharest) visited Dervent in 1930 and 
accounted a number of dreams and miracles in 
the booklet The Miracle-working Cross (Hagiul 
1933). He collected testimonies and local 
legends especially from clerics. The booklet 
was published in 1933, reedited in 2007, and 
it is available on the monastery’s website.8 The 
website also presents miracles of the healing 
cross that took place between 1933 and the 
present times.9  Some miracles were written 

by the healed pilgrims themselves, some other 
miracles have been dictated to the secretary 
of the monastery or to lay administrative 
persons from the neighbouring village (e.g. the 
Mayor), and some miracles were written by the 
administrators of the monastery’s website.

One can distinguish three categories of 
oneiric miracles. Firstly, there are dreams that 
reveal the existence of the cross and demand a 
journey to it. Secondly, there are healing dreams 
when the healing process takes place during 
the dreaming/sleeping activity. Thirdly, there 
are warning dreams against inappropriate be- 
haviour at the cross.10 Almost on every occasion 
and especially in the first two categories above, 
the main protagonists of these dreams are the 
person who dreams and a “strange” figure 
who can be a beautiful woman, an angel, the 
Mother of God, or an old man. It is this presence 
who guides to and reveals the shrine or heals 
the person having the dream. We may speak 
about supernatural encounters narratives that 

Picture 1. The cross. 30 August 2019. 
Credit photo: Laura JIga Iliescu.

Picture 2. Sleeping at the cross. 1996. 
Credit photo:  http://dervent.ro/index-ALB.php?cID=cat-dervent-album

&rID=19&rType=ALB&rTB=ZGVydmVudF9jYXRfMDFfZGVydmVudA== 
[accessed in 14 May 2023]
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express certain continuity between the oneiric 
and the awake realms of reality. While people 
share dreams within a specific performance 
arena and under specific conditions of time 
and space,11 multiple processes of transfer 
take place, including transfers from dream to 
memory and from mental images and sounds to 
words. These processes turn personal visionary 
dreaming experiences into a collective religious 
experience shaped by dynamic historical, 
confessional, cultural, social, and political 
contexts. When the dreams are delivered to a 
public, they are interpreted and included in the 
process of constructing the legendary prestige 
of the shrine.

. . . . . . . .
Goals and methodology

In this article, part of a work in progress 
dedicated to the religious landscape the 
Monastery of Dervent is part of, I focus on the 
sleeping-dreaming theme that contributes to 
the construction of a veritable locus12 marked 
by the healing cross(es). The main source of 
data I use is the website of the monastery. 
Created in the last seventeen years, it has 
articulated and authorized legends recorded in 
the first decades of the 20th century in relation 
with later testimonies and new hagiographic 
narratives. I will read the website as a 
multileveled narrative by itself, which provides 
an “official” perspective on the phenomenon 
and its history. Through the method of narrative 
deconstruction, my aim is to identify a possible 
strategy for the legitimization of the present 
from the perspective of the historicized past 
(see infra). At this stage of the research, the 
approach is fragmentary because the attitudes, 
practices, and narrative repertoires of pilgrims, 
tourists and, not the least, of local Christians 
and Muslims are considered only tangentially 
in the article. These aspects are of major 
importance for understanding the phenomenon 
in its entirety, but they are not present on the 
website.

The publication of The Miracle-working Cross 
in 1933 is of great importance since the booklet 
is published on the website as a primary source 
that speaks about the origin and the miraculous 
discovery of the healing crosses. The legends 
are retold by more than sixty online magazines, 
touristic and religious blogs.

The author of the booklet, monk Macarie 
Hagiul, combines the miraculous history of the 
stone crosses with factual events during the 
foundation of the monastery. I propose a similar 
way of retelling the story. Events that took 
place between 1933 and 2020 will be added to 
events that happened before 1933 to complete a 
story which is still open since new miracles are 
narrated and related to the place (see infra). The 
article will also include a critical view on etic-
emic perspectives and their epistemological 
relevance for the dynamic contextualisation of 
the stories about miracles and the constitution 
of a sacred space.

 
. . . . . . . .
First narrative and factual history.  
The shepherd

The Miracle-working Cross tells the story 
of a Romanian deaf and speechless young 
shepherd from the village Coslugea who, 
“after the Independence War” (Hagiul 
1933) of 187713 suddenly felt an irresistible 
drowsiness while watching the community’s 
flock of sheep. He fell asleep right on the  
spot. He woke up cured, loudly shouting about 
the miracle. When people went to the scene, 
they realized the shepherd had laid his head 
on a small stone, which was part of an earthed 
cross that was “rising” to the surface.14 Few 
meters away, there was another stone cross, 
without arms. We do not know the sources of 
Macarie Hagiul, but it is possible the legend 
had been circulating orally among local people, 
as suggested by a letter written in 1957, more 
than 20 years after the The Miracle Working 
Cross was published. This letter was written by 
a healed pilgrim.15

Laura Jiga Iliescu



129

I was born on the 28th of August 1883; and 
in 1904, at the age of 21, I left this holy place 
without crutches; now I am content of my 
age; I am 74 years old. So, my father heard 
from people about this holy place, that there 
was a Mute (sic!) and deaf boy from Gârlita or 
Găliţa16 grazing the sheep on this ground, he 
saw a big stone and fell asleep, he slept until 
the next day; and when he went home, he 
spoke and heard. Then, we went to this holy 
place too and reached it; what we saw on this 
place, [there was] a shack made of wooden 
boards; inside, there was a cross with broken 
head, and behind it, at its feet, a large icon 
with mother of god (sic!) with her son Jesus 
Christ placed on four stakes, and on its north 
side there was a candlestick. I prostrated and 
prayed to be healed; Please be good attentive 
and believe me, because I don’t do propaganda 
and I recovered. Listen, leaving the place, I 
stuck the crutch near the cross and walked to 
Ostrov. (Hagiul 1933)17

The phraseology and orthography of the 
letter point to a semiliterate person.18 

In the first years of the 20th century, a local 
layman raised a small roof above the holy 
crosses because Christians (Romanians and 
Bulgarians) and Muslims (Tartars and Turks) 
came there and some spent the night sleeping at 
the base of the cross.19 

In 1923, the Episcopate of Tomis decided to 
build a hermitage. A small wooden barrack (with 
candles and icons) was erected around the cross. 
The refuge burned down in an accident. The 
friary was built between 1938 and 1940, with 
lay financial support.20 The cross was sheltered 
in an oratory of the church’s monastery and 
the stone without arms remained outside. In 
1959, an ordinance of the communist regime 
forced the hermitage to close. In 1970, the 
re-opened church served the parish of Galiţa 
village. On the 2nd of February 1990 – less than 
2 months after the collapse of the communist 
regime in December 1989 – the monastery 
was re-opened. It has attracted an increasing 
number of visitors and it flourished. On the 28th 
of October 2011, the High Archbishop of Tomis 

laid the foundation stone for a new and large 
church that is now ready. The healing cross is 
still in the old church.21

. . . . . . . .
Second narrative and the historicization  
of the past. The martyrs

The very origin and nature of the crosses is 
explained by another legend, at its turn written 
in the booklet mentioned above (Hagiul 1933). 
The legend asserts a prestigious filiation of the 
crosses, which increases (and warrants) the 
source of their healing power. In the times of the 
Roman Emperor Diocletian, the tortured corpses 
of a Christian man and three Christian maidens, 
“descendants of St. Andrew’s disciples,” were 
thrown in the Danube River. Immediately, the 
place of martyrdom was marked by four stone 
crosses who have risen from the ground. Two 
of the crosses had been destroyed during the 
persecutions against Christians. Centuries 
later, Ahmet Bey, the Ottoman governor of the 
province, learned about the miraculous power 
of the remained crosses and protected them. 
“There were many Christians who came to 
serve this pasha with the reason of touching 
the holy Crosses (…). Some say that he was 
baptised secretly.”22 Ahmet Bey constructed 
a small roof for the Muslims and Christians 
sick pilgrims who spent the night there.23 It is 
worth noting that in Islam the incubation ritual 
is known as istikhara, meaning to sleep and to 
dream at holy person’s graves, called türbe (see 
Iain and Henig 2010, 252; Akhtar 2014), and 
it was also attested among Muslims from the 
Balkan Peninsula. Could we presume that the 
text above suggests a place used as a shared 
shrine? Further investigations are required 
in this regard. “The protection of these holy 
crosses entered the tradition of the pasha’s 
family” until one of his descendants, “an ardent 
follower of the Koran, cut the arms of one cross 
with the sword and removed [the other one] 
from the ground” (Hagiul 1933).24 Then the 
crosses entered into the ground. After a long 
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time, when the area entered under Christian 
authority, the crosses rose back to the surface 
and were discovered after the healing of the 
deaf shepherd. The narrative circle is complete. 
Nowadays, the so-called cross with cut arms is 
stored outside the oratory and is dedicated to 
healing animals. Without arms, it looks like a 
stone column. (Picture 3.)

The legend is narrated in a way that sug- 
gests that the crosses shared the martyrs’ fate, 
as if the crosses embedded the holy relics of 
martyrs and their powerful potential. 

My own interpretation uses a different 
chronology in the history of the healing cross/
crosses than the one presented by Macarie 
Hagiul. The author started with the origin of the 
crosses related to the martyrdom, continued 
with the life of the crosses during the Ottoman 
rule, and ended with the legend of the shepherd. 
Rather, I propose the event of the miraculous 
re-discovery of the stone crosses following 
the healing of the deaf shepherd as the initial 
moment in the creation of the site’s narrative. 

The reason for this interpretation is the story of 
the deaf shepherd is possibly genuine, while 
the narrative about the origin of the crosses is 
much more susceptible to subsequent creation 
in clerical and intellectual milieus by people 
aware of the ancient history of the region. 
Ethnologists know very well that real events 
are not preserved in the oral memory of a social 
group more than one hundred years without 
distortions. In any case, from a certain point 
on, both stories entered the pilgrims’ legendary 
repertoire and suffered mutual interchanges.

In the early Christian incubation practice, 
“those receiving dreams typically would be 
sleeping in the shrine of a saint in close proximity 
to his or her tomb or relics” (Renberg 2016, 749).  
In this context, the second group of legends 
seems to encourage the identification of the 
healing crosses with the tomb crosses of local 
martyrs:

[A]ny cross has its own holiness, as the 
Cross on which the Saviour was crucified. 
Especially, the crosses at the saints’ graves, 
as those from Dervent. (…) They have even 
stronger healing power. (Hagiu 1933)

When speaking about miracles in emic terms, 
the logical contradiction between the legend 
(the corpses were thrown in the Danube River) 
and the above statement (the relics are in the 
ground under the crosses) does not represent 
an inconvenient. Neither the fact that no martyrs 
have been attested by archaeological and 
historical research (including Martyrologues) in 
connection with the site of the healing crosses 
at Dervent. In the same emic logic, the attested 
presence of Christians and Christian martyrs 
in certain sites of Dobruja as early as in the 3rd 
century seems to be extended too easy to the 
entire region. 

I suggest the story which asserts a martyr 
origin of the crosses, was initially provided by 
clerics at the beginning of the 20th century, in 
accordance with the strategy of the Romanian 
Orthodox Church to reconnect the present 
with the prestigious Christian past of Dobruja, 
after a long period of Ottoman dominance. The 
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Picture 3: The cross outside the church. 1999. 
Photo credit: http://dervent.ro/index-ALB.php?cID=cat-dervent-album&
rID=19&rType=ALB&rTB=ZGVydmVudF9jYXRfMDFfZGVydmVudA==  
[accessed in 14 May 2023].
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legend that suggests a direct connection with 
St. Andrew aims to symbolically re-construct 
the antique Scythia Minor “as the cradle of 
Romanian Christendom” (Valtchinova 2010, 
27). The phenomenon was restored many 
years later, after the fall of the communist and 
atheist regime in Romania, when religious (re)
valorisation of the region has been sustained 
through new founded monasteries, especially 
those dedicated to ancient Christian local 
martyrs, and through local pilgrimages to 
martyrs and places of martyrdom. Galia 
Valtchinova noted that “the ‘miracles’ of the 
healing crosses (…) of Dervent, close to Silistra, 
revived these claims” (Valtchinova 2010, 28). 

The earliest testimonies of the miracles 
date from 1903 and 1904 (Hagiul 1933).25 

Thus, we may assert that the practice of 
sleeping and dreaming by the stone cross for 
therapeutic purposes was prior to any modern 
religious settlement at Dervent. Implicitly, 
the first accounts did not mention the clergy’s 
involvement or guidance. Hence, we may 
suggest that in the beginning there was a certain 
place marked by holy artefacts with special 
potential for local therapeutic and incubation-
like vernacular rituals, and much later the 
Christian monastery enclosed the artefacts and 
the healing and devotional practices.

During the field research in 2019, I iden- 
tified in the Izvoarele village, around 20 km 
from Dervent Monastery, an anonymous healing 
cross – this is the local emic term to distinguish 
it from other common crosses on the sides of 
the roads or at crossroads. This healing cross 
has no connection with graves or martyrs. 
Inside the village, in one crossroad, close the 
old church of the village, there is a stone cross 
smaller than the one at Dervent. The stone cross 
is surrounded by benches and covered by a roof 
and has a cavity at its top, where people pour 
oil.26 When passing by, people would dip their 
fingers in oil or simply touch the cross with the 
hand and then touch the painful part of their 
body.27 I wonder about the possibility that, at 
first, the cross from Dervent was such a healing 
cross outside any settlement, and then became 
the most famous in the region. Of course, the 

question why it became the most famous in the 
region still needs to be answered. The issue of 
a specific category of crosses specialized in 
healing rituals requires more ethnographic 
investigations. 

. . . . . . . .
Third narrative and the revelatory dream

While real relics are missing, a new narrative is 
needed to connect the healing cross with a holy 
Christian grave.

One important motivation to make a pil- 
grimage is the conviction that if a miracle 
happened, it may happen again. The practice 
of sleeping in physical connection with the 
healing cross is legendary legitimized through 
the story of the deaf shepherd, an event which 
prompted and sustained through repetition 
a significant number of ritualized sleeps for 
therapeutic purposes. As narrated by Macarie 
Hagiul, this legend does not mention any dream 
the shepherd might have had.28  

The dream topos and the therapeutic nature 
of dreaming at the stone cross are “officially” 
credited by another group of legends that 
has marked the identity of the monastery as 
a depository of the healing cross and a special 
grave. The protagonist is Father Elefterie, 
a key figure strongly connected with the 
establishment of the monastery and its fate. The 
biography of Father Elefterie is enriched with 
hagiographic episodes and therapeutic abilities. 
He was born in 1900, in Leaskova, Bulgaria, in a 
family of Aromanian descent.29 Being paralysed, 
at the age of three his mother brought him to the 
Dervent healing cross.

After praying at the holy cross for her son, 
in the evening the boy fell sleep (...). During 
the night, the mother dreamt a beautiful 
young girl who turned the child healthy. Next 
morning, when the mother woke up, her child 
was already awake and walking. Having tears 
of happiness in the eyes, she thanked Mother 
of God for this wonder.30 
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Together with its curative effect, this dream 
and the contact with the stone cross determined 
the boy’s future. As an adult, Elefterie attended 
a medical school in Adrianopol, “where he 
learned traditional herbal methods and bones 
correction techniques.”31 At the age of 32, he 
became hieromonk at Dervent Monastery. “His 
medical training was doubled by the priesthood 
grace, by the help of God and by the power of the 
Holly Cross.”32 

The biography of Father Elefterie, as 
narrated “by those who knew him,” has martyr- 
dom features. He was persecuted by the com- 
munist police, as an opponent of the atheist 
regime, and forced to leave Dervent. He joined 
other monasteries in Romania, away from 
Dobruja. Everywhere he lived, he cured the  
body (especially the bones) and the soul  
(through reading prayers, listening to confes- 
sions, and using herbs) of numerous patients. 
He became famous, sometimes in dissonance 
with the Church hierarchy, but always humble 
(see Bălan 2011, 715-16). His own body was 
marked by a permanent physical suffering 
(bone pain) and by ascetic life.33

In 1990, Father Elefterie obtained the 
permission to re-open Dervent monastery and 
to return there. His companions witnessed that 
when he entered the monastery’s yard he said: 
“I am home again.” He died four months later, at 
the age of 90, and was buried on the right side 
of the church’s exterior, in line with the healing 
cross inside the church.

Reborn in the place where he was mira- 
culously healed at the base of the cross and 
dying near the same stone cross, Father Elefterie 
has been touched by the essence of the cross 
and substantiated it throughout his life: his 
sufferings correspond to the cross’s damages, 
the years when he lived away from Dervent 
correspond to the underground period of the 
cross, his own healing power corresponds to 
the power of the cross. Consequently, Father 
Elefterie, an uncanonised martyr, qualified 
himself to having the revelatory dream that 
connected the healing cross with the ancient 
relics of the martyrs.

Witnessing so many miracles that took place 
at the Holy Cross and having a deep faith in it, 
Father Elefterie felt the desire to find out the 
mystery that surrounds it. Not knowing to 
whom the cross belongs to, he fasted for 40 
days with a glass of water and holy bread, held 
the Holy Liturgy service daily, and prayed God 
to enlighten him. In a dream, Mother of God 
revealed him that [the martyr] was Constantin, 
of Greek origin, martyred in the 4th century.34

When the past is unknown, a revelation 
is required to disclose it, as part of the local 
process of historicization (Steward 2017, 173). 
In the emic terms of faith, which qualify Father 
Elefterie’s vision as true, his dream certifies 
the cross as a cross of the holly tomb of an 
identified martyr, whose praesentia in absentia 
is embodied by the healing shrine. 

. . . . . . . .
Energy healing. New testimonies  
and tensions 

Enforced by the miraculous past of the healing 
place, the narrative thread of the crosses 
enriches the site with new approaches and 
understandings of the sacred in relation to the 
state of the body, soul, and mind. Many visitors 
of the monastery evaluate their own religious 
background in relation with an eclectic corpus 
of information delivered by different spiritual 
and religious magazines, booklets, internet 
blogs, and other media. At the same time, oral, 
written, direct, and virtually shared narratives 
and simple spontaneous discussions point to an 
energetic power of the place. This attribute has 
been indirectly suggested by the legend about 
the shepherd who “suddenly felt an irresistible 
attraction to sleep.” While older testimonies 
mostly referred to physical invalidities being 
healed, new forms of medical conditions are 
expected to be healed at Dervent. New beliefs 
and new characters have entered the legendary 
repertoire of the site and the oneiric realm. For 
example, an Orthodox Christian man around 

Laura Jiga Iliescu



133

fifty years old, told me in the summer of 2019 
that he learned about this place in a dream: a 
beautiful, mysterious, and very tall stranger – 
which he interpreted as an alien angel – advised 
him to go to Dervent to clean his mind of “all the 
dark thoughts.” 

Here are other examples taken from the 
internet. On the blog http://www.lumea 
spirituala.ro/spiritualitate/dervent.htm a Reiki 
practitioner who visited Dervent site, described 
it as an,

[E]nergy field which emanated an extremely 
powerful electric field, soft, and positively 
charged. I knelt down and prayed, being 
convinced that I am in front of a gate towards 
Light (...). That place might be a gate to a 
different space-time realm, might be the tomb 
of an anonymous saint, might be the trace of 
some alien remains, might be...35 

It is easy to recognize the continuum be- 
tween the Christian background of the Reiki 
practitioner and her own understanding and 
interpretation of the shrine in relation to the 
narratives on the monastery’s webpage and a 
corpus of contemporary legends and beliefs 
related to communication with the energy of the 
universe. 

In 2019, under the guidance of a specialist 
in energy-therapy, the Interad travel agency 
organized “an initiatic quest” in order “to 
discover the master inside you. When you’ll be 
back to your daily life, you will be cured of all 
your fears (...). This is neither a tourist circuit, 
nor a religious pilgrimage. The emphasis is 
on the personal feelings and the ability to 
perceive the vibrations of these places.” The 
agency promises self-recovery techniques, 
identification of fears, DNA activations, and 
training of the soul.36 The monastery denies the 
new understandings of the power of the healing 
cross which are not part of the Christian miracle-
working register. In the Dictionary section on the 
monastery’s internet page, new age is described 
as a dangerous and almost conspiratorial eclectic 
movement whose aim is to “totally destroy the 
values of this world, of this era.”37 

. . . . . . . .
Forth narrative and the saint’s holy grave 

Recent events included in Father Elefterie’s 
hagiography contributed to the process of re- 
inforcing Orthodox Christian authority over the 
healing site.

A visible tomb with material relics completes 
the narrative. The body of Father Elefterie was 
buried on the 12th of May 1990 directly in the 
ground, without a coffin, in accordance with 
the tradition for a monk’s burial. Here is a 
description of the event, as perceived by two 
nuns who attended the funeral:

When we came closer to the Father, we felt a 
good scent around him. He was wrapped in his 
cloak and the face was covered by the headscarf 
of his kamilavkion. You could feel a strong spirit 
near him (...). Then the corpse of the Father 
was engraved in a cavity that has been dug in 
the vertical wall of a pit near the chapel – so 
sideways – in a place where only a coffin [sic!] 
could fit, and the hole was filled with earth.38

Father Elefterie was buried in a niche. How- 
ever, at the surface of the ground, the place 
was marked as a grave, as if the body has been 
placed at the bottom of the pit. 

In 2019, the monastery launched an appeal 
on its website. Those who benefited from Father 
Elefterie’s therapeutic help and spiritual gui- 
dance were asked to send their testimonies 
to compile his hagiography. Very soon, on the 
18th of November 2020, the signs of Father 
Elefterie’s holiness seemed to be confirmed 
and shared on the internet. The current abbot 
of the monastery asked a historian specialized 
in the excavations of human remains of anti- 
communist fighters to organize Father Elefterie’s 
exhumation. With the scientific endorsement 
of the archaeologist, he delivered the results of 
this excavation to Mediafax, one of the largest 
news agencies in Romania.

Yesterday at noon, it was not surprising to 
find, carefully cleaning the pit, not the skull of 
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the father, who died on the 12th of May 1990, 
but his kamilavkion preserved in its entirety, 
although it is made from thick woollen fabric. 
Underneath, with the head covered by this 
kamilavkion and by the monachal cloth, 
also intact, I fully unveiled the father’s body, 
positioned east-west, slightly oblique to the 
axis of the church (as it had been placed in a 
niche dug on the vertical wall of the pit). It was 
perplexing (and this is the right word, although 
it’s unusual for an archaeologist) to discover, 
during a thorough scientific excavation, not 
bones, as expected more than three decades 
after the burial, but the vestments that covered 
the earthly remains of abbot Elefterie. He was 
not wearing shoes [when he was buried], but 
even the wool socks were still on his feet. I 
cannot give a scientific explanation to the fact 
that they did not rot, although the father was 
settled directly in the soil of Dobruja (a sandy 
soil, mixed with limestone particles). All his 
monachal clothes appear to have been buried 
only a short time ago. (Oprea 2020)

The visible archaeological evidence entered 
the realm of miracle, and it was immediately 
published in more than 20 newspapers, print 
and online magazines, and blogs. The scholar’s 
statement sustained the limited power of 
science to endorse the miracle. Rewording 
Paolo Apolito’s assertion, “more than simply 
investigate wonders,” science “produced them” 
to a considerable degree (Apolito 2005, 6). 
The respective Mediafax article has been seen 
by 73,440 people by September 2021 and by 
74,208 by June 2023, which proves the active 
interest in Father Elefterie.

Claimed as material proofs for Father 
Elefterie’s holiness, the unrotted clothes were 
put back on his intact corpse after the bones had 
been washed, and then deposited in a sheltered 
reliquary in the same chapel with the healing 
cross. The reliquary will be relocated in the new 
church of the monastery. Finally, Dervent owns 
the holy remains of its martyr who was himself 
a healer during his lifetime. 

Father Elefterie’s fame is reinforced by new 
stories, recipes and testimonies distributed 

by mass media.39 Homeopathic treatment 
against cancer, stomach ulcers, heart diseases, 
strokes, orthopaedic disabilities, and many 
other diseases have been assigned to “the 
doctor without scalpel” – as Father Elefterie is 
surnamed – and entered the medical folklore. 
The accounts of miraculous healings are often 
completed with a short biography of Father 
Elefterie or with longer testimonies shared by 
his medical disciples. One of his apprentices 
confessed to a journalist from the eclectic 
magazine Formula As that he had oneiric 
meetings with his master.

In the last 8 years, I dreamt of him 4-5 times and, 
each time, he either advised me or warned me 
about those with bad thoughts. Many times, I 
had to face new, unusual cases, and suddenly the 
solution came to my mind. For me, Father Elefterie 
is like a saint. I often think of him and ask for his 
help to heal people. (Constantinescu 1998)

The apprentice’s account qualifies Father 
Elefterie, in his posthumous hypostasis,  as a real 
therapeutic holy authority. He enters the gallery 
of Christian martyrs who oneirically work 
miracles in connection with ancient incubation 
rituals, such as Saint Thecla and Saints Cosmas 
and Damian, as one of their descendants.

. . . . . . . .
Instead of conclusions

The investigation above does not belong to the 
domain of witchcraft and has little in common 
with magic (the main themes of this volume),  
but approaches the issue of vernacular religios-
ity, that is dreaming miracles that assume a  
direct, personal, and private communication  
with the divine. Apparently, in this communi- 
cation the dreamer seems to be almost freed by 
exterior influences, but intimately shaped them. 
Yet, when dreams occur at consecrated religious 
shrines, the very experiences of dreaming 
and of dream sharing are controlled by the 
sanctuary’s “guardians.” In the case of Dervent 
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monastery, the “guardians” are represented by 
the monastic authority. I did not approach the 
personal dreaming experience. Rather, I focused 
on the sleep and dreaming themes as they have 
been articulated by the monastery narrative. 
I showed the narrative is used to legitimize 
Christian authority over a place charged with 
multireligious potential in the eyes of the 
various pilgrims who seek miracles irrespective 
of their religious affiliation. 

Secondly, the role played by the internet 
in the process of the new construction of this 
wonder “site” is obvious. Except a few accounts 
I recorded directly from the visitors of the 
shrine, all narratives explored in the article 
can be read on the web. The corpus of these 
legends is homogeneous, and mostly consists 
of rewording (or simply copying-and-pasting) 
the monastery’s official page. Apart of this 
visible and uniform collection of legends and 
testimonies, there has to be another more 
discrete collection, the collection of narratives 
shared orally by the visitors. These latter 
narratives can be coherent with or might 

diverge from the narratives accepted by the 
monastery.40 Exploration of visitors’ narratives 
represents the next stage of my research. 

Finally, internet, as a means for transmitting 
personal experiences inspired by commu- 
nication with the supernatural, influences 
contemporary interactions between religious 
and non-religious attitudes towards the sacred.
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ABSTRACT

This article tackles the much-disputed borderline between religion and magic, focusing 
on a sensitive subject that is still under debate: the Christian magic. The Christian 
doctrine states its irreconcilable opposition to magic, but in a practical perspective 
the line of separation between the two is quite blurred. The paper argues that many 
Christian priests and most of the Christian believers can be seen as practitioners of 
magic, like shamans, clairvoyants, or witches in more marginal cults. These practitioners 
form a very large community with shared practices of confronting evil. They interrelate 
on the grounds of timeless common magic representations.  The paper suggests that 
in all religions, and despite the possible prescriptions of the religious authorities, the 
commoners produce and make use of their own version of that specific religion. Scholars 
call this version a popular, lay, or vernacular religion. The present article explores the 
cultural and social meaning of these terms. In the case of vernacular Christianity, should 
the interpretation focus on Christianity, or on the too vaguely defined term vernacular? 
And, in the latter case, is it sure that some vernacular features could still be called 
Christian? The present article proposes an analysis of field data separated from the usual 
religious frame of interpretation in order to reach a possibly different understanding of 
how popular religion actually works on a daily basis. Can popular practice transform any 
given religion into some sort of magic bearing the appearance and using the canonical 
religious symbols? The paper discusses contemporary examples based on the fieldwork 
I have conducted in villages with predominantly Orthodox Christian population and in 
villages with Roman Catholic population in the region of Moldavia, Romania, between 
2015 and 2021. The data reflects the following practices: a) Fasting as a magic tool; b) 
Consecration of different substances and objects in order to sustain magic practices; and 
c) Special forms of religious service, such as “black liturgy” or “barefoot liturgy,” “cutting 
morsels,” priests’ curses, and priests’ help with believers’ oath-making. All these rituals 
have a religious appearance and at the same time they illustrate magic at work. 
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. . . . . . . .
Introduction

Magic is the basic cell circulating 
throughout all the largely practiced 
religions and religious denominations. 

Magic is included in all popular beliefs, and 
in Russia it is sometimes referred to as the 
Old Belief.1  It has been said that religion is a 
functional system, rather than a mere doctrinal 
corpus. Without any (overt or hidden) magic 

embedded in it, no religious ideology would be 
capable to reach the average man. Regardless 
of the name or specificity of the religion and 
despite of whatever ban the religious authorities 
may pose on the popular practices, people 
use popular practices to produce and make 
intense use of their own versions of a religion. 
Researchers called such version a popular, lay, 
or vernacular religion. A necessary disclaimer 
at this point: this article is not an introduction 
that opens the topic and outlines its major 
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arguments, but rather reports and analyses 
field research looking for deeper information. 
Therefore, the article addresses readers with a 
fair amount of knowledge of the subject matter. 

I examine vernacular Christianity first. This 
is a conceptual compound, but it is unclear 
whether the cultural interpretation of the 
phenomena studied should fall on Christianity 
or on the too vaguely described vernacular? In 
case we focus on the term vernacular, when can 
vernacular features actually be called Christian? 
Giving such a comprehensive designation as 
“vernacular religion” to a complex phenomenon 
seems to solve the matter. But is it really solved? 
Sometimes we fall too much for terms and 
disregard the facts. “Going beyond the binary 
model of paganism and Orthodoxy” (Worobec 
1994, 14), the scientific community has 
generally considered Christianity a syncretic 
compound of pagan and Christian beliefs and 
practices. But the compound would imply 
synergetic action of the two. Is this really the 
case? Jean Delumeau (2010) stated that the 
European masses were never fully converted to 
Christianity.2 An analysis of field data separated 
from the usual religious frame of interpretation 
may reach a surprising understanding of how 
popular religion works on a daily basis. In 
practice, the vernacular aspect may sometimes 
overcome the religious one to a degree to 
which it may no longer be considered Christian. 
Popular practice can transform religion into a 
sort of magic bearing the appearance and using 
the symbols of the canonical organisation.

Speaking about condemnable versus assi- 
milated and institutionalised magic, Valerie Flint 
(1991) describes ancient Christian magician-
priests who used to conduct “sanctified magical 
activities,” made prophecies, and identified 
thieves by divination. Early Christian magic 
as described in the New Testament has been 
thoroughly studied by Robert Conner (2014), 
who analysed practices such as curses, 
exorcisms, magical healings, and invoking 
ghosts and angels for protection. Marvin W. 
Meyer (1990) published a collection of ancient 
Coptic texts documenting rituals, healings, 
incantations, spells of protection, and curses 

used in early Christianity. Gnosticism has 
generally been assimilated to a form of early 
Christian magic (Meyer 1990). David Collins 
(2015) stressed the idea that in Antiquity the 
Greeks and Romans educated in their official 
cults could only view Christian practices as magic 
ones, and reciprocally, the ancient Christian 
writers deemed demonic practices as magic 
and accused Greeks and Romans of sorcery. 
Witchcraft has been reconsidered during the 
1950s in England. Today witchcraft is, as Willem 
de Blécourt and Owen Davies have suggestively 
put it, “a modern DIY religion” (de Blécourt and 
Davies 2020).

Many Christian practices have an overt or 
covert magic resort. Magic is the shortcut that 
our mind spontaneously produces to make sense 
of whatever seems mysterious, challenging, 
frightening, difficult to control, or uneasy to 
live with. Psychologically, it is considered as the 
mightiest form of empowering the individual. 
A whole body of literature argues that among 
Christian believers, only true mystics and 
most of the experts in theology escape the 
natural tendency to translate dogma into magic 
knowledge and practice. This prompts to ask 
ourselves how much Orthodoxy is really at work 
within the Orthodox world. A full set of context-
sensitive interpretations would be necessary 
to answer this question. In Malinowski’s terms, 
are people trying to (magically) manipulate, or 
rather to (religiously) supplicate the spiritual 
forces they summon? This distinction can 
be made, for example, within the Christian 
Church and the century-old trade based on its 
acceptance of miracle narratives about holy 
water, holy oil, myrrh, pieces of saints’ clothing, 
and sacred dirt from the graves of holy men, as 
well as pilgrimages, visionary dreams reported 
by pilgrims who fell asleep inside churches, and 
pilgrims’ healings. The claim to consider these 
items miraculous is not entirely sustainable, 
because, as the paper argues, the beneficiaries 
are directly responsible for the results they get 
by making use of these elements, while self-
induced, semi-controlled phenomena are no 
longer miracles, and an unbiased look would 
admit they come close to magic deeds.

Reflections on Christian Magic



140

The antagonism between the Christian  
tenets and the general Christian beliefs and 
practices is instructive. Simple Christians 
address both magic and religious instruments to 
pursue their needs. In Romania, the coexistence 
of magic and religious elements is easy to spot 
during fieldwork when informants start to 
speak about their life stories. In search for help, 
they would alternatively visit priests, secluded 
Christian monks, and famous magicians and 
healers. In such cases, the concept of other does 
not apply. Religion and magic do not function 
as opposites, but they intertwine in real life 
situations. We must underline the fact that 
one and the same beneficiary can use these 
apparently opposite means to achieve his or 
her goal. Many of those who deeply trust in 
Christian agents do also trust the spiritual 
power of any other agent of the supernatural. 
Supernatural world has fewer fences than it has 
passages and crossroads. In a situation of crisis, 
if the Christian believers we refer to can get in 
touch with a famous monk, they would visit 
him first. Then, they would go alternatively to 
their local priest and to other priests from the 
neighbouring towns and villages. If, on the road 
they hear of some famous witch or healer, they 
follow that track, too. What does this prove? In 
my opinion, the situation reflects the need for 
efficacy and the lack of interest to differentiate 
between sources of power. The equal treatment 
people tend to give to whoever can effectively 
help them during hard times derives from 
psychology. Many people do so. They define 
themselves Christians (usually Orthodox or 
Catholic). They are ordinary believers. When in 
need, anyone may seek for occult help, even if in 
theory they would not approve such practices. 

. . . . . . . .
Methodology

My hypothesis is that many Christian clergymen 
and most of the Christian believers occasionally 
fall into the category of “other practitioners” 
of magic, aside from professionals such 

as shamans, clairvoyants, or witches. We 
can include them in the broad category of 
practitioners of magic inasmuch as they interact 
on the grounds of timeless common magic 
representations. Some contemporary examples 
based on field observation I have conducted in 
Romania, in Moldavian Orthodox and Catholic 
villages between 2015 and 2021 may support 
this explanatory approach: a) fasting as a magic 
tool; b) consecration of different substances and 
objects (salt, eggs, flour, medals, crosses, icons) 
in order to sustain magic practices; and c) 
some special forms of religious service (“black 
liturgy” or “barefoot liturgy,” “cutting morsels,” 
priests’ curses, and priests’ help with believers’ 
oath-making). I will refer here mainly, though 
not exclusively, to the magic Christian practices 
aimed at producing beneficial effects. 

. . . . . . . .
Fasting

Both Orthodox and Catholic Christians strongly 
believe in the power conferred by fasting. 
Fasting permits the access to a non-profane 
state. It is believed that the person who observes 
a period of strict fasting will have his/her wish 
granted. There are many traditional ways to fast 
in Romanian culture. The church recommends 
a kind of intermittent fasting, observed on 
Wednesdays and Fridays. Many people fast 
on Wednesdays and Fridays and some fast on 
Mondays too, for a supplementary spiritual 
strength. Apart from these weekly fasting days, 
there are four longer fasting periods during 
the liturgical year, two of them forty days 
long. According to their religion, believers eat 
exclusively lacto-vegetarian or vegetarian food 
while fasting. A person who has fasted correctly 
for 40 days in a row either during the official 
fasting intervals, or at any other time, gains a 
spiritual state of purity which allows him/her 
to have the ritual of “cutting morsels” [a scoate 
părticele]3 done in his/her name in the church. 
A deadly efficacy is ascribed to this ritual. For 
example, one of my informants, a poor woman 
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whose neighbour had stolen a saw from her 
backyard, made him return the object secretly 
only after threatening to appeal to morsels 
cutting. She did not do it, but her reputation 
of a very religious woman probably made her 
neighbour fear she would have supernatural 
powers if she followed the ritual.

If you have certain problems, God helps you 
out [after fasting]. For instance, somebody 
harmed me. That day, I don’t eat anything at 
all, I don’t feed the hens, or any animal I have, 
from that evening till the next evening. I do 
not eat anything, nor do my children, nor any 
living thing by my house, all for the person who 
wronged me. But the old priest said it’s a sin to 
do so. (…) “I am going to that church for morsels 
cutting” said I, “but I was not really going, just 
speakin.” Like scaring the wolf with the skin of 
the sheep, you know… Said I: “Nay, two more 
days to go till forty, and I shall see the one who 
did it leaving in a coffin!” … He brought my 
saw back, he put it in the same place. (Eugenia 
Chiriac, Țibănești, Iași, recordings A.C., 2015; 
translation by the author)4 

Éva Pócs discovered that this type of fasting 
for punishing a wrongdoer is currently practiced 
in a few Transylvanian villages.

The fast “vowed for evil” functions the same 
way as cursing. It can only make someone 
sick if he or she “deserved it,” if he or she had 
“done something bad earlier.” If it is directed 
towards an innocent person, it will eventually 
harm the fasting person’s family instead. 
(Pócs 2020, 179)

Black fasting is considered another mighty 
tool. Black fasting varies from one to three days 
during which the believer does not eat and 
sometimes does not even drink water.

If you fast and make a wish, or you want to 
succeed in something, don’t eat anything for 
three days, don’t even drink water. Like so! 
You don’t even drink water! I have fasted on 
Friday all day long, on Saturday all day, and 

on Sunday. [I’ve] been fasting for these three 
days. Even when I came home from the church 
[on Sunday afternoon] I didn’t drink any drop; 
not even then. Only in the evening, after 
sunset, I had a little bit of water. Do you have 
any idea how my throat was sizzling? As a pan 
sizzles on fire without water! But God fulfilled 
me! (Alixăndrina Irimescu, Țibănești, Iași, 
recordings A.C., 2015)5

Another practice is called “Christ’s fasting” 
(RO: postul lui Hristos) and requires black 
fasting for one day for seven consecutive weeks 
(Monday in the first week, Tuesday in the 
second week, and so on), so that at the end of 
this practice the believer would have lived one 
symbolic week without consuming any food 
at all. Numerous other fasting days are kept 
throughout the year for health, for protection of 
the household, or for good harvests. Fasting as a 
magical tool intended to reach specific everyday 
results, rather than as a mystic imitatio Christi, 
is very much at work to this day in Romanian 
traditional lifestyle.

. . . . . . . .
Consecration of various objects

Consecration of different substances and ob- 
jects, such as, salt, eggs, flour, medals, crosses, 
and icons to sustain magic practices is common 
in many Christian denominations. This kind 
of consecration is an extension of the ritual 
consecration of the holy bread and wine within 
the Eucharist ritual. Orthodox Christians tend 
to consecrate a lot of ordinary objects, including 
their houses and cars. The priest blesses these 
objects as he would do in the case of a new 
church. The prayer books mention various 
prayers to bless churches, houses, cars, crosses, 
and icons in consecrated religious rituals. My 
anthropological interpretation is that blessing 
objects represents a social behaviour which 
suggests a sort of contagious magic, given the 
use of holy water and basil for splashing the 
consecrated object. I documented consecration 
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in villages with a predominantly Orthodox 
Christian population and in villages with a 
predominantly Roman Catholic population. My 
focus is on the ordinary household stuff (food 
and small objects) consecrated to be later used 
in magical rituals, usually by the lady of the 
house.

Bibliomancy seems to be used as well in the 
process of shaping the future according to the 
believer’s wishes.

Oil or sugar is taken to the priest, who con- 
fers a blessing upon it. By this means it 
becomes a kind of sacrament, which helps 
when the family uses it to cook food for the 
sick person. The opening of the Bible “for luck 
or for health” and the priest’s prescription 
of magical fasting ‘for good purposes’ 
also appear in this context. (…) The most 
characteristic feature of religious witchcraft 
in Csík is the integration into the system of 
the holy person’s ordeal and rites conferring 
blessing and curse. Here the system of popular 
witchcraft has been integrated into an actual 
religious system run by priests. (Pócs 2020, 
182; my italics, A.C.)

In a village I conducted research in 2020,6 
a fervent believer, and mother of a Franciscan 
priest, told me she had been using consecrated 
medals, salt, flour, or eggs for decades to make 
her husband quit drinking.

Once I asked him, I said “Choose, it’s either the 
family – by that time, I already had three or 
four children and I was pregnant with the next 
one – either the family, or the bottle!” And what 
do you think he answered? “The firewater!” I 
can’t forget him saying it. He chose the spirits! 
(...) I would also go to Roman and have salt, 
flour, and medals consecrated for him – I 
would undo the seam of his trousers and sew 
little medals with the Holy Virgin into it. I’d do 
that for him to quit drinking. If he took food 
at work, I would add consecrated salt... and 
the boiled eggs were consecrated too... It was 
not him to be blamed, it was the liquor! (X3, 
recordings A.C., 2020)7

. . . . . . . .
Taking an oath

To help believers get rid of heavy drinking, 
smoking, stealing, gambling, committing adul- 
tery, cursing, or other major trespasses, some 
Orthodox priests in the northern part of 
Romania (Suceava, Botoșani, and Maramureș 
Counties) conduct a particular religious 
service that I described in detail elsewhere 
(Cambose 2021). The priest accepts the sinnersʼ 
confessions and asks them to willingly swear 
on the Bible that they will abstain from falling 
into temptation for a given period, for instance 
from Lent to Christmas, for a number of years, 
or even for their whole life. The believer who 
takes the oath is called sworn in [jurat]. In order 
to be freed from the oath, they must go back to 
the same priest and ask him to undo the oath. 
However, some priests do not accept to untie a 
sworn in. A broken oath leads to grievous effects 
for the sinner, and even to his death, as some 
research participants confirmed. The death of 
the sinner soon after breaking his or her oath 
is considered a divine punishment in Vama 
(Suceava County). In an interview in 2020, a 
woman told me the case of a jurat who broke 
his oath and even passed by the priest’s house 
and shouted: “Don’t give a shit, father, about 
my swearing!” [Un cîcat, părinti, di vorba me!]. 
The woman who told me this story heard this 
because she lived just across the street from 
the priest’s house. A few hours later, the jurat 
assaulted a woman. The woman pushed him 
back. The jurat stumbled, fell to the ground, 
injured his head, and died on the spot. For the 
research participant, the oath-breaking was the 
obvious cause of death. 

Abundant information about oath-taking 
to give up vicious habits can be found in online 
media. A priest from the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic church in Câmpulung Moldovenesc 
told me that about fifteen in every one hundred 
parish members swear in. He argues that in 
Bucovina region swearing in is an ordinary 
practice, as the church has to help those who ask 
for redemption and priests cannot refuse to ask 
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God witness the salvation of a soul. The priest 
explained that male workers often ask to take 
the oath to quit drinking alcohol or to drink with 
moderation. For example, people in the village 
consider that half a litter of wine, or two bottles 
of beer, or 100 ml of strong alcohol per day is 
moderate drinking. The beneficiaries of the 
ritual receive written certificates from the priest 
who accepts to swear them in.8 Commenting on 
the certificate in the photograph below, one of 
the beneficiaries of the ritual pointed out that 
many employers would not hire workers who 
do not possess the sworn in certificate.9

In September 2020, I interviewed two 
retired priests from Câmpulung Moldove- 
nesc who famously practice the swearing 
on the Bible ritual. Though they are aware10  
that the “practice” is not a canonical Christian 
one, they feel reassured that many of the “ill” 
persons got rid of their “illness” after swearing 
in. “I have cured many people in this way,” 
concluded one11 of the two priests.

If someone secretly committed a very bad 
deed, such as a grave injustice or a serious abuse, 
the victim who knows the truth but cannot 
prove it may order a black liturgy, also known 
as barefoot liturgy (the priest wears his simplest 
attire, the black one, and no shoes during the 
service). Éva Pócs (2020) documented this ritual 
in some Hungarian villages from the Ciuc region 
and considers it, “a special form of witchcraft 
that is practised, to my knowledge, only amongst 
Hungarians living in Transylvania” (174); “The 
Mass has, according to the narratives, a distinctly 
black Mass-like variant, which is held at night 
and considered particularly evil in its effect – it 
causes death” (179).

Reportedly, only the Orthodox Christian 
priests conduct such masses, and the researcher 
underlined “the clearly more populist attitude 
of Orthodox priests: their greater readiness to 
cater to the concrete, daily magical needs of the 
people, to employ magical methods based on 
face-to-face relationships.” (Pócs 2020, 187)

Black liturgy existed at least in the past 
century in Transylvania, as the cited Hungarian 
researcher proved, and it still exists in Moldavia, 
at least in the Roman Catholic villages on 

Siret River valley, where I have documented 
it in 2020-2021. All the research participants 
confirmed that it is the Roman Catholic priest 
who conducts black masses, while the Orthodox 
Christian equivalent is the cutting morsels ritual. 
A 91-year-old Roman Catholic woman used a 
story to explain what a black liturgy is. When the 
former landowners regained legal possession 
of their lands that had been confiscated by 
the communist regime, some had hard times 
with their neighbours who did not accept the 
restitution of land. People who resisted the 
restitution of agricultural land were those who 
had been working it during communist times. 
A priest in Rotunda village (Neamț County) had 
such an experience. A man (a former communist) 
who had previously taken the priestʼs land 
refused to recognise him as the new legal 
landowner and used his political authority to 
ask the transfer of the priest to another parish 
in a remote village, away from the disputed piece 
of land. The priest then conducted a barefoot 
liturgy. The subject of the black liturgy fell ill, lost 
his speech, and passed away soon. The abusive 
man, who had retained a property that was not 
rightfully his, was the godson of the old lady, 
which gives authenticity to the story.

RL: What did the priest do? He prayed, he 
fasted, and he made a barefoot liturgy. At 
night the communist, my godson, fell ill, and 
in a short time lost speech. They took him to 
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the hospital in Iași and there he died.
AC: What is a barefoot liturgy like?
RL: He prays, he fasts, he gets barefoot. Like 
Christ on the cross. He fasts without any 
food or water. Black fasting! This is the black 
liturgy. The priest is dressed in black. (RL, 
recordings A.C., 2020)12

In another villager, a young woman who  
was involved in the activities of the local church, 
offered details regarding the black liturgy, and 
insisted this practice is no longer in use. Her 
words are supported by an older neighbour.

Black Mass existed before, but now it is no 
longer used. The priest wore a black attire 
over the white one (this garment is called 
“the white”). The white was worn over the 
reverend attire. The last attire may have 
different colours, representing the feast or the 
liturgical period. Thus, during the liturgical 
year the priest wears green; when a martyr 
is celebrated, he wears red; at Easter, he 
wears white. There was the black attire, too, 
in the past. Well, as soon as the priest got out 
of the holy shrine in black everybody knew 
he performed a black liturgy. (…) People got 
very scared. But I have not seen one myself, I 
have only heard about such masses. It was a 
regular liturgy, except for the black attire. (IF, 
recordings A.C., 2020)13 

Black liturgy was similar to the Orthodox 
cutting morsels. (…) We know from our elders 
that it is a big sin to ask for one, it falls on the 
wrongdoer, but it also falls on yourself and on 
your family too, ʼcause you are not allowed to 
kill people. You are not allowed! God gives us 
life and only He may take it. So, we shouldn’t 
play with such things. (EA, recordings A.C., 
2020)14

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

The starting point of my analysis is my own 
ethnographic fieldwork conducted between 
2015 and 2021 in the region of Moldavia, 
Romania. The research was fuelled by pieces 
and bits of information that continued to flow as 
soon as I started to ask local people about their 
life stories, including dealing with life struggles 
and crises. Otherwise, people used to assert their 
“customs” were purely Christian. Desperate 
situations are said to call for desperate means. 
In many cases, desperate situations reveal 
one’s deepest beliefs. I separated the data 
coming from peoples’ existential crises from 
data concerning their ordinary life. Specifically, 
I noticed a gap between their overt religious 
education and their beliefs at work when trying 
to solve problems. It can be said that a “light” 
behaviour, polished and conscious to a high 
degree, gives in and is replaced by a “hard” 
behaviour when a harmful situation occurs. 
Magic seems to emerge as the rescue attitude 
in the latter case.  Severe fasting, consecration 
of different substances and objects for secret 
use, “black liturgy” or “barefoot liturgy,” “cutting 
morsels,” priests’ curses, and priests’ help with 
oath-taking are practices and rituals that, in my 
opinion, make magic use of Christian religious 
props.

Several conclusions may be drawn from 
the examples presented in this article. Magic, 
healing, and divination practices make priests 
and monks act like “Christian magicians.” As 
the dichotomy magic–religion becomes more 
and more obsolete (as a clear-cut distinction), 
new integrative explanations of the human 
behaviour emerge. Ethnographic research in 
Romania offers multiple occasions to spot the 
magic-religious complex at work.

Astrid Cambose
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NOTES
1. See, for instance, Crummey (1993) and Worobec (2007). 
The faith in miraculous healings could not be suppressed by 
the Russian Orthodox Church’s sceptical examination. On the 
contrary, “the scrutiny of popular practices with regard to 
miracles had the unintended and undesirable consequence by 
the early nineteenth century of turning the faithful away from 
the Orthodox Church and into the hands of Old Believers and 
sectarians. In response, the Holy Synod relaxed its skepticism 
towards miracles” (Worobec 2007, 23).

2. “The deep Christianization of the masses occurred much more 
slowly than the establishment of politico-religious power in past 
Christian eras and ultimately was never completed” (Delumeau 
2010, 443, 444; italics by A.C.).

3. The small morsels (RO: miride, părticele) representing the 
living and the dead are cut by the priest from the sixth and the 
seventh pieces of holy bread, during the Orthodox liturgy, after 
the bigger morsels representing the Virgin Mary and the ranks of 
the celestial hierarchy are cut. All the morsels are put on the holy 
diskos, surrounding the Lamb (sacramental bread). Sometimes, 
ordinary believers make special offerings to the church and act 
as side “commentators” of the ritual. See Archimandrite Mihail 
Daniliuc, De ce nu este bine să luăm „părticele” acasă? [Why it 
is not right to take “morsels” home?, available from  https://
doxologia.ro/de-ce-nu-este-bine-sa-luam-particele-acasa, 
accessed on 5 May 2023].

4. “Dac-ai anumiti necazuri, Dumnezău ti scapȋ di ĭeli. Di 
egzemplu, ŝinẹva ńĭ-o făcut ọn rău; ĭeŭ ȋn zȋua ŝeĭa nu dau mȋncari 
niŝĭ la păsȋri, niŝĭ la ńica, cum ȋi sara șȋ pȋn-al doilea sarȋ. Șȋ nu 
mȋnȋnc niŝĭ ĭeŭ, niŝĭ copkiiĭ ńiĭ din casȋ, niminẹa, pentru persoana 
respectivȋ cari ńĭ-o făcut rău. Da’ părintili ŝęl bătrȋn o zȋs cȋ-i mari 
pacat. [...] ‘Mă duc sȋ scot părtiŝéli la bisắrica cutari!’ Da’ nu scotém 
– da’ zȋŝém. Am pățȋt ca ŝéla: ‘Spắrii lupu cu kʹelea oiĭ’... Zȋc: ‘Iaca, 
mai am vo douȋ zȋli, s-ȋmplineștí patruzăŝĭ di zȋli, ặl văd ĭeŭ pi-
aŝela cȋ pleacȋ cu kiŝĭoarili-nainti!’ ...L-o adus, l-o pus tot ȋn locu 
ŝéla” (Eugenia Chiriac, Țibănești, Iași, interviewed by A.C., 2015).

5. “Șȋ dacȋ postești, vrei sȋ-ț pui ŝevá, sȋ reușăști, nu mȋnȋnŝĭ trii zȋli 
nimic, niŝĭ apȋ nu bei. Așa. Niŝĭ apȋ sȋ nu bei! Am țȋnut viniria tătȋ 
zȋua, sȋmbȋta tătȋ zȋua șȋ duminica tătȋ zȋua. Trii zȋli, – aiesti, o fost 
postu. Cȋnd am vinit di la bisăricȋ, niŝĭ c-am băut, niŝĭ atunŝĭ. Sara, 
cȋn o-asfințȋt soarili, am băut un pic di apȋ. Știț cu sfȋrȋié gȋtu? Cum 
sfȋrȋi cratița pi foc cȋ n-ari apȋ! [...] Da’ Dumnĭezắŭ m-o-mplinit!” 
(Alixăndrina Irimescu, Țibănești, Iași, interviewed by A.C., 2015).

6. My informant asked for anonymity. I anonymised both her 
name and the name of her village because she is well-known in 
the village and she fears her family and fellow villagers would 
otherwise identify her. Identifying her would affect her social 
status.

7. “I-am pus odatî o-ntrebarí, zîc: ‘Aleĝi-ț, or familia – c-avém trii-
patru copkii, mi sî parí cî ĭeram gravidî șî cu ŝellantu –, or familia, 
or băutura!’ Și ŝi crediț cî ńi-o răspuns? ‘Rakiú!’ Nu pot sî-l uit. 
Rakiú l-o alĭes! [...] Mă duŝém șî la Roman, îi sfințăm sarí, făinî, 
medalii – îi puném medăluț la pantaloni, în batî, discusăm oleacî 
– cu Maica Domnului. Îi puném, ca să sî-ntoarcî. Dacî lua mîncari 
di-acasî, îi sfințăm șî-i puném în mâncarí  sarí... șî ouli li sfințăm... 
Nu ĭera ĭel vinovat, ĭera băutura!” (X3, interviewed by A.C., 2020). 

8. https://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-arhiva-1213603-betivii-dezlegare- 
dumnezeu.htm, accessed on 12 December 2021.

9. “De ce nu vorbiti despre faptul ca patronii cer aceasta adeverin- 
ta (care-i pe gratis) pentru ai angaja [pe] niste oameni!?!? Daca 
nu ii duci aceasta adeverinta, nu te angajeaza. Despre faptul 

patronilor de ce nu vorbiti???? Oare face bine? Nu e o discriminare 
cumva?” [“Why do you not talk about the employees that ask this 
(free) certificate to hire people!?!? If you do not give them this 
certifice, they would not hire you. Why do you not talk about 
these employees???? Is this right!?!? Isn’t it discriminating?”] 
(https://playtech.ro/stiri/juramantul-betivului-dintre-un-
barbat-si-un-preot-din-satu-mare-nu-pune-alcool-in-gura-lui-
in-afara-de-un-litru-de-bere-pe-zi-46848, comment posted on 
29 September 2019; original orthography).

10. “In the religious observance, we do not have such thing as 
oath-taking. In our theological or lithurgical books we do not 
have a prayer for drunkards or a prayer for the smokers” [RO: 
“În rânduiala Bisericii nu avem așa ceva. În cărțile de teologie, 
sau de slujbă, nu avem rugăciunea bețivului sau a fumatulu”] (pr. 
Nicolae Moroșan, Vama, Suceava County, interviewed by A.C., 2 
September 2020). 

“First of all, oath taking is something uncanonical. (...) It is even 
written there, in the Scripture, ‘Do not swear either on the sky 
or on the earth’. (...) Some people considered the oath a bond 
they took upon themselves – ‘I swear I wonʻt drink alcohol any 
longer.’” [RO: “În primul rând, jurământul este ceva necanonic. 
(...) Și chiar zice acolo, la Evanghelie, ‘Nu vă jurați nici pe cer, nici 
pe pământ.’ (...) Unii au luat jurământul ca pe un legământ asumat 
– ‘Îmi asum așa, un legământ, că n-am să mai beau.’”] (pr. Nicolae 
Cojocaru, Câmpulung Moldovenesc, Suceava County, interviewed 
by A.C., 3 September 2020).

11. Pr. Nicolae Moroșan, Vama, Suceava County, interviewed by 
A.C., 2 September 2020.

12. “RL: Ŝi-o făcut părintili? S-o rugat, o postit, o făcut leturghií 
disculțî. Noaptea, l-o pălit [pe comunist] o boalâ, s-o-mbolnăvit 
finu, n-o durat mult, i-o luat glasu. L-o dus la Iaș, acol-o murit. 
[A.C.: Cum este liturghia desculță?] Sî roagî, posteștí, sî discalțî. 
Ca cum o fost Isus pi cruŝí. Posteștí, nu be apî, niŝi mîncarí. Post 
negru! Asta-i slujba neagrî;-i îmbrăcat în negru.” (RL, interviewed 
by A.C., 2020).

13. “IF: Era înainti slujbâ neagrâ, dar acum s-o scos, nu mai esti. 
Pisti „alba” (chiar „alba” sî numeștí) sî punea un veșmînt negru. 
Alba s-îmbracâ pisti reverendâ. Ultimu veșmînt esti di diferiti 
culori cari reprezintâ sărbătoarea sau perioada: pisti an, preotu 
s-îmbracâ în verdi; dacâ sărbătorim un martir, în roșu; la Paști, în 
alb. Înainti, în schimb, era șî haina neagrâ. Ei, di cînd ieșea preotu 
în negru la altar sî știa cî fací o slujbâ neagrâ. (...) Sî speria lumea 
cînd vedea. Dar eu n-am prins așa ceva, am auzit. Era slujba 
normalâ, doar cî s-îmbrăca în negru.” (IF, interviewed by A.C., 
September 2020). 

14. “EA1: Liturghiia̯ neagrî-i cum iera la ortodocș ‘părtiŝelí.’ (...) 
Noi din bătrîni știm cî-i un păcat marí, chicî șî pi ăla, dar chicî 
șî pi tini șî pi familia ta, cî n-ai voí sî omori omu. N-ai voí, viața-i 
datî di Dumnezeu șî tot El ț-o ie. Deŝi nu ni jucăm cu astea.” (EA1, 
interviewed by A.C., September 2020).
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ABSTRACT

Analyzing the female mythological beings Iele [They], we follow the theoretical body of 
work opened by Mircea Eliade, Anca Giurchescu, and Bogdan Neagota. It is important 
to observe the period when Iele are very active, that is the transitional period between 
Strodul Rusaliilor (celebrated in spring) and Rusalii [Pentecost] that is seven weeks 
after the Orthodox Christian Easter. The paper investigates the relationship between 
Căluș dance, Iele, and people who fall ill under their spell. The article explores the Căluș 
ritual, especially the practice of healing the person luat din Căluș [“taken by Iele”], 
which is a neurological disorder. In Dolj County, healing relates with trance when 
the illness of the sick person is transferred to a călușar who is “knocked down.” The 
enactment of “death and resurrection,” the rhythm of the dance, the bells, the use of 
prophylactic plants, and the sticks are specific elements of the ritual. I analyse the 
particularities of the “death and resurrection” (recuperarea din transă) episode and 
the magical rite it is part of in different groups of călușari in Dolj County.

Călinescu (Marin), Mihaela. 2023. “The Magical Power of Căluș Against Iele’s Possession in Dolj County.” Martor 28: 147-163. 
[DOI: 10.57225/martor.2023.28.10]

KEYWORDS

Iele’s possession; Căluș ritual; healing 
magic; Rusalii; “taken by the Căluș”; luatul 
din Căluș; sick person.

. . . . . . . .
Introduction

Despite modernization, globalization, and 
marginalization from the mainstream 
culture, many performing culture rem- 

nants continue the practice of traditional rituals. 
This paper unearths the beautiful world of the 
Căluș ritual dance that plays a significant role 
in the socio-cultural life of Romanian people. 
Căluș is a masterpiece included in the UNESCO 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity and 
has a vital role in the establishment and 
conservation of cultural identity. The Căluș 
ritual dance is transmitted from one generation 
to another, which suggests that the nonverbal 
communication and the symbolic language of 
this dance transmits cultural beliefs and values 
from one generation to the next.

Căluș is a complex protection, healing, and 
fertility ritual. The current Căluș dances are 
associated with their original functions used 
to protect people from evil spirits, healing the 
sick, and promoting the fertility of crops. Căluș 
takes place at the time of Pentecost,1 fifty days 
after the Orthodox Christian Easter. The ritual 
stick dance category belongs to the Springing 
Dances Corps. In Romanian social context, Căluș 
is a ritual ceremonial dance that belongs to the 
seasonal work cycle, which marks the beginning 
of summer and has no fix date. The dances that 
belong exclusively to the Căluș ritual are part 
of the very large family of European weapon 
dances. “Movements of small amplitude and 
strong intensity alternate with those of large 
amplitude and lower intensity; jumps, hops, 
heel clicks (on the ground and in the air), 
stamping, deep flexions, acrobatics, and image 
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gestures are movements characteristic of these 
dances” (Giurchescu and Bloland 1992, 229). In 
a variety of ways, Căluș has been manipulated 
by the media as a major symbol of the ancient 
unity and vitality of Romanian culture.

The aims of this paper are to investigate the 
relationship between Căluș dance, Iele,2 and 
those who fall ill under their spell; to explore the 
practice of healing the person who was “taken 
by Căluș” (a neurological disorder similar with 
epileptic seizure); to investigate how the illness 
of the sick is transferred to a călușar who is 
“knocked down”; and to research the role of the 
flag and of the rabbit [șoșoi] in the “taking by the 
Căluș” and in the “knocking down” sequences.

I follow conventional ethnography methods, 
including direct observation (where I adhered to 
the principle of non-interference), observation 
cards, video and sound recordings, ethnographic 
interviews, questionnaires, and participant 
observation specific to anthropology. The article 
goes beyond simple description and analysis. 
The ethical codes of the research participants are 
different from those of the researcher. Therefore, 
it is very important the researcher constantly 
checks her own knowledge against the views of 
active and passive participants. I used techno- 
logy to document observations including photo- 
graphy, video, and audio recording. In addition, 
observation cards were required to analyse the 
Căluș ritual dances observed, to find out the 
succession, duration, and the content of each 
dance movement related to each dance piece, 
to observe the internal coherence of the Căluș 
ritual, and its social and cultural role and place 
in the community.

I wore the traditional Romanian blouse as 
a non-verbal communication tool in the rela- 
tionship between the researcher and the 
researched group, and between the researcher 
and the whole community. I realised that the 
researcher’s charisma matters a lot in the 
interaction with the community and I had to win 
people’s respect and to be accepted by them. 
Therefore, I seriously considered my feminine 
presence among the male research participants 
in a traditional Romanian space.

I studied, noticed, filmed, and recorded the 

Căluș in ritual as well as in theatrical context 
for more than five years (2016-2022). The 
bibliography on Căluș ritual is quite extensive. 
Selected references include Vuia (1935), 
Oprișan (1969), Eliade (1973), Pop (1998), 
Bucșan (1976), Bîrlea (1982), Giurchescu 
(1992), Costea (1996), Kligman (1999, 2000), 
Ispas (2003), Știucă (2009), Neagota (2015), 
Benga and Neagota (2010), Neagota and Benga 
(2015), Semuc (2009), Stoian (2009), Petac 
(2014), Bălosu (2007), and Alexa (2022).

The main question the research tries to 
answer is: Which is the relationship between 
the ritual of the performers [călușari], the 
diagnosis, the Ieleʼs punishment, and the “taken 
by the Căluș” state?  Other research questions 
are: Why and how do all the călușari in the group 
expose themselves to potential dangers while 
performing the ritual? Why do călușari have to 
perform the ritual of healing before 12:00 a.m.? 

. . . . . . . .
Some general observations on the Căluș 

In the Romanian folk tradition, there are 
numerous dances associated with the ritual 
context. Dances are closely connected with their 
extra-choreographic components, such as ritual 
objects, costumes, ritual rules, masks, gestures, 
music, mime, and verbal and non-verbal 
communication. In this paper, we focus on the 
Căluș dance. The summer Căluș is a complex 
ritual performed with sticks by groups of men in 
south Oltenia and in some villages throughout 
the larger Danube Plain during the Pentecost 
period. The ritual marks the passage from 
spring to summer and has healing, protection, 
amusement, and fertility functions. This dance 
is characteristic of this area and expresses the 
Romanian national identity. “Culture is thus the 
protective shell of a community and cultural 
distinctions become, to some extent, an index of 
social identity” (Lewis 2017, 16).

The time and place in Căluș are ritually 
determined. In the past, the ritual used to last 
between seven and nine days. Nowadays, the 
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ritual begins on Friday (Dăbuleni) or Saturday 
evening of Rusalii and lasts until Sunday or 
Monday. Other călușari groups end the custom 
Sunday after Rusalii, or the following Tuesday. 
There are particularities for each group. Călușari 
are active only during the day and until sunset, 
while Iele are active at night. The performance 
space is differentiated between cultivated areas 
(villages, cities) for călușari [performers] and 
non-cultivated places (forests, rivers, mounds, 
glades) for Iele [the group of fairies]. 

We focus on some aspects on the “taken by 
the Căluș” state. This is a state of possession 
resulting from a transgression of an interdiction 
between Strodul Rusaliilor [Whitsunday Stroud 
– this day is between Easter and Pentecost]. In 
this period of time, Iele are active. The “knocked 
down” is a sequence of the curing ritual, a kind 
of a trance induced by the vătaf [leader of the 
group] on one călușar from the group who 
“falls” unconscious. Both episodes are parts of 
a complex ritual stick dance that follows strict 
rules. It is very important to know the order 
of the three sequences of the Căluș ritual stick 
dance: (1) “The binding of the flag” or “The 
raising of the flag,” or “The exhumation of the 
rabbit” [șoșoiul] or “The exhumation of the beak” 
[ciocul], followed by the scene in which călușarii 
“take the oath” that bounds them, body and soul, 
to the fraternity; (2) a suite of Căluș dances and 
pantomimes performed at crossroads or in the 
courtyard of each villager who invites them; 
and (3) “The burial of the flag, beak, or rabbit” 
[șoșoiul]. 

Similar variants of Căluș are found in Bulgaria, 
in some Serbian villages, and in Macedonia. 
There are some common features with the 
Morris Dance in England, like sticks and swords, 
and with tarantism in southern Italy, which is 
a psychological illness caused by the bite of a 
tarantula and is characterized by a hysterical 
impulse to dance (Benga and Neagota 2010, 
219). The spread of similar traits of this ritual 
dance over a wide surface in Europe suggests 
it belongs to an ancient cultural stratum. We 
focus on the particularities of the Romanian 
ritual stick dance. In this study we stress that 
the Romanian Căluș, active in the Carpatho-

Danubian area, especially in Dolj County, 
has distinctive characteristics that include a 
complex and ambiguous relationship between 
Pentecost [Rusalii] and Căluș and between the 
men dancers and the female demons called Iele 
[They; or “evil fairies”].

Călușarii is a ritually closed group of seven, 
nine, or eleven men who perform the Căluș 
dance during the week of Rusalii, the seventh 
week after the Orthodox Christian Easter. 
Traditionally, this week represents a transitional 
period from spring to summer. The performers 
have to respect the period of ritual time. Before 
Pentecost, men work their fields and women  
clean their houses. It is believed that during the 
week of Rusalii, the spirits of the dead members 
of the extended family return to their families 
and the evil fairies, Ielele, are active. During this 
week, it is forbidden to work in the fields, to 
wash, to mow, to harvest, to climb trees, to cut 
down trees, to clean the house, or to sew. The 
female demons, Ielele, would punish anyone 
who does not respect these interdictions. Those 
who work in this period would be “taken by the 
Căluș” or “possessed by Rusalii.” Moreover, the 
actants [călușari] have to respect strict rules of 
behaviour imposed by the Căluș ritual, such as 
to keep themselves clean physically and morally. 
During this week of interdictions, spouses 
are not allowed to sleep together. Octavian 
Buhociu (1966) registered this archaic aspect: 
“temporarily, călușarii would leave their own 
families, and camp out together” (18).

There are some particular cases, such as the 
group of călușari from Potmelțu (Dolj County) 
who keep the old custom and sleep together as 
a group in the same house during the week of 
Rusalii. 

. . . . . . . .
Călușari – Iele

The balance in Căluș ritual is characterized 
by numerous polarities: culture – nature, 
male – female, healing – illness, life – death, 
Iele – călușari, and diurnal – nocturnal. The 
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contribution of the Căluș is to protect the people 
from evil fairies and to heal those “taken by the 
Căluș,” that are, those who fall ill under their 
spell. The complex relationship between Iele 
and călușari involves a transfer of energy while 
the actants are “taking their oath” on the flag, 
which can happen near a river (Giurgița), in the 
vătaf’s courtyard (Potmelțu, Predești), or near a 
well (Pietroaia). Through this oath, the călușari 
come under Iele's possession who give them 
supernatural powers to protect and heal people 
“taken by the Căluș” (or possessed by the Căluș/ 
Iele/ Rusalii). We can observe the relationship 
between Iele and călușari through the eyes of 
Giurchescu and Bloland (1992):

Further complicating this relationship is the 
fact that the călușari, even while possessed, 
remain susceptible like everyone else to the 
Ieleʼs maliciousness. (41)

At the same time, Strodul Rusaliilor, the day 
that falls midway between Easter and Rusalii is 
considered a delicate period. The evil fairies are 
very active on this dangerous day.

The antagonistic “principles” which are 
pacified and brought together – sickness and 
death, health and fertility – were personified 
in one of the most inspiring expressions of 
the primeval feminine-masculine dyad, the 
fairies, and the horse-riding cathartic heroes. 
(Eliade 1973, 122)

This archaic pre-Christian scenario survived 
with some modifications in Romania only, as 
Eliade (2022, 122) and Pop-Curșeu (2013) 
confirmed:

Romanian folklore would therefore preserve 
“one of the most astonishing expressions of 
the primordial female/male dyad: the fairy 
and the cathartic hero on the horse”; this is 
a scheme that would have survived only in 
Romania. (26)

. . . . . . . .
Esoteric sequences

The phenomenon of witchcraft is complex 
and difficult to explain. Witchcraft can be 
researched by other disciplines, including 
psychology, ethnology, history of religions, 
folklore, sociology. 

Mircea Eliade (2022) observes that Euro- 
pean witchcraft can be seen as a segment in 
a wider trend. The author draws attention 
to the researcher’s interest for occultism 
and esotericism (from pseudo-spiritualist 
movements to hermeticism, astrology, alchemy, 
yoga, oriental techniques, and tantrism. Carlo 
Ginzburg (1996) discusses the Benandanti 
[good sorcerers] cult attested in 1575 in the 
Italian province of Friuli. Benandanti believed 
they were born with căință [repentance]. 
They were under the leadership of a captain 
[leader], had a white flag, and fought at night, in 
spirito, against stregoni [evil sorcerers]. Before 
the “journey” in which the soul left the body, 
benandanti used to fall into cataleptic lethargy. 
The purpose of this archaic ritual performed 
by the two opposite groups – benandanti 
and stregoni – was to stimulate fertility, to 
regenerate the human society, or to save the 
community. The accusations of witchcraft in 
Italy did not highlight the worship of the Devil, 
but rather the cult of Diana, the Roman goddess. 
However, fifty years after the accusations, the 
Benandanti admitted they were identical with 
the stregoni/ strighe and they were actually 
making a pact with the Devil. Thus, a fertility 
cult was seen as a magical practice, under 
pressure from the Inquisition. In contrast, 
reminiscences of archaic popular culture have 
been preserved in Romanian folk traditions 
because here there was no institution similar 
to the Inquisition. If in Central and Western 
Europe benandanti used to fight with stregoni/ 
strighe, in Romania, the strigoi [undead] fought 
each other. While in Western Europe, the Roman 
goddess Diana was seen by the Inquisition as the 
head of witches, in Romania the Roman goddess 
brought by the Roman colonists substituted a 
Thracian-Getae goddess called Herodias and 
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Photo 1. Team of călușari from Giurgița, Dolj, vataf: Ion Calotă,  
Taking their oath on the flag, Giurgița, 2021.  
Photo credit: Mihaela Călinescu. 

Photo 2. The rabbit [șoșoiul], Giurgița, Dolj, 2021.  
Photo credit: Remus Badea. 

Photo 3. The Malvern Swordsmen, English Folk Sword and Morris Dances, at 48th International Folk Festival “Călușul Românesc,” Caracal, Olt, 2017. 
Photo credit: Mihaela Călinescu. 
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had an ambivalent character. Surprisingly, the 
călușari, these cathartic dancers, fall under the 
rule of Herodias, the “Queen of witches,” Diana’s 
Romanian metamorphosis, to recover those 
“taken by the Căluș” (Eliade 1976). 

In this regard, I confirm the performance of 
a special ritual in the case of a woman strigoi 
(undead) I met in Giurgiţa in 2023. The space 
is interesting because of the reminiscences 
preserved in the collective memory. Equally, I 
recorded the case of “a patient” who was “taken 
by the Căluș” three times. “The patient” was 
recovered twice: first, by the group of călușari 
led by the former vătaf (leader), Nicolae Veleanu 
(1922-2012) who was recognized by UNESCO 
as a Living Human Treasure, and then in 2019 
by the new vătaf, Ion Calotă. Immediately after 
the performance of this third ritual, I conducted 
a phone interview with the recovered “patient” 
and with vătaf Ion Calotă. In the following week, 
I recorded another interview with the “recovered 
patient” in front of his house (see the Annex). 

In the following section, I focus on one deli- 
cate aspect of the “taken by the Căluș” sequence 
– the relation between the tools used in this 
sequence and the melodic diagnosis.

. . . . . . . .
Melodic Diagnosis

The vătaf tries to find out the symptoms check- 
ing the sick person with a melodic diagnosis. 
Each dance has a specific function and meaning. 
The dance is a charm with magic powers used 
to protect people, heal ills, and to prevent evil 
fairies. The vătaf is trying to discover the tool 
the sick person used to work with in the week of 
Rusalii. He does so by observing the reaction the 
sick person has to each song of the Căluș dance. 
A relationship between the dance and the tool 
used in the peasant’s labour during the week of 
Pentecost. The rhythm of the song and the rhythm 
of the Căluș dance disturb and chase away the 
evil spirit and purify the soul of the sick person. 
The soul of the sick person has been taken over 
by the evil fairies because he or she has violated 

an interdiction. The călușari of Giurgiţa, led by 
T.F. in 2018, describe this investigation.

“What has he been working on, if he is ‘taken by’ 
the Floricică?” “He has been sewing.” “What has 
he been working, if he is ‘taken by’ Chiser?” “He 
has been working in the yard with the Chiser 
[keser], removing nails, chipping something, 
hammering the fence or he has been making 
something.” “What has he been working if he is 
‘taken by’ the Cal [horse]?” “The Cal, we haven’t 
had that one.” “By the Căluş?” “He has been 
weeding, doing something, it is working the 
fields.” (N.N., T.F. (vătaf), G.M., Giurgița, Dolj, 
2019, Mihaela Călinescu collection)3 

It is necessary to note some details. Floricica 
song was used for healing in 2019 (vătaf I.C.; the 
sick man was “taken by Floricică” for mowing, 
Giurgița, 2021). Hora de mână song was used by 
vătaf I.C. and Rața song was used by vătaf T.F. 
for “knocking down” of the călușari in healing 
rituals in 2019 in Giurgița.

. . . . . . . .
Case Study: “Taken by the Căluș,”  
vătaf  I.C., Giurgița, 2019

Part of this mythical triangle is also the case of 
C.D., a farmer from Cerăt village, who was taken 
by Căluș in 2019, during the week dedicated to 
the Stodul Rusaliilor [Strand of Pentecost] or 
Tudorusale. C.D. was mowing on the feast of the 
Holly Great Sovereigns Constantine and Helen. 
He fainted in front of his house and had an 
hallucination in which he saw Moșul, the former 
vătaf, Nicolae Veleanu, who had “woke him up” 
twice several years before and who has passed 
away. Initially, the șoșoi [rabbit] was thrown on 
him by the vătaf. Then, he was hit with boatele 
[sticks] by the rest of the group of călușari. C.D. 
felt the blows of the sticks from head to toe and 
he was unable to move and speak. However, C.D. 
argues that he was aware of everything that 
was going on during the “healing” process. He 
said: “I saw Nicolae Veleanu when he threw the 
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rabbit on me, and Moșul [the old vătaf] hit it, so 
that I’d have a cure!” 

In this account, C.D. was punished because 
he cut the grass on a day “under the command 
of” Iele – Strodul Rusaliilor. He did not respect 
the period between Strodul Rusaliilor (spring) 
and Rusalii [Pentecost] when Iele are very 
active. After the melodic diagnosis, the vătaf 
realized that the man was “taken by the Căluș.” 
The healing ritual took place on the grazing 
ground. C.D. was carried outside the village to 
be cured before 12 a.m. After midday, the vătaf 
confirmed that the călușari lose their strength. 
The musicians only sang the Floricica song. The 
călușari ate garlic and greased the sick man with 
garlic. The vătaf spit garlic on the sick man. In 
this esoteric healing ritual that took place in 
Cerăt in 2019, the leader [vătaf] sacrificed three 
black chickens for the magic transfer of the 
disease and three actants were “knocked down.”

The interview with the man taken by the 
Căluş in Cerăt village and who was recovered 
by the group of călușari led by vătaf I.C. is the 
following:

Interviewer: “Have you been taken by the Căluş 
this year, in 2019?”
C.D.: “Yes.”
Interviewer: “Who helped you get up?”
C.D.: “My Old Man...”
Interviewer: “Do you mean I.C. from Giurgiţa? 
How did it happen?”
C.D.: “I woke up in the morning and cut a handful 
of grass on the Constantine and Helen Day. I fed 
the horse and the birds. I went to the village, 
got carrots, peppers, came home, got myself 
a bottle of beer and didn’t even drink from it, 
as I didn’t want to drink among women, so I’d 
rather go home. As I stepped outside, suddenly 
I got dizzy. I didn’t know of myself anymore. I 
said to myself: ‘Don’t fall down here, so my wife 
won’t see me’ and I fell down by the gate, here. I 
got dizzy. I saw the Old Man, who danced me the 
first time eighteen years ago.”
I.C. [intervened]: “Veleanu.”
C.D.: “I saw him, look, like you see me, that’s 
how I saw him! And he threw the rabbit at me. 

He stood before me so he wouldn’t hit me, and 
they thrust over me with their clubs.”
Interviewer: “Who?”
C.D.: “The boys thrust over me with their maces!”
Interviewer: “What boys?”
C.D.: “Who’d danced me before.”
I.C.: “We got him up once before, nine years 
ago. This is the third time. (…)
C.D.: ‘But I saw the Old Man when he wanted 
to throw the rabbit at me and the Old Man 
hit it, so that I’d have a cure! And nine years 
ago, he (the Old Man) said I wasn’t safe, that 
I’d still need to dance it again!”  (C.D., 53 years 
old, “taken by the Căluş,” Cerăt, 2019. C.D. was 
“taken by the Căluş” during the week dedicated 
to Whitsunday Stroud [Strodul Rusaliilor], on 
21 May 2019. He was risen on 23 May 2019. 
In these two days, căluşarii got organised and 
searched for musicians [lăutari]. (Mihaela 
Călinescu collection.)

When the former vătaf Nicolae Veleanu 
“healed” C.D., he used a ghioc [magical seashell] 
and the “enchantment of Iele” as an attempt 
to “recover” him, although he knew he failed 
to heal him. Vătaf Nicolae Veleanu realised he 
failed because the third black chicken did not 
die. This was confirmed in an interview in 2018.

The esoteric sequence of the secret enchan- 
tment has the form of a curse and was used 
by the former vătaf Nicolae Veleanu to heal 
the mentally disturbed patient (C.D.) trapped 
in the hallucinatory net of Iele. The chanting, 
uttered at the head of the sick, complemented 
by the poured water, apotropaic plants, and 
the mystical force of the ghioc [seashell] used 
in such sensitive moments had the power to 
empirically transmute the spirit by sacrificing 
the three black chickens. Currently, the chant is 
known by the former vătaf G.F. (inactive since 
2020) and the performer N.N. active in the group 
of căluşari led by T.F.: “We’re fighting to get the 
devil out of him.  That’s very complicated.”4

When he was “taken by the Căluș,” vătaf 
Nicolae Veleanu told us that at the end of the 
ritual he was taken by hand in the hora and 
participants watched him to see how he was 
feeling. Over the next three years, the sick person 
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did not return to dance in the hora of călușari. It 
is also worth noting how the ghioc was used by 
the former vătaf Nicolae Veleanu in this context. 
He used this magical item, wearing it around his 
waist (he was the only one to touch it) to enchant 
the chicken. The invocation of the force of the 
ghioc was said in his own mind so the words of 
the incantation remained secret. Vătaf Nicolae 
Veleanu inherited the incantation from the 
former vătaf D.E. and he disclosed it to us only in 
the form of a “curse.” While the connection with 
a possible witch was clearly excluded, he did not 
deny the mystical connection with Iele through 
the “rising enchantment.”

In the dangerous day of Todorusale, Sântoa- 
deri meet Rusalii or Iele and offer them a bouquet 
of Todoruse, so the evil fairies “are power- 
less with those who know when and how to 
collect medicinal plants” (Eliade 1973, 121).

In another village in 2019, the former vătaf  
D.M.P. told us a similar healing case. Some of the 
details are lost today. Long time ago, a former 
vătaf performed a ritual to heal a person who was 
“taken by the Căluș.” He used to say a prayer to the 
sick man’s head, lost today, then “a black hen was 
placed in a new earthen pot, and he had to hit 
the hen’s neck with a stick [boata]. (...) When the 
throat is cut, the sick person gets well” (D.M.P.).

In both cases, the patient was spread with 
garlic, the musicians increased the tempo, the 
pot was broken, a căluşar (Giurgița) was knocked 
down, and three black chickens (Giurgița) or a 
hen (D.M.P.) were sacrificed. Next to the sick man, 
the vătaf enchanted (Giurgița) or said a prayer 
(D.M.P.) to expel the evil spirit from the body and 
to recover the spellbound patient trapped in the 
hallucinatory net of Iele. The pinteni [spurs] and 
the bells accentuate the hypnotic rhythm of the 
călușari’s circle dance with sticks.  

. . . . . . . .
Case Study: Giurgița and Dăbuleni (Dolj 
County) – The “knocking down” sequence5 

This sequence is performed only by a few groups 
of călușari in Dolj County. The sequence is part 

of their repertoire. It can be performed la cerere 
[on request] in the householder’s yard. In fact, 
it can be found in the healing ritual of people 
“taken by the Căluș.” Briefly, the vătaf breaks the 
pot, the ritual performer is “knocked down” and 
the sick man is sculat [recovered]. Each group of 
călușari has his particularities.

The vătaf holds the flag up and waves it 
three times above călușari while they dance. 
Then, the vătaf dips the rabbit’s nose in 
enchanted wormwood water in a ceramic bowl 
and touches the mouth of a călușar with it. This 
călușar enters a lethargic state, some kind of 
dizziness. When the vătaf strikes with the boata 
[stick] and breaks the pot, the călușar touched 
by the rabbit is doborât [knocked down]. This 
ritual sequence transfers the evil spirit from the 
pot to the călușar. This is how two călușari from 
Giurgița describe the state of doborât:

These are some emotions. I have fallen many 
times, it is something that disturbs your brain 
so (...) I might get up again or not, that is very 
complicated, one can even remain paralysed 
down there. (N.N., 70 years old, Giurgița, Dolj, 
2019, Mihaela Călinescu collection)

I fell many times and I really felt something in 
my body. I was no longer conscious, I was no 
longer part of the dance, because they always 
dance and I dance with them, but the one who 
falls no longer has control, he throws his hat, 
his stick. (G.M., 70 years old, Giurgiţa, 2019. 
Mihaela Călinescu collection)

The vătaf from Dăbuleni describes the 
sequence in a similar way: 

Interviewer: “What is the most important 
sequence of the Căluş dance?”
Ș.D.: “The ‘taking by the Căluş’ and the 
‘knocking down.’ When a căluș dancer should 
be ‘knocked down.’ The Floricica is danced, and 
we’d say ‘Haida, haida, haida!’ [Go, go, go!]. And 
I, as vătaf, walk with the flag over them, in the 
same way.”
Interviewer: “Why is the flag going over the 
head?”
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Ș.D.: “To sanctify them! I don’t hit them with 
the flag, I clean them.”
Interviewer: “Are they purified?”
Ș.D.: “Yes, I purify them. I only hit one of them 
with the flag, who was in my way then. I touched 
him with the flag on his forehead. From the top 
of the flag, I take a little wormwood in the mouth 
and garlic, I chew it and just spit a little [he spits 
it out]. He, then, gets dizzy and falls. I hit him 
twice or three times with the flag down there 
[he gesticulates how he turns the flag’s cloth 
to the left and to the right], the musicians come 
and play the violin, and slowly, slowly… He’s a 
bit dizzy and slowly gets up, we wash his face 
with water, and then he starts to slowly get up.’’
Interviewer: “Is anything broken?”
Ș.D.: “The porringer is broken, in the man’s 
yard there.”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ș.D.: “This symbolises… what the owner says, 
where we dance in there: ‘You break my 
porringer, for me!’”
Interviewer: “On request?”
Ș.D.: “Yes, on request, because it chases all the 

bad spirits away from the yard and they clear 
up.”
Interviewer: “Do they transfer [the evil spirit] 
to the Căluș dancer who is knocked down?”
Ș.D.: “They don’t go into him, but they feel calm 
because they will be well the whole year, and 
we, the Căluș dancers, we move on, we give 
them a helping hand.”
Interviewer: “Why do you spit the wormwood 
and the garlic over the performer?”
Ș.D.: “Well, so it gets on his cheek, over here.”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ș.D.: “He smelled a bit of the garlic and 
wormwood and is dizzy. That’s so!” (Ș.D., 65 
years old, Dăbuleni, 2019, Mihaela Călinescu 
collection)

The two cases from Dolj County (Giurgița and 
Dăbuleni villages) have different particularities 
and highlight the “knocking down” sequence. In 
the past, vătaf used the flag to “knock down” a 
călușar in Giurgița and Dăbuleni or he used a cat 
to “knock down” in Bârca (vătaf E.).6 Nowadays, 
in Giurgița the călușar is “knocked down” with 

Photo 4. Team of călușari, vătaf  Ion Calotă, “knocking down,” 2021, 
Giurgița, Dolj. Photo credit: Mihaela Călinescu. 

Photo 5. Team of călușari, “knocking down,” Dăbuleni, Dolj, 2018.  
Photo credit: Mihaela Călinescu.
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the șoșoiul (“rabbit”), while in Dăbuleni he is 
“knocked down” with the flag. The vătaf chews 
wormwood and garlic and spits a little on the 
knocked down călușar. In the end, the smell of 
the medicinal plants and the melodic rhythm 
helps him to return from this dizziness.

It represents a ritual of semi-magic transfer of 
the disease from the patient to the therapist 
călușari, due to the action of the vătaf [leader], 
which induces the throwing down, with 
symptoms of the type of fainting, trance, 
through the touch with the cioc [beak]. (Benga 
and Neagota 2010, 220)

The witch Ioana from Rast village (Dolj 
County) offers the third testimony on the 
“knocking down” episode, and she points 
towards the mythical triangle formed by 
Călușari-Iele-Sântoaderi. M., a vătaf from a village 
in Dolj County, told me: “All is in Sântoader!” 
This sentence prompted me to find out more 
regarding the relation between Căluș, Iele, and 
Sântoaderi.

In this context, it is appropriate to read the 
interview with Ioana from Rast village, who 
explained how she was initiated in the practice 
of sorcery. She told us the story of her aunt (60 
years old) from Băilești, who was punished 
about ten years ago on the day dedicated to 
Sântoader.

Ioana: “There in Băilești, the dead were taken 
by hearses with two or four horses to the 
church and to the cemetery. When I left home 
with her in the hearse, at the crossroad, all four 
horses raised their legs and neighed.”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ioana: “Because she was taken by the Căluș. The 
horse had killed her. And all four horses raised 
their legs and neighed, just about to turn the 
hearse upside down with her.”
Interviewer: “At the crossroad?”
Ioana: “Yes, at the crossroads. And the coach- 
man with another two guys forcefully held the 
horses, because the horses couldn’t stand her 
any longer, because she was ‘taken by the Căluș.’ 
And they hardly arrived at the church with her 

because the horses couldn’t stand her.”
Interviewer: “Did the Căluș dancers intervene?”
Ioana: “There weren’t Căluș dancers.”
Interviewer: “Weren’t they in the village?”
Ioana: “They weren’t, or nobody thought of 
bringing the Căluș dancers. Maybe if they had 
brought călușari, it wouldn’t have happened 
what happened. They arrived at the church 
with great difficulty. They couldn’t control the 
horses. It’s not good to do anything to călușari, 
because look what happened to my aunt. I saw 
with my own eyes! And from the church to the 
grave in the cemetery, we couldn’t take her 
with the horses anymore, they took her with 
the small funeral carriage.” (Ioana, 57 years 
old, Rast, 2018, Mihaela Călinescu collection)7

Ioana’s aunt has been “taken by the Căluș” 
because she did housework (cleaning, washing, 
painting, sewing) during St. John’s week. A man 
embodied in Sântoader called her twice in the 
middle of the night. She did not answer. Third 
time, she answered.

Ioana: “She stepped over the threshold and 
saw a white horse. She didn’t make it to the 
gate and the horse disappeared. She came back 
and didn’t close the door. She laid down in bed 
next to a three- or four-year-old girl and the 
spirit of the horse entered through the door 
and stomped her with its feet, from head to toe. 
There were horseshoes all over her body, from 
top to bottom.”
Interviewer: “Did she have signs on her body?”
Ioana: “She did, there were a lot of horseshoes 
signs on her body. (…) and she was dead.” 
(Ioana, 57 years old, Rast, 2018, Mihaela 
Călinescu collection)8

Ioana gives us interesting details about the 
coachman who managed to control the horses 
with difficulty on his way to the cemetery. She 
argues that the four horses raised their legs 
and neighed because the woman had been 
taken by Căluș and she was killed by a horse. 
In the Romanian folklore there are customs 
and superstitions related to an archaic cult of 
the horse, as a zoomorphic symbol of a Solar 
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Divinity. In this cult, it is believed that the 
Sântoaderi are terrifying creatures endowed 
with forceful evil powers. In a way, Sântoaderi 
are the opposite of Iele, but, at the same time, 
there is a curious relation between them: 

both groups travel by night at a specific date, 
singing, dancing, and accompanied by fiddlers 
(...) both bring specific diseases, punishing 
those who do not respect their holidays; 
both are mysteriously related to magical and 
medicinal plants. (Eliade 1973, 121)

The observation of academician Sabina 
Ispas (2003) clarifies certain aspects:

The transfer of authority from male to female is 
related to the season of spring (in our geographi- 
cal area); the third sequence is under the tutelage 
of Pentecost, when the masculine again becomes 
the determinant of the ritual. (149)

Therefore, the transfer of power is 
transmitted from Sântoaderi to Iele, Pentecost, 
and then to călușari who follow a covenant 
under oath to enter under the possession of 
these malicious entities. Consequently, the 
călușari mediate between the evil female forces 
and the community. The ambiguity of the 
relations between Iele and călușari increases 
the interest and effort of the unified ceata 
[group] of călușari to protect the community. 
The călușari are devoted to balance out the 
particular and the universal, the earth and the 
sky, the day and the night, Sântoaderi and Iele, 
good and evil, while being exposed to danger.

Gail Kligman (2000) observes that,

Complex ritual inversions within and between 
categories and levels, micro/female/particular 
and macro/male/audience, ensure the 
preservation of a necessary dynamic continuity. 
(...) Careful scrutiny of ritual inversions in 
Romania gives us the opportunity to understand 
that, in fact, [their] calendar customs are ritual 
inversions of customs in the cycle of life. Even 
rituals are reversed, and not just the isolated 
condition of their actors. (173-4)

The Romanian folklore is effervescent. The 
feast of Sântoader is performed in the first 
week of Great Lent and the Căluș ritual is held 
during the period dedicated to Pentecost. I 
have identified a common thread, that of the 
punishment that occurred because of violating 
a rule and the common equine theme.

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

The southern Oltenian Căluș has suffered some 
changes, but the ritual managed to keep archaic 
elements that were not influenced too much 
by the historical and cultural process brought 
by modernity. The stick ritual dance continues 
to be active throughout the Danube Plain. The 
călușari and lăutari [musicians] protect their 
communities and heal people “taken by the 
Căluș.” People perform and preserve this ritual 
dance as a tradition.

Speaking about the melodic diagnosis, it is 
natural to analyse how a person “taken by the 
Căluș” responds to a melody. I want to highlight 
the relationship between the dance category 
(Floricică, Cal, Iele, Chiser) and the type of 
work (washing, mowing, weaving, working 
with animals, building) the sick person has 
done. Sometimes, witnessing a violent act can 
cause someone feel like “taken by the Căluș.” 
For example, in our research a dog was killed 
(in Cerăt village), which affected the emotional 
state of someone who witnessed the scene. 
There were liquids expelled, such as the blood 
of the dog, and the vătaf's saliva. Vătaf Ș.D. (from 
Dăbuleni village) chewed wormwood and garlic 
and spitted the mixture on one of the călușari. 
The călușar got dizzy and fell to the ground. On 
the other hand, vătaf I.C. (from Giurgița village) 
performed the Rața [Duck] dance while digging 
a hole in the ground and filled it with a bucket 
of water. Then, the călușari took water out of 
the hole [biba] using their mouths. One by one, 
they lied down on their stomach and took water 
from the biba. Then, vătaf spit out three times, 
left, right and forward, spraying the călușari. 
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The Giurgița healing ritual involves the transfer 
of the evil from the sick person to the three 
chickens, while in Dăbuleni, the group used 
Floricica dance in a healing ritual. The ritual is 
a violent act and involves suffering. The călușar 
who is “knocked down” loses vitality and carries 
evil spirits. When the pot is broken, the evil is 
released and enters the călușar who falls down. 
In a ritual performed in Dolj County in 2019, 
three performers were “knocked down” to heal 
a patient who was “taken by the Căluș.” The vătaf 
from Giurgița stressed the importance of the 
space-time context during the healing ritual. The 
recovery of the sick person should be done in a 
meadow outside the village and before 12 a.m. 
for the cure to happen. The power of călușari is 
higher in the first part of the day. After midday, 
the power of the Iele increases. As an exchange 
for the healing, the healed person must dance 

with the group of călușari for the next three 
years during the Pentecost period. In Dolj 
County, at the end of the ritual, the entire group 
of călușari dances hora călușarilor [horseman 
hora]. Anyone who wants can participate in this 
thaumaturgic circle. Children play to be safe 
from evil spirits, to be healthy, and to do well in 
life. The fast, circular rhythm and the sound of 
bells force the evil fairies out from the body of 
the sick person. After his recovery, the healed 
person participates into the thaumaturgical 
hora. 

The călușari and the people “taken by the 
Căluș” embody the human nature that is subject 
to social weaknesses. He lied, he cheated, so he 
was punished. He gets sick suddenly. Healing is 
an honour. One must be honest in Căluș. Being 
honest is the secret to maintain one’s strength. 
The vătaf feels dishonesty while passing the flag 
over the călușar, so he spits it out the dishonest 
călușar with garlic and wormwood, then breaks 
the pot, which knocks the călușar down. Then, 
the călușar is bătut la tălpi [his feet are whipped] 
because he was dishonest and exposed the 
whole band to danger, to the malicious Iele.

The ritual gesture of expelling saliva 
suggests, by spitting on the performer, who 
is going to be “knocked down.” We perceive 
Căluș as an archaic ritual-act, with purifying, 
thaumaturgic, and healing implications. In 
fact, saliva stores unification, vitality, fertility, 
regeneration and, above all, light, the divine, 
nourishing.

Both the “knocked down” călușar and the 
person “taken by the Căluș” (in Giurgiţa and 
Dăbuleni villages) are rubbed with garlic and 
wormwood and cooled with water. At the end, 
he or she recovers and can dance in hora de 
mână [circle dance], thus purifying themselves 
through the prophylactic and apotropaic jerky 
rhythm of the circular dance.

The călușari and, implicitly, “the cat” (in 
Bârca), “the rabbit totem” [șoșoiul] (in Giurgița), 
or the “the beak” [ciocul]9 (in Dăbuleni) play 
the role of the transmitter that walks, dances, 
and propagates the supernatural energy of 
the unearthed “beak” or “rabbit.” Thus, the 
energy accumulated in this ritual-object buried 

Photo 6. The old team of Călușari, with the vătafi: Deverșteanu, Elisei 
(Grasul – The fat one); Nicolae Veleanu (Tezaur Uman Viu - Living Human 
Treasure), Giurgița, Bârca, Dolj. Photos from the Calotă family’s collection. 
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throughout the year is used to bring together 
the subtle vibrations of nature, the microcosm 
represented by the inner universe of the 
ritual, and the macrocosm, with the scope to 
integrate the community within the universal 
cosmic harmony. Therefore, in a cause-effect 
perspective, it is necessary for the group of 
călușari, under the lead of the vătaf, to restore 
the balance in terms of biomechanical and 
biochemical processes that happen in both the 
ritual performer who is “knocked down” and 
the sick patient who is “taken by the Căluș” 
following a violation of the norms. By restoring 
this balance, the patient re-enters into harmony 
with the universe at the physical and spiritual 
level.

On the other hand, I explored the rela- 
tionship between the vătaf and a witch who 
could spell the călușari‘s flag in exchange for a 
deal, as Mihai Pop (1998) investigated several 
years ago. Although I found two witches, Ioana, 
whose father was vătaf and the other, the aunt 
of the vătaf from Dăbuleni, I could not establish 

a connection between the witches and the Căluș 
ritual, namely, in the binding of the flag and in 
the “knocking down” sequences.

Interviewer: “Do you know the enchantment 
for the Iele? Have you enchanted for the Iele?”
Ș.L.M.: “No, I don’t know the enchantment 
for the Iele. The Căluș dancers did the dance 
so they’d recover. If someone was ‘taken by 
the Căluș.’ When the Căluş was coming, they 
danced three times for the one ‘taken by the 
Căluş.’”
Interviewer: “Did someone who was ‘taken 
by the Căluş’ come to you to ‘undo, to break 
the spellbound’ for them? Perhaps he was 
‘bewitched’?”
Ș.L.M.: “No, nothing of the kind came to me, 
why should I speak if they didn’t come! The 
Căluș dancers were solving him. The vătaf and 
those solved him, there.” (The witch Ș.L.M., 86 
years old, Dăbuleni, 2019, Mihaela Călinescu 
collection)

1. “Christian feast celebrated 50 days after Easter. On Pentecost 
Saturday, pots full of wine and dishes crowned with flowers are 
distributed for the dead. In folk mythology, there are evil fairies 
who unleash storms, kidnap children, maim people or take their 
minds; Iele, Drăgaice: owls, floundered Iele and Pentecost!” 
(Șăineanu 1996, 417).

2. “Mythical female fairies generally believed to be malevolent. 
They inhabit forests, crossroads, hillocks, mounds, fields and 
water and travel at night dancing” (Kligman 1999, 253).

3. Vătaf T.F. has been leading this new group for three years now. 
In the past, he has performed for a period of only five years with 
the former vătaf, Nicolae Veleanu, an UNESCO-recognized Living 
Human Treasure.

4. The performer was N.N., Giurgița, 2018.

5. The “knocking down” sequence is a trance. The knocked-down 
călușar dances slowly with disorderly random movements and 
finally, when the transfer of the disease is done, he collapses to 
the ground. Then, the sick person is “healed.”

6. This is a village near Giurgița. In Bârca, the first group of 
călușari in the region was formed. The group was led by vătaf E. 
The group included D. and Nicolae Veleanu, who became vatafi in 
Giurgița after a while.

7. The witch Ioana, 57 years old, Rast, 20 October 2018, film 
from the personal collection, IMG_0407, 2:34 min. The whole 
interview is presented in Annex.

8. The whole text is in Annex.

9. The buried a piece of white canvas from the top of the flag, 
every year.

NOTES
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ANNEX
Transcriptions of field records documenting Căluş ritual 
sequences.

Interview 1. Giurgița village. Past and present.

Research participants: N.N., 70 years old, from Giurgița, 
research conducted in 2019; and G.M., 70 years old; T.F., 62 years 
old, from Giurgița, research conducted in 2018.

Researcher: Călinescu Mihaela
Film from the personal collection

The “taking by the Căluş” sequence. The old performer, N.N. 
is in the group led by vătaf T.F. He confessed what happened in 
the past when the same patient was “taken by the Căluș” for the 
second time. After căluşari discovered what he has been “taken” 
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by, they danced the Căluș dance around him for two or three 
hours, under the command of vătaf Veleanu. They used a very 
lively rhythm but still could not raise him. 

N.N.: “As he [vătaf N.Veleanu] was enchanting him [C.D.] 
there, the faster we were dancing, the more and more frequently 
he was jumping up. Dancing and dancing, he got up and [we] 
went about three-four hundred metres with him dancing. 
Afterwards, I came back with him. ‘How’re you feeling?’ Why was 
I even asking… ‘I guess somewhat better,’ [C.D. replied], exactly 
what he [G.M.] said [previously], that you get dizzy.”

N.N.: “I was coming with him, we would dance a hora 
[Romanian circle dance], and the same again: ‘How’re you 
feeling?’ ‘Hmmm, hmmmm…,’ he said, ‘So and so.’ We put him on 
the blanket again, we danced again, so three dances like this were 
done, three of these enchantments were done.” 

The sick person was better when the ritual ended and the 
group was paid. Vătaf Veleanu was sure he was not completely 
cured, saying: Nu îl scularăm! [We did not rise him up!] As a 
result, the ritual continued the next day.

N.N.: “Well, next day we danced our hearts out, for four 
hours without stopping for a second.”

Interviewer: “The next ritual was the one with the three 
black chickens?”

N.N.: “Yes, it isn’t done without those [chickens]!”
Interviewer: “How was it done then?”
N.N.: “The vătaf was enchanting those chickens, with that 

garlic over there, with the wormwood, rubbing him on the heart, 
on the head.”

Interviewer: “What was he saying there?”
N.N.: “We don’t know, only he knows. This is not to be said.”
Interviewer: “Is this said in the mind?”
N.N.: “Yes, normally. That it remained written on a paper 

there, he left it written to me, that’s something else, but the vătaf 
says it in his mind, he doesn’t say it for others to hear.”

Interviewer: “How many people know this enchantment in 
Giurgiţa?”

N.N.: “Nobody knows, only I do, because I was with him at 
the time (…) The next day, I picked him up, came with him, a large 
table was laid, and we danced.”

Interviewer: “Did all three black chickens die?”
N.N.: The third chicken died if they didn’t die, he wouldn’t 

get up.”
Interviewer: “Were the three black chickens used on the first 

day?”
N.N.: “Yes, since the first day, but only two died, one didn’t.”
Interviewer: “Was this repeated the next day with three 

chickens?”
N.N.: “No, with one, the one that’s left.”
Interviewer: “Did it die eventually?”
N.N.: “Yes, it was gone, like I said, four hours…”
Interviewer: “How do you do it, do you put it [the chicken] 

in the water?”
N.N.: “No, next to him, there, and he’s enchanting to the 

chicken and rubbing garlic all over it.”
Interviewer: “How does the chicken die? How is he done? Is 

it strangled, does it drown?”
N.N.: “No, it dies from the enchantments, he puts its 

beak a little in the enchanted water [from his gesture you can 
understand that he twists his hand around his body]. When the 
chicken is dead, he [the sick man] gets up and runs, he recovers.” 

At the request of vătaf Nicolae Veleanu, the family of the 
person “taken by the Căluș” brought the following: 

I.C.: “Three chickens and if possible, black, and naked neck 
ones, a porringer with garlic and a pestle to crush it, and all 

the way through the Căluş dance he must be rubbed with garlic 
and wormwood, and when he [vătaf] is about to break the pot, 
a chicken must die and a Căluș dancer must fall. And then, this 
one, who’s taken by the Căluș, gets up and runs. (...) We stuck the 
flag on his head and the rabbit, he gave us garlic, we crushed it 
like that. Bălcescu rubbed him everywhere, up to his waist, on 
the head, on the hands.”

I.C.: “When he ‘is knocked down’ and breaks the cup, he’d 
also run away. And how big I am, and with another one … [he 
would] go to drown himself in the pond. We hold on to him, 
so the first time he leaves after the first fall, to go on one road. 
Afterwards, the second time, on another road. And the third time, 
on another road. So that, all the evil is left behind on those three 
roads, while we dance him there. (...) He runs two-three hundred 
metres away from where that place is, there.” 

Interview 2. Giugița village. Past and present. The man 
“taken by the Căluș” in 2019.

Research participant: C.D., 53 years old, Cerăt, 2019. He 
was “taken by the Căluș” during the week dedicated to Strodul 
Rusaliilor [Whitsunday Stroud] on 21 May 2019, and he was risen 
on 23 May 2019. During the two days, they got organised and 
searched for lăutari [musicians].

Researcher: Călinescu Mihaela
Film from the personal collection

Excerpt 1.
C.D.: “And from here, I saw how they knocked me down. I saw 

everyone. [The călușari with the old vătaf appeared in his mind as 
a hallucination]. All of them were hitting, all of them were beating 
me up. I was holding my arms [he shows how he was protecting 
himself with his hands around his head]. They were hitting my 
hands, my legs, my head. My hands, my back, my legs, and my 
head were hurting me. My head was messed up. I was holding my 
hands so they wouldn’t hit my head anymore. They danced me 
on the pasture. I couldn’t walk. When the crises, seizures started, 
then it was bad, in ten, fifteen, twenty minutes. They came to 
take me, as I didn’t know anything about myself anymore. They 
tormented me a lot with their feet.”

Interviewer: “Who? Did they appear in your mind?”
C.D.: “The boys who danced me eighteen years ago.”
Interviewer: “How did you figure it out?”
C.D.: “I said to my wife: ‘Girl, you go call your sister to bring 

me some wormwood.’ That’s it, it’s taken me! Because if I hadn’t 
seen the Old Man [Nicolae Veleanu], I wouldn’t have realised it, 
but I saw the Old Man when he wanted to throw the rabbit at me 
and the Old Man hit it, so that I’d have a cure! And nine years ago, 
he said I wasn’t safe, that I’d still need to dance it again! The Old 
Man said [that]. I also saw them when they came to my yard. They 
were dressed normally, they got dressed on the pasture.”

Excerpt 2.
Interviewer: “Who gave you a lift?”
C.D.: “My son drove me to the grassland!”
Interviewer: “Is that where they got you up?”
C.D.: “Yes, that’s where they rose me.”
 Interviewer: “How did it happen?”
I.C. [the vătaf intervened]: “Many said he had epilepsy, but 

you see... to be taken by the Căluș in Dolj County, this by the Căluș 
is not… there’s a difference between epilepsy and Căluș.”

Interviewer: “Do you know about yourself to be sick?”
C.D.: “No, I’ve got nothing, hard as a rock!”

The following is the explanation of performer I.C.: “And I just 
said to the musicians: ‘Here, hold on... and gently play the Căluş.’” 
The musicians said ‘No!’ Because they said: ‘I’m afraid to play.’ 
And after we got dressed, we equipped ourselves in there and 
started playing the Căluş, he started to jump up there... we were 
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holding him by his hands, feet, about three or four guys, as he 
was lying down there… he was just about to overcome us right 
there. The others were dancing around us there, all around, and 
we smeared him with garlic and wormwood and a little vinegar, 
from head to nails, three times, all over.”

Interviewer: “Why three times?”
I.C.: “Well, so that all evils get out. And I was asking him, I 

said: ‘Did they leave?’ And he’d say: ‘They left, but there’s more…’ 
‘Did they leave…?’”

Interviewer: “Were you seeing them?”
C.D. [very determined]: “Yes, yes, yes...”
I.C.: “And, finally I told him: ‘Hey, they’re all gone!’ And then I 

turned him over, and I smudged him also on his back and his legs 
and on his head and face, I smudged him all over him.”

Excerpt 3.
C.D.: “Then I ran with them both. When they got me back to 

dance that hora, I fell, I fell back down again.”
Interviewer: “How many chickens have been used?”
C.D.: “Three.”
Interviewer: “What happened before sacrificing the second 

chicken?”
C.D.: “They’ve also left some… Well, I didn’t see them with 

the third one, when they danced me, I no longer saw anyone.”
I.C.: “He was free, and then I took him, and rubbed him all 

over with garlic. [I asked him:] ‘Hey, do you still have anything?’”
C.D.: “’No, I got nothing.’”
C.D.: Look, not even now! Well..., I was thinking, hey..., it [the 

Strodul Rusaliilor] starts on the 26th.”
I.C. [intervened] “On the 16th.”

Excerpt 4. First time when the man was “taken by 
the Căluș.”

Interviewer: “Why did it happen?”
C.D.: “Because of my mum! Eighteen years ago, I didn’t live 

here, I was living in the valley and... I had built a house, and then I 
was to put soil on the cellar because I didn’t have space anymore 
in one room only, and my mother came and I said ‘Mother, don’t 
you see it’s a Feast Day?’ Mother: ‘Come on, mother, everyone is 
ploughing! I just came back from the lucerne, from the field, to 
work on the farm.’ C.D.: ‘Let it be, mother!’ ‘Hey, I can’t anymore! 
You put your hands [to work], because I won’t [work] anymore!’ 
She prepared the soil… when I saw she couldn’t throw it with the 
pitchfork, I gave her a hand. And that was the moment my head 
started, the first time!

Interviewer: “Where did you carry the soil?”
C.D.: “I threw the soil into the hallway, to put it in the cellar. 

And from there, I went to get a pill from my aunt, that one… her 
man was playing the accordion, and just as I heard the music, I fell 
on the ground by the window. Then, I punched the window, and 
the glass broke. They came out, and when they saw me… I was on 
the ground. That’s it! They realised I fell.”

Interviewer: “And that was the first time you were “taken by 
the Căluș?”

C.D.: “Yes, the first time!” 

Excerpt 5. The second time the man was “taken by 
the Căluș.”

Interviewer: “How was the second time?”
C.D.: “The second time it was the same. I lived in the valley. 

There, I went out to a well nearby, by the gate, to talk to my son 
and a Roma person killed a dog. I said to him: ‘Hey, stop hitting 
it!’ And I saw that blood..., and that poisoned my heart, I got angry 
and went inside. Just as I got by the gate, I fell to the ground!”

Interviewer: “Who killed it?”
C.D.: “A neighbour.”
Interviewer: “Was it the blood that made you feel sick?”
C.D.: “Yes.”

Interviewer: “What did your son say when they got you up? 
Was he satisfied?”

C.D.: “He was… very much so! He was…”
Interviewer: “What happened the third time?”
C.D.: “I cut the grass. Right here, it took me on the ditch. I cut 

only a handful of grass.”
Interviewer: “When?”
C.D.: “On the Day of Saints Constantine and Helen.”
Interviewer [asking the performer Ion Calotă]: “Can he be 

“taken by the Căluș” before the Pentecost?”
C.D.: “I cut it today, on the Constantine and Helen Day, and 

the next day it was the Whitsunday Stroud. And I went and took a 
handful of grass and threw it to the horse and from there, I went 
to the village, I bought some carrots, a few peppers and I had just 
bought some bread from here...”

I. C. “It was the Whitsunday Strode!”
Interviewer: “Does the period [Strodul Rusaliilor] start when 

someone is likely to be taken?”
I. C. “Well, yes!”
C.D.: “Yes, yes, that’s the one to start first! Now, I’m not 

allowed to wash or shave until these won’t come out! I just wet 
my hands because you can’t eat like that.”

Interview 3. Dăbuleni village.

Research participant: Ș.D., 65 years old, Dăbuleni, 2019.
Researcher: Călinescu Mihaela
Film from the personal collection

Excerpt 1.
Interviewer: “What is the most important sequence of the 

Căluş dance?” 
Ș.D.: “The “taking by the Căluş” or the “knocking down.” Then, 

a Căluș dancer should be “knocked down.” The Floricica is danced, 
and we’d say ‘Haida, haida, haida!’ [Go, go, go!] And I, with the flag, 
as vătaf, I go with the flag over them and the same way.” 

Interviewer: “Why is the flag going over the head?”
Ș.D.: “To sanctify them! I don’t hit them with the flag, I clean 

them.”
Interviewer: “Are they purified?”
Ș D: “Yes, I purify them. I only hit one of them with the flag, 

who is in my way then. I touch him with the flag on his forehead. 
From the top of the flag, I take a little wormwood in the mouth 
and garlic, I chew it and sprinkle only a little [he spits]. He then 
gets dizzy and falls on the ground. I hit him twice or thrice with 
the flag down there [he gesticulates how he turns the flag cloth to 
the left and to the right]. The musicians come and play the violin 
and slowly, slowly... he’s a bit dizzy and slowly gets up. We wash 
his face with water, and he starts to slowly get up.’’

Interviewer: “Is anything broken?”
Ș.D: “The porringer is broken, in the man’s yard there.”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ș.D “This symbolises… what the owner says where we dance 

in there: ‘You break my porringer for me!’
Interviewer: “On request?”
Ș.D: “Yes, on request, because it chases all the bad spirits 

away from the yard and they clear up.”
Interviewer: “Is the evil spirit transferred to the călușar who 

is ‘knocked down?’”
Ș.D: “The evil spirits don’t go into him, but they feel calm that 

they’re doing well the whole year, and we, the călușari, we move 
on, we give them a helping hand.”

Interviewer: “Why do you spit the wormwood and the garlic 
over the performer?”

Ș.D: “Well, so it gets on his cheek, over here.”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ș.D “He smelled a bit of garlic and wormwood and was dizzy. 

That’s so!”

Mihaela (Marin) Călinescu
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Excerpt 2.
Interviewer: “Did it you have any cases of people being 

‘taken by the Căluș?’”
Ș.D.: “Yes.”
Interviewer: “How did he or she recover? What year did it 

happen?”
Ș.D.: “Two years ago, in 2017. It happened here, in Sadova, 

there was a woman “taken by the Căluș.”  She was 24, and they 
came with her to Dăbuleni because she was feeling weak. How 
are you feeling? You don’t feel like doing anything, you’re dizzy all 
week. And they take the person to Dăbuleni because they don’t 
dance the Căluș there. They found me, you take the Călușari group 
and come tomorrow. It’s usually danced on the village border [he 
whispered], we set up a beautiful place. We went there, danced, 
those poles were measured, as I just told you, from the centre of 
the circle. This woman “taken by the Căluș” was out on a blanket 
laid on the floor, it was soft, and the porringer was put at her feet 
there. The Căluș was danced. I hit the flag over her, softly, softly. 
They were dancing.” 

Interviewer: “Why was the flag hovered over her?”
Ș.D.: “If she smelled the wormwood and that garlic in there, 

slowly, I would give her to smell some more and told her: ‘If the 
porringer breaks, you have to run!’

Interviewer: “Was she conscious?”
Ș.D.: “She was, but she was speaking… she was sick, what can 

we say?”
Interviewer: “What was she taken by? Has she been checked 

before?”
Ș.D.: “No. Check what? She told me she wasn’t well. We, the 

Căluș dancers, we’re not going to take her blood pressure, are we?”
Interviewer: “I was thinking that maybe she was checked 

like with a dance.”
Ș.D.: “Yes! We checked her with a dance and saw her, when 

we were dancing... she was moving her legs [gesticulating with 
his hands up and down] like the Căluș dancers were gesticulating, 
and I realised she was ’taken by the Căluș.’ Then, I said: ‘Make this 
hard, because we have risen her up!’(...) I realised she was ‘taken 
by the Căluș.’ When I broke the porringer, that’s it, she stood on 
her feet at once and ran to the car scared.”

Interviewer: “How long did the dance last?”
Ș.D.: “Quarter of an hour, until I considered she should get 

up.” (…)
Interviewer: “Was she like in a trance?”
Ș.D.: “Yes, yes! And she came to her senses and drove home 

safely, to Sadova, all satisfied.”
Interviewer: “Did they reward you?”
Ș.D.: “Yes! How much one wants to give! There’s not an 

established amount/ fee! We dance, you can give us as much as 
you want.”

Interviewer: “Why was she taken outside the village?”
Ș.D.: “That’s the custom, to dance in the field!”
Interviewer: “Why?”
Ș.D.: “That’s how I inherited too! And there, this is one 

question I asked myself too: Why dance in the field? Because we 
danced many who had been ‘taken by the Căluș’ and we danced 
only in the field. There, this one, I haven’t figured it out myself 
either, why dance in the field? Maybe there’s a more secluded 
place, somewhere, where… one can run away, one can…”

Interviewer: “Why do you have to measure three and a half 
poles?”

Ș.D.: “That’s the distance! The distance between the one 
‘taken by the Căluș’ and the centre, where we dance.”

Interviewer: “What does it symbolise?” [I insisted to find out 
details]

Ș.D.: “It symbolises, how can I say this to you? The place 
where one can disappear, run away, have space, because like that, 
with us dancing and them placed at the centre… what can they 
do? One wouldn’t run away or disappear among…”

Interviewer: “Do you let her run away?”
Ș.D.: “Yes, yes! We let her, to go away… who is…”
Interviewer: “Does one roll over?”
Ș.D.: “No, no, one’s leaving on their own feet, they don’t roll 

over!”

Interview 4. An event occurred during the week 
dedicated to Sântoader (Saint Theodor). Ioana, the witch 
from Rast village, Dolj County. 

Informant: Ioana, 57 years old, Rast, 2018. Ioana lived in 
Măceșu de Jos, a village near Bârca, for 23 years. She moved to 
Rast a few years ago. 

Researcher: Călinescu Mihaela
Film from personal collection

Interviewer: “What happened?”
Ioana: “An event with an aunt of mine.”
Interviewer: “What’s her name?”
Ioana: “I know her as Leana, from Băileşti.”
Interviewer: “In what year did it happen?”
Ioana: “About ten years ago. On Sântoader Day, she started 

painting, cleaning, and she was called first time at night. She 
didn’t answer. So, she was called a second time. She answered. 
And the third time she was called, she stepped over the threshold 
and saw a white horse.”

Interviewer: “What was the time when it happened?”
Ioana: “Twelve at night. She didn’t make it to the gate and 

the horse disappeared. She came back and didn’t close the door. 
She laid down in bed next to a three or four-year-old girl and the 
spirit of the horse entered through the door and stomped her 
with its feet, from head to toe. There were horseshoes all over, 
from top to bottom.”

Interviewer: “Did she have signs on her body?”
Ioana: “She did, on her body. In the morning, the little girl got 

up and was pushing her to get up: ‘Grandma, get up! Grandma, 
get up!’ But grandma was dead! She started crying and went 
outside to the gate. The neighbours came in, lifted the blanket, 
and when they saw her, she had horseshoes everywhere, from 
top to bottom. You couldn’t put a finger because of the horseshoe 
signs, and she was dead.”

Interviewer: “Was she punished?”
Ioana: “This because she had painted and washed during 

the Sântoader week. So, during the Sântoader week, the horses 
are at play, and you’re not allowed! Especially on Friday, because 
it’s the Friday of the Mares (vinerea iepelor). In our region, the 
mares were racing. There were all the children, from all over, 
with their horses adorned, with red ribbons on, with harnesses 
that glittered, riding, and they were one after another, and they 
did circles and rode and the horses neighed and it was beautiful, 
because that’s why it was the Friday of the Mares.  The boys 
would bring water with flowers in buckets, and the unmarried 
girls would go and wash their faces with that water, they were 
seasonal flowers, and the boys would put flowers in the girls’ hair. 
There were unmarried girls and chivalrous boys. And they do that 
now too... who keeps the tradition, but it’s not done as it used to 
be done, when the line was full of horses, they used to race the 
horses on each lane.”

Interviewer: “During the Sântoader week, were the girls 
afraid, didn’t they come out of the house at night?”

Ioana: “No, they didn’t come out. That’s why I told you, 
because there were the lines, the houses haunted by the horses, 
like I told you about my aunt, how that horse haunted her until 
it killed her.”

Interviewer: “How old was the lady?”
Ioana: “I think she was in her sixties. She was an old woman. 

And afterwards, her son came and when they undressed her fully, 
they were convinced she was killed by horses.” 
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ABSTRACT

The social functions of ritual are well studied in anthropology, but their psychological 
and neural basis for reconfiguring the individual self remains less explored. This 
study focuses on the initiation ritual in Tamang shamanism in Nepal, demonstrating 
how cultural tools help transform the cognitive and embodied self-narratives of 
individuals experiencing various biopsychological disorders who engage in this 
ritual. Fragmentation, instability, and inconsistency create a separation between us 
and the world around us, as well as a disconnection from our own bodies. All of these 
are consequences of mental and physical suffering, and the central place where they 
manifests is the self. Through the process of internalizing the preconfigured structure 
or framework embedded within the initiation ritual in Tamang shamanism, individuals 
reshape their own sense of self to align with the role and expectations of a shaman 
within their society.
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Humans intuitively produce religious 
behaviours and beliefs. It has been 
argued that behaviours and beliefs are 

accidental evolutionary by-products of the mind 
(Boyer 2001; Sperber 1996; Atran 2002) or 
“spandrel” (Gould and Lewontin 1979) present 
in all societies. Cognitive mechanisms with 
evolutionary predispositions and inferences 
about the presence of intentional agents 
(Atran 2002) have facilitated counterintuitive 
concepts such as supernatural agents (Boyer 
2001). Evolutionary predispositions are innate 
cognitive mechanisms developed over time 
for specific adaptive functions. Constrained by 
their environment, humans have developed 
superhuman agents to efficiently handle vast 
quantities of information, including highly 
emotional content that would otherwise be 
challenging for the human mind to manage. 
Superhuman agents with cultural cognitive 

functions, such as gods or ancestral spirits, 
can resolve human tragic cognition through 
inferences and evolutionary predispositions of 
the human mind.

For example, a superhuman agent can 
transform death into a telic event, extending the 
meaning and purpose of life into a cultural event, 
such as reincarnation, transmigration of the 
soul, or resurrection after the “Last Judgement.” 
Such an agency is attractive, relatively easy 
to select and retain, and becomes a universal 
cultural attraction which can be represented by 
religion or universal social phenomena. Causal 
factors that generate inferential predispositions 
and cause certain representations to gravitate 
towards areas of attraction are called “pull 
factors” (Buskell 2017) or “cultural attractors” 
(Sperber 1996). Cultural Attraction Theory 
(CAT) is a transformative approach to the 
theory of cultural evolution, explaining how 
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ideational variants change over time and how 
some variants are more likely to be the result of 
transformations than others. The term “cultural 
attractor” was introduced by Dan Sperber 
(1996) and explains how certain ideas, practices 
and artefacts are more likely to be adopted and 
transmitted within a culture than others. In 
this perspective, supernatural agents are the 
most successful “cultural attractors” (Sperber 
1996; Claidiere et al. 2014). Rituals, seen as 
universal “cultural attractors,” distribute and 
shape cultural variants through regularisation 
that involves caution, rigidity, and repetition. 
Rituals serve as models through which cognitive 
capacities are recruited and inferences are made, 
and these cognitive capacities are similar in 
structure to rituals around the world, although 
their cultural implementation may vary.

Humans interactively manipulate evolving 
cognitive capacities through perception and 
conceptualization modules. Their distribution 
in thoughts (theories of mind) is reflected in 
the actions of a social group. Also, these in- 
tuitive capacities causally sequence a series of 
connections that further give rise to supernatural 
agency. This superhuman agency is produced 
intuitively and creatively and orders culture and 
the cosmos. As a result, a framework of purpose 
and meaning is created, replacing uncertainty 
with a known path in which we, humans, have 
the ability to intervene (Atran 2002).

In their cultural model, Tamang shamans 
use a similar method to embody spirits and 
deities. The Tamang initiation ritual contains 
compressed and opaque information that 
responds to implicit mechanisms of the mind. 
The opacity of these patterns escapes conscious 
analysis and is best acquired through ritualized 
patterns. Participants in such rituals bring 
as inputs implicit inferences correlated with 
ritualized behaviors. These inputs subsequently 
give rise to specific outputs in the context of the 
ritual, leading to changes in their mental state 
via the cognitive cultural model.

The difference between Abrahamic religious 
practices and the Tamang practices promoted 
by local Himalayan animism and popular 
Vajrayana Buddhism lies, among other things, in 

the cultural perception of possession. Whereas 
in Abrahamic practices, such as Christianity, the 
perception of possession is often malignant, in 
Tamang society it is taught during initiation. For 
Tamang, to be possessed represents a cultural 
tool used to detect the presence of gods and 
spirits by activating unconscious modules of 
caution and threat detection. Unconscious 
modules are cognitive processes that operate 
outside of consciousness and are dedicated 
to detecting potential threats. They trigger 
automatic physiological and behavioural 
responses. In my field research, I have identified 
three types of possession in Tamangi: (1) self-
induced possession for a specific purpose – 
among shamans use this type of possession; 
(2) intentional possession, induced by someone 
else for a specific reason; and (3) involuntary 
possession. Due to “cultural priming” (Han and 
Northoff 2020), participants culturally interpret 
these perceptions in terms of intentionality and 
culturally conditioning emotions that come 
from natural stimuli. Participants’ perceptions 
further combine and reduce the fragmented, 
irrelevant, and ambiguous agency of stimuli 
to supernatural agency (Atran 2002). Cultural 
priming effects refer to the influence of cultural 
cues or stimuli on cognitive processes, attitudes, 
behaviours, and perceptions. When individuals 
are exposed to cultural stimuli, such as, symbols 
and social norms, their minds activate specific 
cultural knowledge and patterns, which can 
shape the individuals’ thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviours. These priming effects occur 
because the human brain is highly adaptable 
and capable of encoding and processing cultural 
information. The brain’s neural networks and 
cognitive systems are shaped by cultural and 
learning experiences, allowing individuals 
to navigate and make sense of their cultural 
environment. Cultural priming effects can 
have a profound impact on various cognitive 
processes, including attention, memory, per- 
ception, decision-making, and social judgments. 
Cultural priming allows stimuli to gain 
access and cross the threshold of minimal 
interpretation for information to compete and 
trigger supernatural agency (Atran 2002). 
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Humans conceptualize and form domains and 
information to imitate and manipulate natural 
stimuli, conditioning a specialized evolutionary 
domain for entities, agents, and information 
but thereby automatically creating cultural 
domains (Sperber 1996). These cultural 
domains automatically and unconsciously „ride” 
the mental evolutionary modules. In short, 
we could say that the conceptual underpin- 
nings of religion intuitively derive from 
universal evolutionary cognitive domains, 
such as folk psychology, folk biology, and 
folk mechanics, which are part of the evo- 
lutionary endowment of every human individual 
(Atran 2002).

Evolutionary modules are specialized 
cognitive systems for survival and decision 
making. They detect agency, identify prey 
and predators, facilitate social interactions, 
and respond to threats. Examples include 
face recognition, language acquisition, and 
fear responses. In Tamang shamanic trance 
or altered state of consciousness (ASC), the 
shaman interpretes natural sensations as an 
intrusion and presence of gods or spirits such as 
Shiva, Kali, MahaKali, Bairav, or some ancestor 
spirit. The trance (ASC) is a learned cultural tool 
used to constitute an ad hoc cultural domain 
of supernatural agency. Supernatural agency 
is modulated by evolving mental patterns, 
overrides natural stimuli and is produced in part 
by ritual instruments and techniques, such as, 
sound, drumming, shaking, ritual gesticulation, 
and dance. The fragmentary incongruity of 
these stimuli is united by a religiously accepted 
and socially prestigious cultural domain – 
represented in this case by Tamang shamanism. 
Ritual is essential in reconstructing the self as 
a unified agent and reconnecting thoughts, 
emotions, and motivations with the bio-socio-
cultural environment, forming social synapses 
that support a coherent unity. These cultural-
cognitive tools, found in different societies, 
are products of biocultural evolution used  
in the process of bio-socio-cultural constraints 
for self (re)construction and identity 
development. Memory systems, especially 
autobiographical memory, are central to this 

process. The more articulated the social agency, 
the more the participant’s self is perceived as 
unified – a unity. By internalising the structures 
of a pre-configured social role within the 
model, the initiation ritual helps those involved 
in the process to reconfigure themselves by 
personifying complex, psycho-socio-cultural 
roles impersonated in the collective memory. 
These cultural technologies, present in most 
societies, have an adaptive-cognitive role for the 
(re)construction of the self and the development 
of identity, with a focus on memory systems, 
especially autobiographical memory, essential 
for identity, always developed and subject to 
bio-sociocultural constraints.

. . . . . . . .
Self and culture. The embodied self.

Recent interdisciplinary approaches have 
reformulated data from the social sciences 
and anthropology. In recent decades, 
traditional assumptions have been chal- 
lenged and contradicted by neuro-social 
theories and hypotheses developed in the new 
interdisciplinary field of “embodiment” or 
“enactive cognitive science” (Varela, Thompson 
and Rosch 1992). Enactivism argues that 
cognition arises through a dynamic interaction 
between an organism and its environment. 
Thus, the cognizer is a human being embodied 
in complex biological, psychological, and socio-
cultural contexts (Varela, Thompson and Rosch 
1992). Csordas (1990) introduced “embodied 
cognition” into anthropology. The body becomes 
the subject of culture, the source of intra- 
and intersubjective experience. Integrating 
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (1962) with 
Bourdieu’s practical theory (1977), Csordas 
explores the perceptual processes that lead to 
“objectivity.” “Habitus” explains predispositions 
towards certain actions, but these actions 
change in social interaction. In this approach, 
the body is not seen as a static object occupied 
by culture, but as a subject of culture – the 
“existential ground of culture” (Csordas 1994), 
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in which culture takes various forms. Culture 
is produced, reproduced, and transmitted – 
always reconstructed and never identically 
copied. This perspective is related to studies 
of the “extended mind” (Clark and Chalmers 
1998, 7-19) and the concepts of distributed 
cognition and situational/contextual cognition. 
Situational/contextual cognition emphasises 
the influence of context or specific situation 
on cognitive processes. It emphasises the 
importance of considering the immediate 
environment, cultural norms, and social factors 
in understanding cognition. Fuchs (2009) 
argues for cognitive embodiment in psychiatry. 
This perspective understands the mind and 
brain as a biological system connected to bodily 
experience and social interaction. Cognitive 
processes are embedded in brain circuits and 
originate in the sensory-motor experience of the 
body. Action and perception are interconnected, 
rather than separated physically and mentally. 
The brain is interpreted as a neuroplastic 
organ that mediates body-environment and 
social interactions. The theory of the four 
E’s (“embodied,” “embedded,” “enactive,” 
and “extended”), along with “emotion” and 
“ecology,” emphasises that human cognition 
is embodied in the body, the environment 
and extended through tools and objects 
(Hutchins 1995). These approaches recog- 
nise the importance of emotions in cognitive 
processes and emphasise their influence on 
perception, attention, learning, and memory. 
Analysis of the Tamang ritual reveals that the 
ritual is an extended cognitive system that 
contributes to the (re)configuration of the self 
through emotional interactions in an adaptive 
social context. In the perspective opened by 
Hutchins (1995), the Tamang ritual highlights 
the importance of understanding the body 
within the socio-cultural environment and while 
emotionaly interacting with the environment. 
The Tamang ritual emphasizes that the self 
cannot be understood and developed outside of 
these complex and interconnected dimensions.

. . . . . . . .
The synaptic self: the role of ritual and 
neuroplasticity in reconfiguring identity

Organisms are feedback control systems de- 
signed to achieve goals based on past expe- 
rience. They make informed decisions with 
deep and implicit – unconscious – cognitive 
processes. Emotions play a central role as they 
provid direct motivation or feedback for 
behaviour. Context is crucial, and navigating 
it requires implicit and explicit navigation 
modules. In humans, this is reflected in the 
synaptic self – the totality of who we are. It 
is based on a primordial form of subjectivity 
present in the reptilian-paleomammalian in- 
stinctual brain (Panksepp 2017). The concept 
of “synaptic self” was developed by Joseph 
LeDoux (2002). Our identity and experiences 
derive from synaptic connections and patterns 
of activity in neural networks. These con- 
nections are constantly changing with 
experiences, learning, and interactions with 
the environment. Synaptic plasticity, the ability 
of synapses to strengthen or weaken over 
time, plays an essential role in shaping our 
individuality and mental life (LeDoux 2002). 
The synaptic self-reconciles the nature-nurture 
dichotomy and is closely related to the 4E 
plus 2E theoretical framework of cognition, 
which includes embodied, enactive, extended, 
emotion, and ecology. In the same way, the “6E” 
theory of cognition emphasizes that cognition 
is not limited to the brain, but also involves 
the body and the environment, LeDoux (2002) 
asserts that the synaptic self is not limited to the 
brain but includes the whole body and the social 
context. Neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to 
reorganize and form new connections between 
neurons, is the essential tool for synaptic 
reconfiguration. It allows our brain to develop 
and adapt by forming new synaptic connections 
and reorganizing existing ones according 
to our experiences and the environment. 
Neuroplasticity is a vital factor in influencing 
behavior, cognition, and emotions. Research 
on memory has uncovered the intricate 
relationship between neuroplasticity and me- 
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mory systems, particularly autobiographical 
memory. Autobiographical memory is crucial in 
shaping our self-identity (Tulving 1972; Conway 
1990; Schacter and Addis 2007). Neuroplasti- 
city provides insights into the persistence of 
rituals, including initiation rites, and represents 
a framework for navigating through uncertainty 
and transforming experiences. Mental disorders 
affect the narrative of the self and challenge 
personal identity. Discontinuity, fragmentation, 
and instability arise when events affect pro- 
foundly one’s relationship with the self and the 
world. Events influenced by psychosocial and 
physical distress highlight the symbiosis be- 
tween the organic and the social aspects of 
human experience. In Tamang society, people 
use the initiation ritual to address these chal- 
lenges and facilitate healing. The self, deeply 
influenced by the environment and the bio-
sociocultural context, becomes both the focal 
point for healing and the source of fragmenta- 
tion and illness. Tamang ritual manages the 
complex interaction between the self and its 
environment, expanding the capacities of the 
self to act. They embody extended contexts and 
intuitive ways of perceiving reality, allowing  
the examination of causal chains beyond 
individual actors. Ritual is therefore a universal 
cultural tool.

. . . . . . . .
The cultural model as a cognitive and social 
tool: coherence and meaning in a culture. 
Cultural representations and identity

Brad Shore’s work in cognitive anthropology 
(1996) introduced the concept of cultural model, 
which combines mental models in individuals’ 
minds with institutionalized models to organize 
explanations and meanings of experiences and 
of the wider world. Every cultural community 
shares conventional models, distributed in 
complex networks between the social and 
personal spheres.

The Tamang cultural model is built on 
consensus, “interpretive drift,” and symbolic 

unity, with reductionism, consensus, and 
structural coherence as sources of cultural 
coherence (Shore 1996; Luhrmann 1989, 13-
15). The cultural model is a dynamic process 
that adapts to human changes and needs. 
The liminal spaces of the Tamang model are 
inhabited by assumptions and meanings in 
which ancestors, gods, and spirits play an 
important role. Everything that comes from that 
space is culturally marked and conditioned and 
is interpreted within the model as an intrusion 
of spirits and gods and a calling: “Hey, I’m here! 
What are you doing with me!” It is only after 
this moment, when intrusion is manifested 
by means of various symptoms and signs, 
including visual and auditory hallucinations 
and multiple somatizations, so that those 
concerned begin to seek a way of healing by 
approaching the cultural model put into action 
by a recognized specialist, the Tamang shaman. 
In fact, by identifying, classifying, and modelling 
the personal experience of the self with 
gods and spirits, an organisational model is 
constructed. In this model, intrusive entities are 
culturally recognised, included, and accepted 
in local theories and models of the mind. The 
cultural model generates cultural products that 
articulate representations and explanations of 
experiences through evolutionarily adapted 
mental mechanisms. In situations of crisis 
and uncertainty, such as illness, misfortune 
of all kinds, death of loved ones, death of 
children, infertility, and approaching death 
the complexity of the world is reduced and 
encoded into a manageable framework using 
this intuitive adaptive knowledge. 

The Tamang cultural model creates cohe- 
rence and effective orientation in the social 
world by reducing the complexity of circum- 
stances to a symbolic structure of characters 
and social roles personified by supernatural 
agents such as gods and spirits. These represent 
elemental truths in the daily lives of the 
Tamang people, constructing and providing a 
meaningful narrative. These agents have speci- 
fic ways and roles of functioning embedded in 
the daily lives of the Tamang people. World, 
family, and personal issues are thus ordered and 
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reconfigured through the complex experience 
gained by embodying these agents in the 
structure of ritual. At the same time, the role and 
structure of the cultural model are embedded  
in the material world, in the objects of practice, 
in the space in which practice takes place, and 
become part of the symbolic efficacy (see Lévi-
Strauss 1978, 237), so that a coherent and 
meaningful narrative is created from neophyte 
to Guru, Shiva-Mahadev, Sanghe, Nara Bon, 
Gotama, Amitabha, Dharma and Karma.

In this way, the narrative of the self inte- 
grates meanings from “collective rememberings” 
and “common memory” (Conway 2005) that 
form the social mythology of the group. The 
Tamang model is such a cultural tool with a 
cognitive role that needs to be understood in 
the bio-socio-cultural context that defines the 
group, “shared memory and memories,” but 
also at the level of individual experience (Shore 
1996). Through these frameworks, culture can 
be investigated by the Tamang people who take 
part in the initiation ritual. In fact, these are 
cognitive representations of the socio-cultural 
domain that help Tamang individuals define 
themselves, construct meanings, and select 
actions and behaviours based on their own 
experience in relation to these conventional 
representations as they believe they function 
(Dresler 2000; Shore 1996). These are not just 
individual cognitive resources, but represen- 
tations shared by individuals in the same 
culture, whose internalisation shapes and gives 
coherence to social norms. 

The Tamang model reveals how relationally 
constructed individuals who share a corpus of 
cultural information, a common ground, rein- 
terpret their own experience with the precon- 
figured structure of the model by reorganizing 
autobiographical memory in relation to the 
meanings provided by the effective symbolic 
framework of the Tamang cultural model. 
Therefore, personal narratives create, organise, 
and give meaning to experience, whileproviding 
the premises to define self-representation 
and self-identity. The narratives that encode 
the Tamang model also embody the social and 
cultural meanings of the self.

. . . . . . . .
Settings and methods

Nepal is a landlocked country located between 
India and China, having been influenced by both 
countries throughout history. Ethnic Tamangs, 
with a population of 1,539,830 (according to the 
2011 census),1 currently occupy districts in and 
around the Kathmandu Valley. They are the fifth 
largest group in the country after the Chhetri 
and Bahun.

For this study, data was collected from both 
the growing urban Tamang community in 
Kathmandu and several Tamang villages, 
including Kafle, Dhamara, and Salambu in 
Gaunpalika Majhi Feda, Kavrepalanchok district, 
and Phondi in Ramechhap district over several 
periods between 2010 and 2019. In total, more 
than one hundred practitioners were inter- 
viewed, including initiated members, people at 
various stages of initiation and people who had 
received various traditional treatments at the 
Nepali Jhankri Associatio, located in the Balajur 
Shiva Mandir (temple) in Kathmandu. 

The study employed a combination of re- 
search methods, including participant obser- 
vation, person-centered ethnography, and 
structured, semi-structured, and unstructured 
interviews. Additionally, experiential ethno- 
graphy was utilized to gain a more profound 
understanding. By actively participating in a 
Tamang shamanic initiation ritual, I had the 
opportunity to grasp the intricacies of the ritual 
process and gain valuable insights into the 
dynamics of the community. I conducted video 
recordings of numerous hours of both formal 
and informal interactions within the temple 
and the Nepali Jhankri Association. I had direct 
access to members of the association, their 
families, and friends. In addition, I recorded 
over 50 formal interviews, participated in 70 
informal interactions, and documented the 
entire process of initiation rituals, repeating 
this process ten times in the past two years of 
research.

I pursued several key questions: How do 
people express mental events and experience 
internal dialogues in relation to local concepts 
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of mind, beliefs, and religious phenomena? 
What sensors do these image-experiences 
produce? What body and mental experiences 
the image-experiences trigger? How do the 
body and mental experiences relate to “cultural 
invitations” that shape individual and group 
behavior in cultural contexts? Which senses 
matter most in Tamang culture and why? 
Where are ghosts, local spirits and gods born, 
how are they produced and where do they 
live? How is the Tamang mind conceived, as 
a container or as crossroads? How does the 
construction of the Tamang self differ from the 
Western self? I included gender, class, caste, 
and income differences in the analysis. 60% of 
the association’s four hundred members are 
women who live in relatively poor conditions, 
including housing, and have unstable incomes. 
The Tamang cultural model appeals to a large 
segment of socially marginalized individuals. 
Marked by social distress (Kleinman 1997) and 
existential crises, most of them have migrated 
from rural areas to the city in search of a better 
life. Many of them suffer or have suffered from 
a range of symptoms, including somatic crises, 
pain of unknown origin, chronic illnesses, and 
especially symptoms of mental disorders, the 
most common being psychosis and depressive-
anxiety syndromes.

Symptoms associated with psychosis, 
diagnosed or undiagnosed, include frequent 
visual and auditory hallucinations (with or 
without imperative voices) and frequent 
spontaneous dissociations related to various 
conditions, including trauma, stress, or other 
mental illnesses. Dissociative disorders are 
disorders of thought, memory, identity, or 
perception manifested by dissociative amnesia, 
depersonalisation, and other related disorders. 
Most of the participants in my study were 
diagnosed in various biomedical, general 
medical, or psychiatric clinics. Many of them 
were treated with psychiatric medication, but 
the recorded data show that this medication 
was of real help for some and only partially or 
totally useless for the others.

Common narratives of individual distress 
are usually juxtaposed with social and 

emotional distress, including the precarity of 
living conditions and traumatic events, such 
as critical illness in the family, miscarriages, 
suicide attempts, and domestic and sexual 
abuse. According to the data I collected, extreme 
somatic crises motivate individuals’ decisions 
to engage in the initiation ritual. Decisions 
are usually made after a long period of time 
in which they try various forms of treatment. 
The personal histories of interviewees contain 
a similar dramatic arc: initial crisis, initial 
symptom somatisation, a climax, and a decline. 
The climax coincides with a major crisis in their 
lives and with the decision to approach the 
initiation ritual as a last solution for treatment.

In the Tamang initiation ritual, participants 
are expected to identify, project, and integrate 
their experiences, behaviors, and personal 
stories, including traumas or any other issues, 
within the socio-cultural framework embedded 
in the structure of the model. These elements 
are partly articulated by what might be called 
“shamanic diagnostic criteria,” although 
Tamangs shamans do not use such terms. 
The guru shaman uses these criteria as tools 
to assess the resources and potential of each 
individual, ensuring his or her alignment with 
the culturally accepted norms of the model. 
Thus, the psychopathological states described 
above are interpreted according to these 
diagnostic criteria of the Tamang cultural model 
as an explicit form of intrusion by external 
forces – possession by gods, benign or evil 
spirits, or ancestral spirits.

. . . . . . . .
The cultural model and the Tamang mind.  
Aggregation and impermanence. 
Connections and permeability.

Our mind works with maps, imperfect repre- 
sentations of a territory, called reality. Even 
the best maps are imperfect and cannot grasp 
social complexity beyond small groups living 
in direct contact. This is also evidenced by the 
concept of “Dunbar’s Number,” which argues 
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Image 3. 
Bōlērākō-cu!_Speak, I’m talking to you, Guru ji!  
Interrogation of spirits in Tamang diagnosis. 
Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

Image 2. 
Bargaining with the gods. 

Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

Image 1. 
Saila and Kallo, my teachers in  
Tamang shamanism, in trance. 
Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.



Image 4. Cohesion, semantic and autobiographical memory. The final stage ends with the transfer of the guardian spirit - the central figure of identification.  
The god or spirit that played the key role in the reconfiguration. Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

Image 5. Cohesion, semantic and autobiographical memory. The final stage ends with the transfer of the guardian spirit - the central figure of identification.  
Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.
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that in human groups, people have a cognitive 
limit of about 150 individuals (Dunbar 1992). 
Mental models are crucial in the construction 
of cultural models and in the perception of the 
world. They simplify complexity and prioritize 
relevance, providing tools for social and 
personal navigation. The specific culture of a 
group plays a crucial role in this simplification, 
facilitating the understanding and organisation 
of complex information within that group. 

Complexity, organization of information and 
cultural representations in any human society 
are simplified by inferences and theories of 
mind. Theories of mind (ToM) are cognitive 
skills that allow us to infer and attribute mental 
states, such as thoughts and emotions, both to 
ourselves and to others (Kobayashi and Temple 
2009). Theory of mind research suggests that 
this ability is nfluenced by cultural factors, 
and studies show that there are universal and 
culture-specific neural correlates in theory of 
mind (Kobayashi and Temple 2009). Therefore, 
culture plays an important role in the ways 
in which people use and understand theory 
of mind in social interactions (Lavelle 2021; 
Kitayama and Park 2010). These findings are 
related to an adaptive ecology and especially to 
the culture produced in that ecology.  

The basis of Tamang social organization 
focuses on close kinship relationships built 
through clan ties manifested in extended social 
networks from individuals to clans to villages. 
This interconnected system of relationships 
is reinforced by practices, such as mutual ex- 
change, and are linked to local theories of mind 
 Tamang are members of the Buddhist com- 
munity. In Vajrayana Buddhism, non-duality 
(advaya, in Nepali) is associated with 
interdependence, aggregation, and emptiness 
(śūnyatā, in Nepali). For the uninitiated, mind-
mediated phenomena are seen as reality itself, 
while for the initiated, they are perceived as 
“mere representations” – an illusory super- 
imposition generated by the mind. This differ- 
entiates the doctrine of theoretical Buddhism 
from popular Buddhism as practiced by the 
Tamangs and most Himalayan Buddhist groups. 
 In other words, religious specialists of theo- 

retical doctrinal Buddhism see gods and deities 
as symbolic expressions of the mind. Ordinary 
people, on the other hand, often perceive them 
as real divine beings in popular Vajrayana 
practice in the Himalayas, as in all theistic 
religions.

Therefore, the Tamang mind is not seen 
as a centralized control container, but as an 
interconnection without a central decision-
making module. Essentialism is missing from 
Tamang theories of mind. What we perceive 
as unitary is the product of composite and 
interdependent actions, reconstructed by 
the senses according to Buddhist cultural 
models. The Buddhist model perceives the 
mind as the product of a cause-effect system in 
conjunction with interrelated biopsychosocial 
circumstances. Influenced by Buddhism and 
local animism, in Tamang society the mind 
is seen as interconnected with others and 
the environment, blurring the boundaries 
between internal and external. This complex 
interconnectedness, combined with the 
human predisposition to share intentionality, 
language, and theories of mind creates strong 
bonds between people.  In conclusion, Tamang 
minds are perceived as permeable, constantly 
influenced by others and supernatural 
factors in an interactive process that shapes 
their interactions with the bio-psycho-social 
environment.

. . . . . . . .
Identity and identification in Tamang 
Shamanism: Transforming suffering into  
a spiritual vocation

In Tamang society, the material benefits of being 
a shaman are not the main reasons for engaging 
in the practice. Participants engage in the 
initiation ritual as a last resort, after struggling 
to find help and treatment for their problems. 
At first, most people do not trust the ritual, but 
then return to it after more crises. Khanci’s case 
illustrates how difficulties and traumatic events, 
including a suicide attempt, led her initially 
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to give up shamanic practices. She then built 
confidence in the ritual as a cognitive response 
to her life.

A.V.: You kept coming back, for two years?
K: No, after a month I gave up because I 
didn’t feel anything anymore. I lost all hope 
and went back to the hospital, where I was 
admitted again for ten days. When they let 
me go home, I tried to kill myself. But I’m 
not talking about that now. I told you. I’ve 
been coming here ever since. I’m a different  
person.

Patients with psychosocial problems find 
in the Tamang ritual a non-stigmatising and 
beneficial context. The ritual integrates parti- 
cipants into a network of psychological and 
social support and thus facilitates positive 
transformations in their lives. The ritual process 
is rooted in distinct cognitive mechanisms such 
as normativity of actions, signalling of coali- 
tional identity, underlying all social groups, 
magical affirmations based on intuitive 
expectations of contagion, and ritualized 
behavior. These cultural and psychological 
aspects are central in shaping and interpreting 
the beneficial impact of ritual on individuals 
in the Tamang community (Boyer and Lienard 
2020). All these cognitive mechanisms within 
Tamang ritual contribute to the transmission 
of culture and the construction of “cultural 
attractors” such as supernatural agents with 
cultural roles (Sperber 1996). Ritual has a 
significant impact on individual psychology, as 
it is a cognitive system that regulates cultural 
information and contributes to the formation of 
“psychological coalition” (Boyer 2018). 

As part of this coalitional process, new- 
comers are respected and, according to the 
cultural model, they are chosen by spirits. The 
guru is seen as an experienced sibling, not a 
rigid, dichotomous authority who divides 
people into the healthy and the sick according 
to a standard classification of mental disorders. 
Rather, he stands in a pragmatic relationship  
with the spirits and gods they inhabit. This  
enhances the trust and respect the participants 

have for him and the whole process. Thus, the 
initiate is not just considered a patient with 
a stigmatising diagnosis but goes through a 
complex process that transforms him from a 
victim of the spirits into a specialist of culture 
and the sacred. He becomes a psycho-cultural 
expert and ultimately a master of ritual practice.

Throughout the ritual the shaman has 
the social role to help the initiate become the 
master of the sacred and the mediator between 
the human and the spirit world. As argued by 
Maurice Bloch (1998), this path of initiation 
represents a transformation from victim to 
hunter, in which suffering is transfigured into a 
transcendent quality that is interpreted in the 
context of Tamang mythology and cosmogony. 
In this way, the initiate becomes the equal of the 
empowered gods, playing a pivotal role within 
the community.

Through the initiation process, the shaman 
assumes a role of negotiation, mediation and 
reciprocity with the gods and spirits. Suffering is 
transfigured and can become a call to a defining 
vocation that reconfigures the meaning of life  
and builds a coherent personal mythology for 
many who complete the initiation ritual. How- 
ever, not all participants adopt the shamanic 
model. Some may abandon it for various 
reasons, while others embrace it fully. This 
process is similar to Western psychotherapy 
that does not work for everyone.

The initiate perceives this personal 
experience through the mediation of religious 
meanings and symbols. At the end of the 
initiation stage, initiates become deeply grateful 
and value their suffering as an essential catalyst 
for their extraordinary transformation. This is 
the obvious conclusion from data collected from 
interviews and informal discussions with most 
members.

Following initiation, the aspiring shaman 
accepts suffering as coming from deities. The 
apprentice shaman internalizes in his new 
identity these qualities of the gods as embodied 
in local mythology and the socially accepted 
Tamang cultural model. Suffering, known as 
duka in Nepali, thus becomes the source of 
inspiration for the shaman. It serves as a liminal 
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state from which the shaman draws insights 
and information for his practice. Duka is seen as 
an intrusion of the gods, a gateway to another 
world and a framework that grants legitimacy  
to the spiritual, executive, and ideal aspects of 
the shaman’s self. The executive self involves 
self-regulation, self-control, and the ability 
to make decisions, and includes high-level 
cognitive processes such as planning, self-
reflection, and inhibitory control (McNamara 
2011; 2022; Boyer 2018; Bloch 1991).

Full identification with the Tamang cultural 
model is crucial for transformative identity 
change. This emotional investment is achieved 
through initiation, which provides expertise 
and competence. Identification is rooted in 
interconnected processes and reinforced 
in social contexts specific to the cultural 
model. During initiation, learning, doctrinal 
understanding, and belief development occur 
simultaneously through inductive methods 
(Hollan 1992; Spiro 1987, 164). According  to 
Spiro (1987, 164), five cognitive stages are 
necessary for motivation: learning doctrine, 
understanding doctrine, understanding the 
meaning and importance of doctrine as 
transmitted by specialists, developing belief 
in its truth, and using doctrine to guide one’s 
own actions. Doctrine shapes perceptions and 
influences future behaviour. External factors, 
such as positive social discourse and modelling, 
contribute to cognitive growth. These are all 
phenomena observed in Tamang shamanic 
initiation practices.

. . . . . . . .
Diagnosis and intentionality

In the first part of the Tamang initiation ritual, 
which corresponds to the separation stage (Van 
Gennep 1965; Turner 1969), the chief shaman 
(guru), together with a team of experienced 
Tamang shamans, leads the „diagnosis” process 
and works together to establish an initial 
“diagnosis” for the patient. Although not expli- 
citly used, I refer to participants as “patients” 

to distinguish between newcomers and the rest. 
They screen patients against “diagnostic criteria” 
to guide and redirect people in an interactive 
network. They lead patients to see suffering 
at the intersection of social, transactional, and 
unexplained aspects. The process of self-recovery 
and self-reconfiguration begins in the ritual 
structure of initiation always from the individual 
to the collective, from inevitability (we cannot 
live without communicating and interacting) 
to reconfiguration and reconstruction, from 
deconstruction and disorder to reconstruction 
and order. The Tamang shaman uncovers the 
cultural pluralism of the Tamang universe and 
develops psychosocial assumptions considering 
the whole human being and his life story.

Through divinatory practices (Evans-
Pritchard 1937), specialists connect the patient 
with the invisible world, creating a matrix of 
interconnected meanings and open hypotheses. 
Divination facilitates coordination and therapy, 
enabling critical thinking and questioning (Boyer 
and Lienard 2020). During the therapeutic 
proposal, the patient is placed in front of the 
shaman and his assistants and receives a drum 
(dyangro, in Nepali). Together, they begin to beat 
the drums rhythmically to induce a trance state. 
The guru shaman observes the patient’s ability 
to access the trance state and guides this state 
with the help of his assistants, inducing through 
sound and words one direction or another. 
Trance observation and monitoring provides 
an effective and non-stigmatizing setting in 
which patients can express their distress 
and sometimes have prolonged abreactions 
(emotional release and expression of repressed 
emotions), like in psychoanalysis (Laplanche 
and Pontalis 1974).

In Tamang practices, the diagnosis accord- 
ing to shamanic diagnostic criteria lasts several 
hours or days and the patient is stimulated to 
express their physical and mental suffering 
verbally and bodily. During the ritual, the 
guru leads and interrogates the patient, 
while the assistants keep maintaining the 
“collective” trance. The aim, similar to Western 
psychotherapy, is to uncover the patient’s 
repressed perspectives and understand the 
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Image 8. 
Interrogation of gods in Tamang diagnosis. 
Photo credit: Vasile Albineț. 

Image 6. 
Dancing in the fire.
Constructing episodic memory. 
Empowering self-agency  
and group engagement. 
Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

Image 7. 
Guru Chet Bahadur calls the gods. 

Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.
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forces that produce suffering. In this process, 
the patient can experience abreaction that can 
facilitate healing and emotional relief.

In the traditional system of Tamang sha- 
manism, there is always intentionality behind 
illness, which often means that ilness is 
caused by supernatural agents that have 
targeted an individual. They chose the illness. 
Illness is associated with a spiritual attack by 
supernatural agent, and is interpreted as a 
surplus, an addition, not a lack. Illness is not 
seen as the result of a deficiency or lack, such 
as a lack of neurotransmitters in the body, but 
rather as an intentional spiritual attack by 
supernatural beings. This perspective suggests 
that illness is not a random occurrence, but 
rather a deliberate action with a purpose.

The shaman explores options and 
interrogates the patient with the scope to 
uncover both the superhuman agent and the 
intentionality. The most common question 
during diagnosis is Bōlērākō-cu (“speak,” in 
Nepali) – “Speak Guru,2 come and speak?” – 
asked repeatedly until the patient enters a state 
of deep trance and sometimes enters a state of 
catharsis. The induced state manipulates the 
vigilance of the analytic self and encourages the 
expression of suffering in an attempt to access 
hidden parts of the self. Intense, often violent, 
abreactions lead to questions that explore 
fragmented aspects of the self.

Questions such as “Who lives inside you?” 
explore such fragmented aspects. Bodily ex- 
pressions are interpreted in the context of 
cultural model narratives. An empirical example 
is offered by Khanci (“the youngest,” in Nepali), 
a 26-year-old who has been coming to the 
temple for two years. She has been married for 
seven years and she decided to come to temple 
when her husband accused her of infertility and 
brought home another woman. Khanci is seated 
in front of the altar beating the drum at a very 
fast pace and shaking violently in a trance. 

The guru shouts: “Bōlērākō-cu! Speak, 
who are you, tell us now, speak!” Khanci 
starts screaming, her body contorts, shakes 
convulsively, and then she vomits. Guru and 
the assistants gather around her and shout 

one by one: “Bōlērākō-cu!?!” Khanci starts 
screaming even louder, then says something in- 
comprehensible. This dialogue lasts for several 
weeks. Khanci communicates/expresses her 
suffering in a made-up language. The guru and 
his assistants frantically beat drums, urging and 
asking the spirit to speak. Khanci screams, cries, 
rolls on the floor, takes a handful of red powder, 
and spreads it over her face and body, pulls her 
own clothes until she torns them, and spreads 
the powder from her face onto her body. The 
Guru shouts in confirmation: “Mahakali Guru! 
Kuna Guru?/ Great Guru Kali? Which Guru?!” 
Then he repeats the question: “Bōlērākō-cu!?!! I 
am talking to you! Say who are you, Guru Ji?! Kali 
Guru, MahaKali Guru, Bhairav Guru, Mahadev 
Guru, Kali Guru, Kali Guru?! Khun Guru?” One 
of the assistants keeps whispering a mantra in 
Khanci’s ear: Kali Guru, Kali Guru. Khanci reacts 
aggressively. She pushes him and shouts. She 
stops, grabs the drum, and hits it violently. Her 
body contorts into a macabre dance. She gets 
up to her feet, strikes the drum, and takes a few 
steps in a kind of dance composed of violent 
and disjointed movements combined with 
sudden stops and catatonic stupor. Then, Khanci 
starts to move voluntarily with repetitive and 
excessive movements, apparently without any 
purpose. She repeats with her eyes closed: “Kali 
Guru, Kali Guru, Kali Guru, Kali Guru, Kali Guru...” 
She pauses for a while, stares blankly, then 
screams desperately for a while and begins to 
cry softly: “Ma, ramro atma!3 Ma, ramro atma!” 
Guru initiates and stimulates dialogue. He calls 
out to Khanci.

Guru: Kali Guru ji, what happened, Kali Guru 
ji, tell us! We are listening! We are all ready to 
listen to you!
Khanci: Mero atma dukiooo! [My soul hurts!] 
(Field notes 18 April 2019).

The treatment provided by Tamang 
specialists concentrates on identifying and 
recognising the intentions of unseen beings, 
engaging in negotiations with them, and 
establishing a workable programme. These 
specialists use a range of cultural tools and 
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methods, including negotiation, seduction, 
respect, offering, sacrifice, service, humble 
behaviour, prayer or even cheating. These 
techniques serve as crucial elements in 
facilitating communication and exchange with 
the invisible realm.

The treatment process involves creating 
a structured plan, for example, compiling a 
collection of cultural artefacts, such as objects, 
relationships, and ingrained assumptions. 
These cultural artefacts then play an active role 
in negotiations and exchanges with the invi- 
sible world. The ultimate goal of the specialist 
is to understand the socio-cultural attributes 
of the individual and to help them reorient 
themselves in a new social setting. This involves 
reconnecting the individual to their social 
networks and emphasising their inherent value 
and distinctiveness within their community.

In this way, the patient is expected to 
find a new sense of affiliation and belonging, 
eliminating feelings of isolation and the 
implacable verdict of a biomedical diagnosis. 

The treatment frees the patient from their 
essentialised content. The outcome of treatment 
does not involve dependence on psychiatric 
drugs, stigmatisation, or isolation, but is based 
on the reconfiguration and reintegration of 
the self into the social whole. The patient also 
acquires a new status through affiliation to 
the respected group represented by the sacred 
specialist – the shaman.

. . . . . . . .
Case studies (excerpts from interviews)

These case studies depict the experiences of 
three individuals in Kathmandu, Nepal, 
namely Khanci, Lopsan and Krishna. We used 
pseudonyms to safeguard the confidentiality 
of the participants. The interviews were 
conducted at Balajur Temple in Kathmandu in 
August 2019.

1. Khanci

Khanci (“youngest,” in Nepali), 26 years old. Her family moved to Kathmandu many years ago. 
She has been married for seven years. Her husband brought another woman into the house two 
years ago. After a year, the husband and the new wife went to work in Dubai. In Tamang culture, 
the practice to bring a new wife, especially for infertility reasons, is accepted and legal since 1963.  
In most cases, women are blamed.

A.V: Why are you here?
T [someone in the group, Krishna]: She 

is like us.
K: Because I am sick.
A.V: What illness do you have?
K: Malnutrition. In fact, for many years 

I have been suffering from tremors, many 
times I fainted. I didn’t know what was 
wrong with me.

T: She has god [spirit], like us.
A.V: Do you hear voices?
K: Yes, I often hear voices.
A.V: What kind of voices?
K: Very strange, you don’t hear voices 

like that all the time, they repeat in your 

head, like an echo. And they talk to each 
other.

A.V: Are you afraid of these voices?
K: At first, when I was in the hospital [at 

the psychiatrist], I was very scared, and I 
fainted. I was very scared, terrified, I fainted 
many times a day. My head hurt, my body 
hurt, and I was vomiting. But now they have 
become familiar to me since I come here. 
The pain is gone, and I don’t vomit anymore.

A.V: Do you see strange things too?
K: No, I just hear.
A.V: When did you first come here?
K: Three years ago. When I couldn’t take 

it anymore and wanted to kill myself. I went 
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Image 9. Khanci. Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

to all the hospitals. They gave me pills, but 
nothing happened!

A.V: What kind of pills?
K: For pain. For my stomach to stop 

vomiting. And…
A.V: And... what other pills did they give 

you?
K: Yes, I got three kinds of pills from… 

hospital [psychiatric hospital]. So, I could 
sleep and not hear voices. But nothing 
happened. I slept all day, but when I woke 
up, I heard the voices again. I was going to 
kill myself!

A.V: How many years have you lived 
here?

K: I said, three years. Since then, I have 
been coming constantly, getting treatment 
and that’s how I became Jhankri [shaman].

A.V: Have you been initiated?
K: Yes, this week is the last part and 

then I can do treatments. Easier ones at first 
and then, slowly, more difficult ones. After I 
started, all the symptoms reduced, became 
bearable and slowly disappeared after a 
while. After a few months of coming here.

[In the meantime, Khanci asks Guru if he 
can call his guardian spirit.]

K: Do you have any other questions?
A.V: Yes!
K: Well, these days I want to call on mero 

deva [my god]. I also asked the Guru if he 
would allow me, and he said yes. He said 
after I am done with you, I am free to call 
him. But it can’t be over with you, you’ve 
been asking me for months! [She laughs]

A.V: You said that after you came here 
you started getting familiar with the voices. 
How did that happen?

[Ghanes, the administrator of the 
association, approaches us.]

G: You know Vali dhai [brother], the 
first experience when you experience these 
things is very, very scary. It was the same 
with me.

K: Yes, it was. I was very scared, and I 
didn’t know what to do, who to talk to. I 
didn’t even believe in Jhankri. I went to the 
city as a child and went to school in English. 
At first, I was scared to death, but after guru 
investigated me and identified the spirits 
in me (that possessed me), slowly, slowly 
I started to get acquainted with them. 
Now they don’t derail me anymore. On the 
contrary, I find them amusing. [She laughs]
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G: That happened to me too, but in a 
different way. I used to see all these things, 
they would appear to me in my sleep, and 
I would be terrified. For months I didn’t 
sleep and didn’t tell anyone. Then I went 
to my grandparents’ village in Salambu for 
Dashain [Hindu religious festival]. You know 
I’m Newar, more Hindu, we don’t believe 
in such things, but there are many tamangi 
there in the village and that’s how I first 
heard of Jhankri or Bombo as they call it. 
After that, everything became familiar.

K: Yes, that’s right, after that they became 
familiar. You feel like a presence in your body, 
foreign, walking under your skin. I was very 

scared. Like one of those red ants that stings 
you hard!

A.V: Khanci do you have children, 
husband?

K: No, I don’t have children. My husband 
went to Dubai a few years ago. With his 
second wife. Now I am single.

A.V: Isn’t it hard for you?
K: No! I got used to it. It used to be very 

hard for me, when I heard voices, and I was 
very scared. I was in a very bad state. Duka, 
duka (“suffering, suffering,” in Nepali). Now 
I don’t feel it’s difficult anymore. Here we are 
all the same.

2. Lopsan

Lopsan, ethnic Tamang boy, comes from a family originally from a village in Kavrepalanchok, 
Kathmandu. He is 19 years old and was previously a student.

A.V: How old are you?
L.T: Nineteen!
A.V: Do you go to school, are you a 

student?
L.T: No, I interrupted.
A.V: Why, when?
L.T: Yes, because I was sick. I was, for a 

year.
A.V: How it started, can you tell us a bit 

about that?
L.T: Yes, I was in hospital. They told me I 

had depression.
A.V: Who told you?
L.T: Well, some foreign and Nepalese 

doctors. I went to Mhaniphool Hospital, 
near the airport.

A.V: You went to a psychiatric hospital?
L.T: Yes, because I had been to a lot of 

doctors before, but I couldn’t find any help. 
Then, they took me to a psychiatric hospital, 
where they told me I had depression.

A.V: Do you take pills?
L.T: Yes, three kinds. I use them every 

day, they help me sleep easier, because I 
couldn’t sleep at night, and I was seeing 
terrible things.

A.V: What were you seeing?
L.T.: I was seeing dead people and things.
A.V: So, you have a diagnosis.
L.T: Yes, depression. I started to learn 

a lot, because my family is poor, they are 
farmers from the village who came to the 
city because they have nothing to do in 
the village. And that’s how the depression 
started.

A.V: Do you feel better now since you 
came here?

L.T: I’ve been coming for two months, I 
feel better. In the beginning, I couldn’t talk 
face to face like now. I was always tired, I 
didn’t eat, I was always thinking about death. 
I was very afraid. I fainted a few times and 
my mother took me to the hospital. Then I 
stayed in the hospital [psychiatric hospital] 
for thirteen days and then they sent me 
home, because there are so many people 
and there are no places for everybody. I took 
pills that helped me sleep. That’s all! Then 
my mother saw that I wasn’t feeling well 
and brought me here. My grandfather who 
used to live in the village and died a long 
time ago, was Jhankri.
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3. Khrisna

Khrisna, 25 years old, is an ethnic Hindu from a wealthy family in Kathmandu, belonging to the 
Hindu Kshatrya Brahmin (Bahun, in Nepali) caste, the highest caste according to the Hindu caste 
system.

K: Someone told me that I had spirits in 
my body, and I came here.

A.V: But have you been to the hospital 
before?

K: I have been to the hospital, but I 
couldn’t find any help for my illness. I was 
hospitalized for almost a month, but I didn’t 
get better and continued to have symptoms. 
I followed the treatments and went to other 
hospitals. A Tamang friend brought me 
here, I was desperate, but I knew from the 
first moment that I was in the right place.

A.V.: Aren’t you Tamang?
K: No, I am Kshatrya. Brahman!
A.V: What did your parents say when 

you came here?
K: At first there was a big scandal, they 

forbade me to come here because we don’t 
believe in spirits and we are not allowed to 
enter their houses, the Tamang houses. ‘You 
know we are Bahun [Brahmins], from the 
highest caste,’ my mother always reminded 
me. But I knew this was my place and I kept 
coming without telling them where I was 
going. I told them I was going to the temple, 
I wasn’t lying, as you can see, this is a Hindu 
temple. [Laughs]. From the first day I came 

here until today it has been three years. All 
this time I have been practicing. Now I can 
help others. Easier cases in the beginning. 
With family or friends.

A.V: Can you tell me exactly what you 
experienced before you came here, when 
you had to go to the hospital? Did you hear 
voices, did you see anything unusual? How 
do you know they were spirits?

K: You know, it’s different from person 
to person, some people hear voices or see 
strange things. Some people get headaches, 
vomiting, body aches, hand aches. I used to 
see horrible things, but especially at night. 
When I got here and started practicing, I 
started to get used to it and became familiar 
with these images. I used to see horrible 
things in my dreams too. At first, I was scared, 
but then I understood that spirits come and 
teach us things in dreams, give us strength 
and knowledge to use. When I came here, I 
found people like me, and we were able to 
talk about our experiences for the first time. 
When you don’t see people like you, you are 
scared, but when you meet people like you, 
you share emotions and experiences and 
then everything becomes normal.

Image 11. Tamang Kitchen. Photo credit: Vasile Albineț.

Bōlērākō-cu! / “Speak, I’m Talking to You!” Reconstructing the Self in Tamang Shamanism



182

Vasile Albineț

. . . . . . . .
Initiation ritual and synaptic reconfiguration: 
Impact on memory, brain, and social resilience

The initiation period corresponds to transition, 
a period of testing, learning, and growing (Van 
Gennep 1965; Turner 1969) and combines 
sensory-motor and cognitive processes that 
incorporate both imagistic and doctrinal 
forms of religiosity (Whitehouse 2004). The 
Tamang model suggests that these two modes 
of religiosity are not separated, but form a 
phenomenal unity that referrs to two types of 
embodiments of the self – the subject and object 
of the religious ritual practice. Tamang ritual 
encompasses various devotional practices such 
as mantra repetition, fasts, diets, purification 
rituals, and dances. Finally, the ritual of 
possession, where the body is offered to the  
gods, proves to be the most important of all 
(Prandi 2000; Lewis 1971; Motta 2005; Voeks 
1997). It should also be noted that the concept 
of ritual is not strictly scientific but involves 
a variety of distinct cognitive mechanisms 
that combine in various interactions called 
“rituals” (Boyer and Liénard 2020). Tamang 
ritual consolidates information through 
specific neural systems and triggers, 
including the hippocampus for episodic 
memory consolidation (Wright 2020). The 
hippocampus, a major component of the human 
brain, is connected by the cerebral cortex area 
and plays a crucial role in the formation of the 
autobiographical and episodic memory, spatial 
awareness, and functional connectivity (Zhu et 
al. 2019). Specific memories are revisited and 
linked to the content of the ritual, particularly 
when trance (ASC) is involved. These ritual 
practices elicit intense emotions, leading to 
the formation of vivid episodic “flashbulb 
memories” (Cahill and McGaugh 1995; Van 
Stegeren et al. 1998; Brown and Kulik 1977; 
Conway 1990; Winograd and Neisser 1992). 
These memories are closely intertwined 
with autobiographical and episodic memory. 
Research demonstrates that events that 
evoke strong emotions are more likely to be 
remembered and have a significant impact on 

memory formation and retention (Cahill and 
McGaugh 1995; Van Stegeren et al. 1998).

Memories associated with intense emotions, 
termed “flashbulb memory” (Brown and Kulik 
1977; Conway 1990; Winograd and Neisser 
1992), are stored in a distinct way. When 
these memories are retrieved and recalled, 
they tend to be detailed, vivid, and impactful. 
Possession or trance experiences themselves 
can be considered flashbulb memories due 
to the heightened arousal they induce. The 
brain mechanisms involved in “flashbulb 
memory” differ from those of non-emotional 
events (Budson et al. 2004; Candel et al. 2003; 
Davidson and Glisky 2002). Studies indicate 
that emotional arousal triggers neurohormonal 
changes that impact the amygdala (Dolcos et al. 
2005). Therefore, the amygdala plays a role in 
encoding and retaining memories of significant 
events and in facilitating plasticity through 
associative learning, therefore it is not limited 
to fear conditioning alone (LeDoux 2007).

Doctrinal and imagistic rituals have different 
effects on memory and neurobiology. Repetitive 
experiences do not have a high degree of 
arousal and are stored in procedural and 
semantic memory, while emotionally-charged 
experiences, such as important individual 
events, are marked in autobiographical and 
episodic memory through hippocampal 
involvement (Zhu et al. 2019). Imagery rituals, 
such as Tamang shamanism, contribute to the 
reinforcement of agency and the reintegration 
of the self into social structures, giving them 
enduring importance in human cultures. 
Episodic memory involves the recall of specific 
moments from the personal past, including 
details such as time, place, emotions, and 
sensory experiences. Autobiographical memory, 
on the other hand, encompasses a wider range 
of personal memories, including both episodic 
memories and a general understanding of one’s 
own identity and life histories. These types 
of memory are central to the formation of a 
person’s identity and self-awareness (Conway 
1990; 2005; Conway, Singer and Tagini 2004). 
The hippocampus plays a central role in these 
processes and mediates sensory processes (Zhu 
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et al. 2019). The hippocampus can reactivate 
the original neural network pattern that 
stores the original experience, allowing re-
experiencing of events during rituals (Tulving 
2001; Gardiner 2001; Vandekerckhove and 
Panksepp 2009). Synapse reconfiguration 
occurs through repeated re-experiencing of the 
original sequential images – a form of “mental 
time travel” (Tulving 2001; Suddendorf and 
Corballis 1997). The images and affect involved 
in simulations evoke memories and trigger 
strong cues that induce the sense that the scene 
really happened, even if this is not true but, for 
example, one repeatedly imagines they have 
experienced that scene (Ross, Buehler and 
Karr 1998; Johnson et al. 1981). Thus, ritual 
practices reconfigure discursive and reflexive 
cognitive aspects of the self, as well as sensory-
motor experiential aspects (Gardiner 2001; 
Vandekerckhove and Panksepp 2009). During 
rituals, individuals are guided to surrender 
to possession, and being guided by gurus and 
assistants, they express everything they feel 
during trance (Tulving 2001; Suddendorf and 
Corballis 1997). The hippocampus receives 
information and can reactivate memories, 
allowing re-experiencing events during rituals 
(Tulving 2001; Gardiner 2001; Vandekerckhove 
and Panksepp 2009). Synapse reconfiguration 
occurs by re-experiencing the original sequential 
images – in a “mental time travel” (Tulving 2001; 
Suddendorf and Corballis 1997). Through ritual 
practice, cognitive, reflexive, and sensorimotor 
aspects of the self are reconfigured (Gardiner 
2001; Suddendorf and Corballis 1997). During 
ritual practices, individuals are taught and 
guided by gurus and assistants to let their 
bodies go free, to offer themselves to the god, 
to the spirit and to express freely whatever they 
feel during the trance. This functions as a form 
of amnesia in which the possessed person is 
subordinated to the actions and intentionality of 
superhuman agents. In this way, the experience 
is attributed to and shared with supernatural 
agents associated with repressed fragments of 
the self. Trances allow individuals to experience 
fragmentation and discontinuity of the self and 
consciousness, which affects sensory-motor 

and cognitive functions, including memory, 
personality, and identity (Lewis 1971; Seligman 
and Kirmayer 2008). These dissociations, 
which are considered pathological in Western 
psychiatry, can be understood as disrupted 
alternatives to the normal integration of 
cognitive functions related to awareness 
(Spiegel and Cardena 1991). These disturbances 
often occur when individuals deviate from 
their ordinary sense of self-awareness, either 
to enhance their social interactions or to cope 
with overwhelming pressures, such as in the 
case of ritualized behaviors (Boyer and Lienard 
2006). In some instances, individuals may 
employ these disassociations for both purposes 
(Seligman and Kirmayer 2008).

Possession, due to the specific way human 
cognition organizes information, orders dis- 
continuities and fragmentations through 
ritualization and exposes the subject to 
“cultural invitations.” These cultural invitations 
further articulate a coherent model through 
the social role of the shaman. In the process 
of embodying the shaman’s social role, various 
fragments of the self represented by spirits  
and god are integrated and, in the end, become 
the shaman’s guardian spirits. These spirits 
become an integral part of the shaman’s 
everyday life by entering the physical space of 
his material world and decisively influencing his 
entire life. 

Through cultural technologies, the self is 
deconstructed and reconfigured. Tamang ini- 
tiation ritual models an “ideal” self (McNamara 
2011; Van Gennep 1965; Turner 1969; Bloch 
1991). In Tamang shamanism, extensive prac- 
tice and intense experiences are crucial to ini- 
tiation. For example, long periods of seclusion 
and meditation in liminal spaces, induction of 
trance for hours, dances and mantras repeated 
until exhaustion, and other forms of exposure 
to extreme conditions are the norm. In essence, 
initiation into Tamang shamanism can be 
resembled as “exposure therapy,” a concept 
explored by neuropsychologist LeDoux (2002) 
in the context of neuroplastic reconfiguration 
in conditions such as generalised anxiety and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Through 
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intense practices, the reconfiguration and 
construction of new autobiographical memory 
networks in the synapses changes the initiate’s 
perception of their own experience and patterns 
of thought, emotions, and senses. These intense 
experiences recompose memories that are 
similar to those previously experienced by the 
initiate, which amplifies their emotional inten- 
sity without having the same negative conno- 
tation as before. As a result, a reconfiguration 
of the self occurs and the biochemical changes 
that take place in neural networks contribute to 
the reconfiguration of the social brain (LeDoux 
2002; Damasio 2010). Thus, these intense 
experiences play a crucial role in building a 
stable self. Wafer (1991) argues that initiates 
are “possessed” by a “protoself” – an initial, 
primary self. By modelling a preconfigured role, 
the Tamang initiate identifies and embodies 
aspects of the tutelary spirit, contextualising 
the impersonated psychological and emotional 
aspects of the self (Prandi 2000; Motta 2005; 
Seligman 2010). During the final stages, 
practitioners are involved in secret rituals in 
which they receive a personal mantra from the 
guru shaman. Guru transmits this mantra to 
the newly initiated disciple in solitude, usually 
in a cave or sacred place known as gufa in 
Nepali. The mantra serves as a powerful trance-
inducing, altered state of consciousness (ASC) 
tool, that allows the shaman to access, process, 
and navigate the states of possession. Mantra 
is intricately connected to cultural structures, 
local cosmogony, mythologies, mental models, 
and theories of mind. These connections form 
a complex tapestry that weaves together 
diverse explanations from a multi-explanatory 
universe. This universe plays a vital role in 
shaping the shaman’s identity and serves as 
the embodiment of their own mythology, often 
expressed in the form of a “song.” It is the song 
of his mythology.

. . . . . . . .
Transformation and healing:  
In search of the self

In the final stage of the Tamang initiation 
ritual, there are two parts corresponding to 
the concept of reintegration as described by 
Van Gennep (1965) and Turner (1969). The 
first part is a highly emotional and almost 
paroxysmal climax. During this phase, initiates 
engage in drumming and dancing to shamanic 
rhythms, entering a state of possession that 
lasts for an intense period of seven days.

In this post-liminal stage, the participant 
identifies herself both with the tutelary spirit 
and the “ideal self” of the Tamang cultural 
model, that of the specialist of the sacred, 
the shaman. The process of identification 
is a journey into unconscious zones where 
fragments of misunderstood and contradictory 
stories reside. The fragmented sense of identity 
has undergone a transformation, resulting in 
a restructuring and regrouping of its elements 
with the help of mythology and deities. This 
process is facilitated by the embodiment of the 
tutelary spirit, which plays a vital role in guiding 
and shaping this reconfiguration. As a result, the 
newly formed self is expressed and emphasized 
repeatedly to the point of exhaustion, which 
highlights the initiate’s ability to manage the 
tutelary spirit using cognitive-discursive and 
physiological-semantic tools. Along this journey, 
fragments of the self can access self-awareness 
in specific circumstances, supported by pre-
determined triggers derived from the dominant 
Tamang cultural model.

The post-liminal stage is a is a synthesis  
stage of the whole initiation process, where 
initiates put into practice and verify the ele- 
ments of the cultural model. It is the graduation 
exam in which those who have gone through the 
entire ritual demonstrate that they can master 
the tutelary spirit through the techniques and 
cultural tools of the spirit possession ritual. This 
is demonstrated by accessing and controlling 
possession over long periods of time.

In the final stage, the individual demonstrates 
that they can use cultural tools to shape and 
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organize the disparate elements of the narrative. 
As a result, the entire composition acquires 
a unified sense of dramatic aesthetic value, 
leading to a profound encounter of catharsis.  
This process can be likened to the climactic 
stage of a play, in which a therapeutic effect 
is achieved by releasing repressed experien- 
ces and establishing order. At this stage, the 
initiate fully embraces the role of shaman by 
embodying and identifying herself with the 
tutelary spirit. The initiate undergoes a process 
of transformation through the integration of 
the guardian spirit, resulting in a reconfigured 
identity. This deep connection only leads to a 
unique vocation for the initiate, that of shaman, 
and brings valuable benefits to the reconfigured 
self through the incorporation of the guardian 
spirit.

The Tamang cultural model plays a vital 
role as it enables the individual to reconfigure 
their fragmented self and develop a personal 
mythology that reconnects him/her to his/ 
her social and cultural context. Social inter- 
action further enhances this process as the 
Tamang shaman’s self is effectively managed 
through dynamic engagement with the local 
community. This interactive experience not 
only shapes the collective memories of the 
group and contributes to the formation of a 
shared understanding (Lambert et al. 2009, 
194-218), but also influences the formation 
of individual memories, especially auto- 
biographical and episodic memories that 
contribute to a stable sense of self (Conway 
2005; LeDoux 2002; Conway, Singer and Tagini 
2004; Boyer and Wertsch 2009; Berntsen 
and Bohn 2009). The initiation process is 
characterised by cultural practices and intense 
emotional experiences and plays a crucial 
role in establishing “mnemonic communities” 
and collective memories (Wertsch 2012, 130; 
Lambert et al. 2009). The initiators themselves 
contribute to the creation of a “schematic 
narrative template” (Wertsch 2012, 130) and 
“life script” (Berntsen and Rubin 2004) that 
facilitate an understanding of the cognitive and 
emotional factors underlying the construction 
of both collective and individual memories.

. . . . . . . .
From the divided self to the sacred self

In the second part of the last stage of the 
Tamang initiation ritual, and in the last stage 
of the reintegration stage (Van Gennep 1965; 
Turner 1969), there is a significant event in 
which the the tutelary, the guardian spirit is 
transferred to the new shaman’s home. This 
transfer symbolizes the completion of the 
initiation process and the establishment of the 
shaman’s connection to the spiritual realm in 
his own residence.

This transfer plays a crucial role in strength- 
ening the individual’s sense of autonomy, which 
refers to their ability to act and make decisions. 
The tutelary spirit serves as the central figure 
of identification, reinforcing the individual’s 
sense of agency (SoA), as described by Synofzik 
and colleagues (2013). The concept of agency 
is closely related to autobiographical memory 
where emotional experiences are encoded and 
stored (Cahill and McGaugh 1995; Van Stegeren 
et al. 1998). During the ritual, participants 
engage in both predictive and postdictive 
processes, which allows them to anticipate 
and attribute meaning to their actions and the 
outcomes they experience. As outlined earlier 
in this paper, autobiographical memory plays 
a role in shaping and reinforcing identity and 
agenda.  The transference of the guardian spirit 
symbolizes the unification of the fragmented self 
and the development of a higher consciousness 
(Wafer 1991). It signifies the transformation 
and consolidation of the new self that occurs 
during the initiation process.

In a festive setting, the “graduate” receives 
the shaman’s equipment. In a remarkable 
and emotionally charged performance, the 
initiate is equipped for the first time with all 
the paraphernalia of a Tamang shaman. Under 
the guidance of the guru and with the help of 
elders and other shamans, the initiate embarks 
on a trance-like journey from the temple to his 
residence. This transfer is a remarkable episode 
because it involves witnessing a large group of 
people, sometimes up to a hundred, dancing 
in a trance through the streets of Kathmandu. 
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The procession itself creates a vibrant and 
memorable spectacle, capturing the attention 
of spectators and bystanders. However, this 
spectacle is not incidental, but just an integral 
part of the final ritual. The guardian spirit 
undertaken by the initiate decked out in the 
shaman’s gear is transferred from the shrine 
in the temple to the initiate’s home shrine. This 
transfer symbolises the initiate’s affiliation 
to the group – the brotherhood of shamans. It 
also signals the presence of a new scholar in the 
town or area, which marks the importance of 
his or her role in the community.

The trance aligns with the identification 
and transference of the self that has been 
strengthened and reconfigured during initiation. 
The cultural tools used in the ritual unify the 
symbolic fragments of the old self and focus 
attention on this process of transformation. 
Initiation ritual reconfigures the original 
representations of the self, symbolically altering 
it and imbuing it with new meanings. The post-
liminal stage of the ritual only concludes the 
process and grants the initiate the right to 
practice freely within the community.

The transfer of the guardian spirit to the 
personal shrine symbolises the individual’s 
belonging to the group and serves as a social 
recognition within the community. This 
exchange is accompanied by ceremonial 
instruments, such as specific songs and dances 
and the rhythmic sound of numerous drums. The 
shaman’s true recognition comes from social 
interactions, where he or she can demonstrate 
their abilities to serve the community, reinforce 
their psychosocial role, and gain recognition.

. . . . . . . .
Conclusion

The Tamang cultural model, psychiatry, 
and Western psychotherapy have the same 
goal: to mobilise the patient’s resources  to 
promote physical and mental health. Rituals, 
medication, and psychotherapy transform 
negative narratives into psychological terms, 

bringing self-awareness. While psychotherapy 
focuses on mental processes and psychiatry 
on biochemistry, the Tamang model addresses 
both discursive and sensory components of 
the self. It does not attempt to translate the 
“personal narrative” into an ideological one but 
contributes to the cultural forging of a social role 
embedded in the construction of the Tamang 
self as socially connected with others. After 
initiation, the individual does not return to his 
or her original state, but takes on the role of the 
shaman – a master of spirits. This transformation 
is equivalent with a transformation from prey 
to hunter. It drives changes in behaviour and in 
social terms. Social and individual expectations 
complement each other, providing an ecological 
support for the construction of the new self.

The model is not limited to the therapist 
and their patient, but rather facilitates identity 
change at the individual and at social/community 
level through mechanisms of social recognition 
and rewarding. In cultural and metaphysical 
terms, the individual’s identity becomes closer 
to that of a hero who has gone through the stages 
of an initiation. Initiates embody the culturally 
accepted structures of their new role and 
reinterpret their experience as a vocation with 
multiple psycho-social and cultural values. The 
paradigm shift from victim to hero is supported 
by their own suffering. The model provides the 
tools to reconfigure personal drama according 
to the existing mythology and to justify and 
socially accept a new identity, that of the 
shaman.

1. https://mofa.gov.np/nepal-profile-updated,  accessed on  
4 August 2023.

2. In this context, guru is the superhuman agent.

3. In Hinduism and Tamang Buddhism, Jiva-atma is the 
embodied soul, the life force of a living entity.
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Video 2. Building the nation through ritual cohesion (collective 
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daXQqg&ab_channel=NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 3. Collective trance: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=217HlEFTOhg&ab_channel=NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 4. Impersonating Kali: https://www.youtube.com/ 
w a t c h ? v = r m C 9 K q s O S F c & t = 1 3 3 s & a b _ c h a n n e l = 
NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 5. Walking on fire. Episodic memory, the 
primary matter of the self: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=lJa0ZMmQ9T8&ab_channel=NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 6. Ritual and memory. Rewiring the synapses.

Collective trance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
217HlEFTOhg&ab_channel=NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 7. Exposure therapy in Tamang initiation ritual. 
Meditating in the icy high-altitude water: https://www.
yo u t u b e . c o m / wa t c h ? v = L e 4 T Ko z 7 w y A & a b _ c h a n n e l = 
NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 8. Planting rice, planting gods and spirits: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0OTLSmm0_Sc&ab_channel= 
NepalJhakriSangh 

Video 9. „Who’s calling these drums?!” https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=9exPqxsuQYg.  

Video 10. Experiential ethnography: https://youtube/ 
8CfbDMLwLdc. 

For more information visit the channel: https://www.youtube.
com/@nepaljhakrisangh1642/videos 
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ABSTRACT
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Tünde Komáromi (TK): In your work as a 
therapist, I know you often use fairy tale therapy 
alongside other techniques. How did you 
encounter this technique? Have you used fairy 
tale therapy from the outset, or did you become 
acquainted with it and captivated by it later? 
What are its hidden opportunities compared to 
other techniques?

Gréta Vaskor (GV): Back in 2012, at a con- 
ference on family therapy, I attended a workshop 
presentation given by Ildikó Boldizsár, and then 
and there it occurred to me that I would like to 
learn this technique! I was fortunate, because that 
same year I had the opportunity to participate in 
a longer encounter group and gained a place on 
the training programme that was initiated then. 

Why do I love it? Because working with fairy 
tales is very suggestive and active. I love the fact 

that it moves the emotions and the mind at the 
same time. Stories can always be taken along 
with us. They can step forward in unexpected 
places and remind us of a solution or give us food 
for thought, or help us via providing models. I 
love the transparent principle of organisation, 
the inner logic one finds in them. And I love 
their secrets, the fact that they can always tell us  
something new about the world and about the 
workings of the human soul. Fairy tales inspire 
and entertain. And I noticed that they enchant 
many people, and that they can open doors and 
reframe experiences; they help us ask questions 
and they also help us formulate the answers. I 
think it is marvellous to work with and listen to, 
or even narrate, stories that have been told and 
heard by many others before us. It is like being 
part of a large community. 
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TK: You work mainly with folk tales and 
your handling of these tales is very diverse – 
you live, work and think with fairy tales, and 
you invite others to do the same. Could you say 
a few words about this as well, about the kind of 
things you do with fairy tales?

GV: I work exclusively with folk tales – I could, 
and many therapists do, work with fictional 
tales, or literary texts and works; that too is a 
valid method, it is just not mine. I narrate viva 
voce, and “learning” a tale helps me a lot with 
understanding the deeper layers of meaning in 
it. For one does not learn a fairy tale by heart in 
the same way as one learns a poem or a literary 
text. A tale is a constant flow of images, and 
when I learn a tale, images take shape inside me 
and I “read” these images. When I narrate viva 
voce, it is as if an inner movie is being shown 
within me, and the words come into being 
almost of their own accord.

I narrate in groups, at tale-nights and 
occasionally in individual therapy as well. I 
have fairy tale study groups, where we explore 
a tale or a version of a tale to understand the 
conflict shown by the story and the paths to 
finding a solution. This work is an indispensable 
preparation for any therapy work with fairy 
tales. I have thematic, shorter and longer, closed 
and open fairy tale groups: I draw upon the 
tale for inspiration regarding the topics being 
covered. 

I teach basic knowledge of fairy tales, 
symbology, and self-knowledge through fairy 
tale therapy in the Complex Art Therapy major 
at John Wesley College. I include tales and other 
techniques in individual therapy.

TK: Let us now turn to the topic of this 
thematic issue: witches. What kind of witches 
are there in fairy tales? What kinds of stories 
include witches? In what roles, in which human 
relationships do they appear?

GV: Fairy tale witches are hags, crones, 
devilish women, mothers and wives of dragons 
– the names are manifold, but their roles, 
and the way they operate, are similar. They 
represent the destructive, devouring, binding, 
dark side of the feminine principle, where 
enchantment is present; they turn people 

into animals; they curse; they petrify; they 
compel. They have superhuman power and 
knowledge, and precisely because of this they 
are scary and dangerous. Because they do not 
seek to nourish, nurture or defend life, but the 
opposite: to disrupt life and make it wither 
away. We encounter them in many, many tales; 
even though they may have different names, 
their function is often similar. V.J. Propp’s 
Morphology of the Folktale (2005) identifies 
seven permanent character roles in tales. One of 
these is the role of the harmer, the enemy, the 
hinderer – fairy tale witches represent precisely 
this role. They are the ones who hinder the hero 
of the tale from fulfilling his tasks, the ones who 
want to destroy him. This destructive feminine 
principle is showcased in many different ways in 
fairy tales. Let us take a look at a few examples 
of how witches function and of how their way 
of functioning can be fought, “survived,” and 
conquered. 

Witches can bewitch, they can shape-shift, 
or they can deprive people of essential parts of 
their human nature: 

Once upon a time there lived a witch who had 
three sons. They were good brothers, they 
loved each other and treated their mother 
well: But she didn’t trust them, fearing they 
were brewing up something bad against her 
and were seeking to strip her of her power. So 
she changed the eldest into an eagle, and the 
second into a whale. The eagle had to live on 
the very top of a cliff; sometimes he could be 
seen sweeping in wide circles in the sky. The 
second son, whom she turned into a whale, 
lived in the deep sea; at times he swam to the 
surface and spouted enormous jets of water 
high into the air. The third son was afraid that 
his mother would eventually turn him as well 
into some kind of animal, perhaps a bear or a 
wolf, and so one day he ran away from home 
in secret. (“The Crystal Ball,” in Grimm and 
Grimm 1989)1

The message is a terrifying one. The mother 
does not raise; she does not support or protect; 
instead, she is someone from whom the children 
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deserve to be rescued, since she deprives them 
of fulfilment, of accomplishment, of “being 
human,” and turns them into wild beasts. After 
the curse – after the spell – one can only swim 
around in the depths or lead a lonely life high 
upon a clifftop. What kind of a life is that? 

The language of the tale is symbolic: the 
witch-principle can enchant, it can change. Thus 
the part of the mother’s self that functions like a 
witch will also be capable of this. 

How does one answer, how does one cope 
with this? What can be done? Fairy tales always 
point to a solution, to a way out – this is what 
makes them tales, because a tale is also a coping 
programme. The third son ran away from home 
one night, in secret. The message of the tale is that 
one ought not to be drawn into a confrontation, 
one ought not to fight – indeed, that would be 
impossible with this witch-mother, so great 
is her power. Instead, one needs to recognise 
the situation and save one’s life! The general 
message of fairy tales is that children cannot 
change the dark / destructive side of parents, 
they cannot fight it; rather, after they have 
drawn strength from, let’s say, connecting to a 
good motherly principle, which is represented 
by dolls or animal mothers, they go away, they 
leave the witch-mother. That is, they close that 
inner spiritual door that must be left behind, 
that ties and links with the destructive motherly 
principle often represented in tales by witches 
or stepmothers. 

How does a mother become a witch? This 
Finnish folktale from Karelia tells us in symbolic 
images what kind of spell / curse is needed 
for this: A woman and her husband set out to 
search for a sheep that has gone missing. They 
separate; one looks in this direction, the other in 
that direction. Then a meeting occurs, in which 
the “good” mother suddenly disappears; she is 
turned into a black sheep, and her place is taken 
by the destructive, bad mother:

As the woman continues on her path, suddenly 
she comes across Syöjätär. The witch speaks 
to the woman thus:
– Spit, you ugly thing, on the sheath of my 
knife and go around me three times, and 

you’ll find your sheep!
The woman hesitates at first, but eventually 
she submits to the command. But the sheep 
is not found: Syöjätär changes the woman 
into a black sheep; she, in turn, assumes 
the appearance of the woman. And she 
immediately shouts to the man:
– Hey, old man, you may as well come, I’ve 
found the sheep!
The man arrives and they set out for home. 
They are in good spirits, for their sheep has 
been found. Back home, they drive it into 
the pen. The man has no inkling of what has 
happened, but his daughter immediately sees 
that this hag is not her mother. There is no 
denying she looks like her mother, but still, 
she is not; her glance is different; her gaze 
is cold and evil. The girl goes out to the pen 
and takes a closer look at the black sheep. The 
eyes of that sheep are exactly the same as her 
mother’s. The girl bursts into tears, flings her 
arms around the sheep’s neck and hugs her. 
The sheep speaks with a human voice:
– Oh, my dear daughter, Syöjätär turned me 
into this black sheep and she is even now 
usurping my place. Give me clean water to 
drink, from a clean glass, for I cannot drink 
from the trough, with the sheep. And bring 
me some leftover bread as well. (“The Blue 
Reindeer,” in Ágai 1977)

This tale is a longer version of Cinderella. 
After the father has killed the black sheep at the 
witch’s command, the girl collects three drops 
of its blood and buries them in the ground, and 
in that place there springs up a birch tree with 
a large crown of leaves, which helps the girl 
with advice and gifts to gain strength, defend 
herself, and formulate her desires and needs. 
This tale is full to the brim with witchcraft; a 
bewitching feminine force or quality appears 
here, specifically a destructive one. The soul 
understands the language of symbols; it 
recognises the story and the deep message 
that unfolds beneath the words: a small, living 
droplet of life, of blood, is enough to enable the 
growth of an enormous supportive power, and 
this, in itself, is wondrous!   
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TK: What else do witches do in tales?
GV: They strip people of their true selves, 

they separate them from the source of life and 
lock them into a world of inner anguish: 

the glass king recounted how and by what 
means he was turned into glass, and how a 
bumblebee got into his belly. It was like this: 
An old witch sought to marry off her daughter 
to him. But when he found himself a wife from 
the land of the fairies, the witch, in her great 
wrath, turned her daughter into a bumblebee 
and him into glass, and sent her inside him 
to eat away at him and torment him. She, the 
witch, changed into a spider with two pincers, 
so that she could wrap the queen’s dress of 
roses in spider’s web. And [she turned] the 
maid into a thorn bird that kept tearing down 
the spider’s web, so she could weave it around 
again. Yet even this was not enough: she also 
had to shoot the king’s magical steed. (“The 
Rosemary Spring,” in Benedek 2016) 

In this tale the witch-function does not  
appear in a parent / child relationship, for 
that is not its only area of action; it represents 
the destructive principle in other areas of 
life as well. Here we have a king, who is an 
adult and represents the mature, decisive, 
acting principle. After healing the horse that 
had been shot, he fights the spider / witch 
(this image of the spider, too – how well it 
evokes the feeling of being bound up, of being 
entangled in something!), and with the help 
of his magical horse he kills both her and the 
eating, tormenting bumblebee-power. Here 
we encounter the definite elimination and 
annihilation of this function, which is motivated 
by rage, envy, and a desire for revenge.

TK: Where do witches live? What do fairy 
tales know about this?

GV: In Hungarian folktales the world is 
perceived in three layers. The different places 
encountered in tales (and the inner, spiritual 
places in people too) typically belong in the 
lower, middle, or upper realm. The world of men 
is in the middle realm, and fairy tale heroes 
cross into the lower or upper realms only when 

their tasks or their fate drives them to do so. 
The upper realm may be the home of dragons, 
magical horses, of the Sun and its mother; the 
lower realm is populated by goblins / dwarves 
(“Koponyányi Monyók [skull-sized imps]”), 
dragons, devilish minions and witches, griffins, 
and kidnapped princesses. However, these 
wondrous creatures, these archetypes, can be 
found at all levels of this threefold universe; 
they can cross between layers. Thus, witches 
can live in the middle realm, and specifically 
within the family, secretly bewitching the good 
mother, or, in their rage, they can wreak havoc 
between the members of a couple, but they 
can also reside in the lower realm, the space  
of hell:

All of a sudden, the twelve warriors disap- 
peared as if the ground had swallowed them 
up. “Now, where could have they disappeared 
to?” wondered Mirkó. But as he was musing 
on this, he spotted something dark. It was an 
iron trapdoor, that dark thing. All at once he 
lifted the trapdoor and – goodbye world! He 
jumped into the opening with great courage. 
Darkness lay ahead, darkness lay also behind: 
“Well, this must be the threshold of hell!” he 
thought to himself. Well spotted, indeed! All 
of a sudden, poof! He landed in hell. Where lo! 
the twelve warriors were riding hard, rushing 
straight for a diamond castle.
– Sword, out of the sheath! cried Mirkó as the 
twelve warriors were about to enter the gate 
of the diamond castle: Slash, slash, all twelve 
fell dead from their horses. 
Mikó paused for a mere moment before the 
diamond castle, no longer. He said: 
– I have one life, one death: I shall find out who 
lives inside. 
But only after he set foot in the diamond 
castle did his eyes and mouth fall wide open. 
A devilish old hag sat before a tremendously 
large loom. And, wonder of wonders! As she 
threw her shuttle to the right, two hussars 
sprang out; as she threw it to the left, two 
foot-soldiers.
“Hey-ho!” thought Mirkó to himself, “but this 
is too serious by half!”
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– Sword, out of the sheath!
Now, the poor soldiers didn’t even have a 
chance to look around; the minute they sprang 
from under the hands of the devilish mother, 
their lives were immediately over. But no 
matter how many the sword cut down, many 
more sprang from the loom in their place. 
“Well, at this rate I shall never prevail against 
the work of this devilish mother,” thought 
Mirkó. “Instead, I shall cut off her head, and 
then she won’t weave any more soldiers.” 
Hmmm, I should like to see that! He may have 
cut off the head of the devilish mother, but her 
hands were still working. She kept throwing 
the shuttle left and right, and within a minute 
the room was full of soldiers. Hey! Mirkó rose 
in anger, and cut down all the soldiers in the 
room. The devilish mother he chopped into 
tiny pieces. Afterwards he pulled the loom 
into the courtyard and set it as well as the 
devilish mother on fire.
– Now we no longer have to fight, either 
myself, or the old warrior, said Mirkó with 
great joy.
No longer, indeed? He couldn’t have been 
more wrong, for all of a sudden, a tiny bone 
slipped from the embers and began to spin 
like a strong hurricane and – oh, Lord Jesus, 
don’t abandon us! – that tiny piece of bone 
was transformed into the devilish mother!
– Is that so?! cried out Mirkó. Sword, out of the 
sheath! (“Prince Mirkó,” in Benedek 2016)

The weaver, the loom, keeps working and 
pouring out soldiers who destroy life; there 
is no other choice here but to eliminate this 
witch-power, the devilish mother. We find here 
hell, re-creation from bones, and enchantment 
– infinite, unstoppable, magical activity. The 
power that destroys the world reveals itself in 
fairy tales in this way, too - through symbols. 

TK: What other roles can witches play?
GV: Witches can be mothers of the devil, or 

mothers or wives of dragons; these are more 
terrifying and wreak more havoc than the 
dragon-power itself, which, by contrast, shows 
itself face-to-face, openly, commits to a fight, and 
can be defeated by the sword or in a wrestling 

match. The witch destroys in a treacherous 
way, by trickery and poisoning, by taking on a 
different nature or disguise:

Wing of Beautiful Plain took the horse of the 
twelve-headed dragon as well, and the three 
of them mounted the three dragons’ horses 
and thus continued their journey. The three 
royal horses followed slowly behind them. 
But the three black ravens began to croak, 
and Wing of Beautiful Plain halted at once and 
gave them the royal horses. 
They moved on and reached a large forest. 
There they stopped and tethered their hor- 
ses. There was a path; Wing of Beautiful 
Plain set out along it. Soon he reached a 
castle hewn out of the rock. He went closer, 
thinking of ways to get inside the castle. He 
turned a somersault and became a wasp, and 
he crept through the keyhole. But he was 
terribly scared, because inside he found the 
wives of the three dragons and their mother-
in-law, sitting together and plotting with the 
mother of the dragons precisely how to take  
revenge. 
The mother of the dragons sent the wife of her 
eldest son to bewitch a pear tree right beside 
the road that Wing of Beautiful Plain would 
be taking on his way home. Were someone to 
eat from that pear tree, they would die on the 
spot. She sent the second son’s wife to become 
a spring, and anyone who drank from that 
water would die. She told the third son’s wife 
to become a huge fire and consume Wing of 
Beautiful Plain and his brothers.
Wing of Beautiful Plain heard all this clearly; 
he turned a somersault, became a man again 
and returned to his brothers. They set out 
again, but they had only taken a few steps 
when they were hit by such hunger that they 
were nearly starving to death. The brothers 
spotted a pear tree and rushed to eat from it. 
But Wing of Beautiful Plain dashed ahead of 
them and thrust his sword into the tree. The 
tree collapsed and turned into blood. He asked 
his brothers if they were still hungry.  They 
answered: No. Then they went on.. (“Wing of 
Beautiful Plain, Kitty Cat,” in Boldizsár  2002)
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Nothing can help here except vigilance and 
cunning, if the hero too disguises himself and 
instead of engaging face-to-face, which would 
reveal his true identity, discovers the witches’ 
plans by spying on them – by using exactly the 
same methods that witches commonly use. 
Here, too, the task is to destroy, to eliminate this 
agency from the world, since it is dangerous, 
because it manifests as something other than 
what it really is: this is not a nourishing fruit, 
this is not a refreshing spring, and this is not a 
warming fire, but destruction and death. And 
indeed many fail to recognise this, seeing only 
the fruit, the water, and the warmth. We, too, 
may be familiar with people or agencies that 
present a different face from what they truly 
are: they promise to nourish, to keep warm 
and safe, but deep down and in reality they are 
poisonous and destructive. Such things are not 
confined to the realm of the fairy tales; we can 
also encounter them here, in our middle realm! 
Tales prompt us, in fact, to recognise them – 
again with the help of fairy tale images and 
symbols.

TK: Are fairy tale witches only capable of 
destruction? Do they showcase just the dark 
and consuming side of womanhood, or do they 
signify other things as well? 

GV: It is exciting that witches also have at 
their disposal enormous wealth and power; 
they possess a special, wondrous personal 
power, which they keep hidden: the magical 
horse. As V.J. Propp (2005) expresses it in  
The Historical Roots of the Wonder Tale, the 
horse is a universal helper, since it gives 
advice, becomes the hero’s faithful companion, 
occasionally fulfils tasks for him, gives him 
magical objects, and transports him across the 
realms. The witch never gives away this “power” 
willingly; she hides it, keeps it captive, or 
mistreats it, as we learn from the following tale:

“Now then, young nobleman,” said the old 
beggar, “thank God you did not begrudge me 
the scones. I know what road you are walking. 
Many princes galloped by on golden-coated 
stallions; I asked every one of them for help in 
the name of God, but they wouldn’t even listen 

to me, they rode on with great pride. Lo! But 
they came back in shame without the Pelican 
bird. Well, one good turn deserves another, my 
lad! Listen up! The Pelican bird is far beyond 
the Great Sea, and even if you were to put 
together the lives of three men you couldn’t 
get there on foot or on horseback, no matter 
what kind of horse you had. You need a horse 
suckled on dragon’s milk. Go through this 
forest, then keep on going through another, 
and at the other end of that forest there lives 
an old witch. Offer to become her servant. 
The year has three days there, but no son of 
man has lasted that many days. Because you 
have to care for two horses, and those two 
horses are the witch’s two daughters. These 
two horses sometimes hide under the earth, 
sometimes under the sea, but they hide in 
the clouds as well, and they will return home 
only after the three days are over. They may 
as well return then, for by then the old witch 
will have your head on a spike. Now don’t you 
worry, my lad! Here, I’ll give you a pipe. This 
pipe has three holes. If you blow through the 
first, the king of the mosquitoes will appear; 
if the second, the king of the fish; and if the 
third, the king of the mice. These will seek 
out the horses wherever they may be hiding. 
When the year is over, the old witch will offer 
you riches and jewels of all kinds – but don’t 
you take any notice of whatever she shows 
you or tells you, just ask for the foal that is 
buried twelve feet deep in the manure and 
is half rotten, too. Just dig this foal out, put it 
on your shoulders and take it away, and don’t 
dare stop until you reach the bridge of the 
village. There go under the bridge and wash 
the foal thoroughly. The rest is up to you. 
(“The Pelican Bird,” in Benedek 2016)

The tasks set by the witch seek to test one’s 
vigilance; they test whether the young man is 
able to find, with the assistance of his fairy tale 
animal helpers, the daughters / horses that hide 
in different places - in the water, in the earth, in 
the air – that is, in the elements – and whether 
he can bring them back, that is, whether he is 
capable of mastering this way of functioning! It 
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is not an easy task, and it is an enormous test: 
it reveals how the witch-power operates and 
how it can nevertheless be kept in check. Upon 
the young man’s successful completion of his 
service, the witch has no other option but to 
provide access to the horse, although the lad 
still has to activate this power – that is, he has 
to dig it out from deep down, from the depths of 
pollution, and he has to clean it and wash it. After 
this, he can continue his journey and his search 
for the Pelican bird: for happiness, for youth, for 
fresh strength. The witch stays alive, since she 
concluded a “business deal” with the young man, 
and after successfully completing his service, 
the young man is allowed to have the weak and 
gaunt magical horse. (In other words, the witch-
power is still alive and continues to exist; thus, 
within this dark, all-enfolding feminine space 
there are countless other magical horses still 
buried deep in the ground! The field is open for 
us to find them!). 

TK: Does the hero have to face the witch by 
himself, or does he have helpers?

GV: The witch’s power is shape-shifting, 
attacking, binding, puts to sleep, and displaces 
life and fate. This is a massive power; alone, 
without help or advice, the fairy tale hero is 
unable to defeat it or trick it. Luckily, there 
are Fairy Godmothers and powerful creating 
goddesses to give girls the gift of sevenfold 
beauty and sevenfold knowledge, with the 
fifth piece of knowledge being precisely the 
knowledge of how to dominate the power of a 
witch. Of course, there is no harm in having a 
magical horse as a helper in this fight, which 
is special also because the girl may bewitch a 
gander in order to create the horse. (In fairy 
tales, the magical animal-power is not restricted 
to horses alone; wolves, stags, and cows may also 
possess this enormous power, but bumblebees 
and birds too can be turned into magical horses 
by enchantment). 

As they were approaching the flock of geese, 
the nanny perceived that the prince had set 
out not to see his kingdom, but to see the goose 
girl. Then she leapt down from the carriage, 
took half a handful of dust from the road, held 

it to her mouth, said something to the dust 
and cast it towards the geese. Then the geese 
flew into the air and made such a racket that 
the whole field shook with the noise.. Juliska 
too perceived this, but her magical horse did 
so sooner. Then the magical horse turned 
a somersault and became a wasp, and flew 
straight to the carriage and started to sting 
the old woman and her daughter all over, so 
much so that no part of their bodies was left 
untouched.
The old woman saw that this was the goose 
girl’s doing. She bent to the ground again, took 
half a handful of dust from the road and made 
to throw it on the wasp. But then the wasp 
did another somersault and became an angry 
lion, and jumped on the old woman. Then the 
old woman sprinkled dust on the lion, and it 
became so tame that it couldn’t hurt either the 
old woman or her daughter. 
Now Juliska, too, saw what had happened to 
her horse. She quickly took out the copper 
serpent stick and swung it toward the 
carriage. Then the lion was freed from the 
enchantment of the old woman and ran back 
to Juliska. It did a somersault and turned back 
into the seven-legged horse that it was. Then 
Juliska again took out the copper serpent stick 
and swung it towards the prince, for he was 
heading for her on his horse. Then the prince, 
too, was released from the enchantment of the 
old woman. He galloped up to Juliska. They 
embraced each other and started kissing each 
another. (“The Magical Mare and the Goose 
Girl,” in Ortutay 1960)

We have here a stupendous “witch fight” 
that is almost like a scene from an action movie. 
Juliska, who has received the seven gifts from 
her fairy godmother, takes on the fight against 
the witch’s power that has bound the man-
power (the prince). This is not an easy task but 
one which demands enormous knowledge and 
power – this is what the tale teaches us. In this 
context, I am reminded of how many times I have 
encountered, both in family and in individual 
therapy sessions, stories and life-courses in 
which the mother tied, even chained the son to 
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herself, be it literally or figuratively, consciously 
or unconsciously; she was “present” as the third 
person in the couple’s relationship, whether as 
a value judgment, an opinion, or a standard of 
comparison. One needs sevenfold knowledge 
and sevenfold beauty to fight this power. It is 
worth recognising and preparing for it! (In this 
tale the prince, too, actively opposes the witch 
at certain points, and this also helps in the fight. 
At the end of the tale, it is the magical horses of 
the prince which annihilate this power.)

The picture is not complete – it cannot be 
- but it shows well the power and function of 
fairy tale witches: they enchant, bind, hide an 
enormous life power so that no one can avail 
themselves of it (this is the magical horse), and 
they destroy. They do everything possible to 
prevent life from being present in its full power, 
its entirety. 

The task of the fairy tale hero is to recognise 
witches and fight them. In most cases this 
cannot be done alone; there are helpers and 
contributors as well on this path. The message 
is clear: one must eliminate this way of 
functioning from the world, since as long as this 
power exists we are not safe; we are, in fact, in 
life-threatening danger. We stumble, we wither, 
and we are locked away. 

TK: Are there “good” witches in fairy tales?
GV: Of course. Let us not forget the wise 

women, the little grannies, and the women who 
are skilled in enchanting. All of these help the 
hero of the tale and give him magical objects, 
enabling him to advance on his fairy tale journey 
and fulfil his best possible destiny:

The boy was very sad because he had not 
heard news of his elder sisters here either. 
He thanked the old woman for her hospitality 
and returned to his journey hoping for better 
things. 
He went on, passing by a lake filled with 
brimstone and, beyond that, a mountain that 
was always burning. On and on he went. And 
on the very top of a great rocky mountain he 
saw once again a lonely house. He redoubled 
his pace to be able to reach it by sunset and 
managed to do so. He entered. Well, he found 

there an even more ancient woman than the 
previous two.
– May the Lord grant you a blessed good 
evening, dear mother! he greeted her, but 
this time with more courage than when 
addressing the previous two.
– Lucky for you that you called me mother, 
said the old woman, for otherwise I would 
have fed you to the eagles. What is your quest 
in this place, where no human soul has trod 
apart from you?
 The boy told her what his quest was. 
– Fear not, my son, said the old woman, I 
have high hopes that tomorrow we shall hear 
something of your sisters.
The old woman prepared a hearty dinner 
for the boy, made him up a soft bed, and she 
herself retired for the night.
(...)
They all scattered to the places they had come 
from. The old woman gave two tiny pieces of 
bone to the boy and said:
– Well, my boy, up to now you have only 
wasted effort, but your efforts will no longer 
be in vain, for you will see your sisters in a 
short while. When you reach that red tower, 
place these two pieces of bone against the side 
of the tower and think of me. You will see: a 
ladder will spring up right away from those 
two pieces of bone, of such tremendous height 
that you will climb with courage to the very 
place where the twelve jackdaws live. (“The 
Jackdaw Girls,” in Kriza 1982)

These women of great knowledge and 
enchanting power re-create and transform 
the “self” and make it stronger, thus shaping 
destinies. How interesting it is! Here, too, the 
magical object is a small bone. Whereas in 
an earlier tale the witch was re-created from 
this bone, now it serves to build a bridge, a 
connection – a ladder. The object remains the 
same, but the difference is in the intention: 
who wants to use it for what, and what kind of 
enchanting power is accordingly breathed into 
it! 

However, the way these enchantresses re-
create the self is at times terrifying. Only a 
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woman of great power who knows and can form 
every aspect of life is able to do this, just as Fairy 
Elisabeth, the godmother in the next tale, does:

... They sent for the priest at once, and had 
the boy christened. They gave him the name 
Carnation-Haired John. His godmother visited 
him frequently, each time bringing one gift 
or another. On the day the boy turned six, 
his godmother visited them again and said: 
“Dear lady, the time has come for me to take 
my godson with me.” The poor woman wept 
bitterly, since, of all her children, she loved the 
youngest boy the most. But nothing could be 
done - she had to keep her promise. So she gave 
Carnation-Haired John to his godmother. The 
godmother took him to the place where, six 
years before, his mother had been weeping. 
And then she struck the sea with a stick, and 
the sea parted. A magnificent staircase led to 
the abyss. There they entered a marvellous 
castle, where everything was made of pure 
gold. Then the godmother took Carnation-
Haired John and, cutting him up into tiny 
pieces, placed him in a tub and coated him 
with salt. She didn’t spare him one glance for 
seven nights and seven days. On the seventh 
day, she took him out of the tub. She put him 
back together nicely, and Carnation-Haired 
John returned to life, but he was seven times 
as handsome as before. “Upon my soul, dear 
godmother, what lovely dreams I had! What a 
beautiful place I was in!” The godmother said: 
“I can see that you have learned something. 
Now go and play!” (“Carnation-Haired John,” 
in Benedek 2016)

This cutting up happens several more times 
in the story. Interestingly, the woman who 
initiates the hero does this at times of transition 
in life. Her goal, as formulated in the language of 
the tale, is to render the young man seven times 
more handsome and to give him seven times 
more knowledge – and she does not achieve 
this by teaching or transmitting “worldly” 
knowledge, but by magic. What we see here is, in 
fact, an initiation process, which has interesting 
parallels with the initiation of shamans:

However, the most unusual thing happens 
to the shaman-to-be after he has returned 
from the shaman-school of the spirits. This 
“illness” is the last, concluding, step.
The Yakut shaman candidate “dies” at the end 
of this illness. For three-four days, he is simply 
lying completely unconscious on the bed to 
the right side of the yurt. He does not eat; he 
does not drink. Nobody is permitted to be at 
his side except an adolescent boy who knows 
no “uncleanness” whatsoever. And he, in turn, 
cannot do anything except give the candidate 
“black water” from time to time to. For now, 
the final act takes place: the candidate is “cut 
to pieces” by the spirits!
They first cut off his head, then chop his entire 
body into tiny pieces and distribute them 
among the evil spirits. It is unfortunate if, by 
chance, a given spirit does not partake of the 
candidate’s body: throughout his career as a 
shaman, he will be powerless against illnesses 
caused by such spirits, since he can heal only 
the illnesses brought about by spirits that 
have tasted a piece of his body. 
After the tasting, the spirits reassemble the 
cut-up body, thrust new meat upon the bones 
and bring the shaman back to life. It is said 
that at these times the candidate’s bed is 
drenched in blood. Lesser shamans are cut  
up only once; the more famous, up to three 
times.
The shamans themselves recount this 
fantastic adventure. The Nenets shaman 
simply states that he was cut up. The Nganasan 
shaman, by contrast, relates a whole story 
about a naked man who cut off his head, then 
cut his body into pieces and cooked it in a 
cauldron for three days. This naked man was 
a blacksmith. He said: “All your bones were 
turned into river.” “And I truly saw a river, 
in which my bones were floating.” The smith 
was fishing out the bones with his tongs… The 
Teleuts, who live in the Altai Mountains, also 
believe that the spirits cut up the shaman-to-
be and cook him in a cauldron, and count each 
of his bones with great care.
The aim of this cutting up is to find the surplus 
bone. This extra bone is the final proof of 
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authenticity. A Sagay shaman personally told 
me the following concerning this: 
“When I was ill, I had dreams. In my dream, 
I was taken away and cut into pieces on a 
black table. After I was cut into pieces, I was 
placed in a cauldron and cooked. I saw all 
this. When I had been cut into pieces and was 
being cooked, a bone with a hole through the 
middle was found near my ribs. This was the 
extra bone. People can turn into shamans 
only if such an extra bone is found on them.” 
(Diószegi 2004)

“This idea can be traced across the whole 
of Siberia. And depictions of it can be found on 
shamanistic objects as well.” (Diószegi 2004, 
fragment on cutting up, ch. 5, section 4).

In the fairy tale, Carnation-Haired John 
accomplishes great deeds, using his knowledge 
to do good, acquiring – more accurately, saving 
– a magical horse from the witch, rescuing 
an enchanted princess, and, finally, finding 
his beloved. He couldn’t have accomplished 
any of this if it hadn’t been for the magical 
abilities his godmother endowed him with. 
Older-than-old women give a small bone 
(ancient knowledge), from which a high ladder 
is built; it grows by magic, so that the sisters 
who have been locked up and cursed with 
becoming jackdaws can be saved; Sun mothers 
and Moon ladies help establish contact with the 
great powers of nature, the Sun, the Wind; they 
give golden pears, golden apples, spindles and 
looms, and they offer good advice, so that the 
hero can find and bring back souls exiled to the 
end of the world and lost parts of the self. These 
women also possess the power of the witch: it 
is just that their function in fairy tales is that 
of the helper, the giver. Without them, the hero 
would fail, he would be unable to reach his goal. 
These women, as well as people like Frau Holle 
in the Grimm brothers’ tale and godmothers, 
bless, support, give strength and protect life – 
with the power of enchantment and knowledge, 
the knowledge of the world “beyond”. They 
too are witches, but they represent the “light, 
white” side of this knowledge and power. With 
this power one can destroy, but one can also 

build and strengthen. Who uses it, and for what, 
matters a great deal!

TK: What is it that makes a witch a helper or 
a hinderer?

GV: At times, it is the traveller’s manner of 
address, whether he approaches her with due 
respect:

Now an old woman lived there, older than 
anyone he had ever seen in his life. He greeted 
her thus: 
– May God give you good evening, dear mother!
The woman accepted the greeting and said:
– Be thankful, my son, that you called me your 
mother, for otherwise believe me when I say 
I would have swallowed you right up this 
instant. What are you doing in these parts, 
to which no human creature ever ventures? 
(“The Jackdaw Girls,” in Kriza 1982)

The witch may help, or give something, 
because the fairy tale hero accomplishes the 
tasks she prescribes:

Vasilisa, frightened to death, took a step 
closer to the old woman, bowed to the ground 
before her and spoke thus: “It is I, mother! The 
daughters of my stepmother have sent me to 
you to fetch fire.” “Very well,” said Baba Yaga, 
“I know them. Now you’ll stay with me, and if 
you work for the fire you’ll get it; if not, I’ll eat 
you!” (“Vasilisa the Fair,” in Rab 1982)

In Russian fairy tales, Baba Yaga is a 
character who embodies enormous creative 
and destructive power. She is the mistress of 
fire, and the riders of dawn, daylight, and dark 
night are her servants; more than that, skulls 
are strung out along her fence, and she travels 
in a flying mortar, propelling herself with a 
broom. At times she gifts and helps, at times she 
destroys - she is indeed difficult to fathom! 

TK: This is a very important thought, that 
this force, power, or witchcraft can be used for 
good or for evil. One may use it to help as well 
as to harm. And – if I have understood correctly 
– who uses this power, and how, is not clearly 
differentiated in tales either. An old mother may 

Gréta Vaskor, Tünde Komáromi



201

help and not harm because she was addressed 
correctly. Or she may bring about justice in some 
way, as with Baba Yaga, since in that tale the girl 
respects certain boundaries. She gives fire to the 
girl in a way that changes her life completely. 

GV: This is very exciting – Baba Yaga is 
perhaps the most controversial figure. On 
rare occasions, this ambivalence appears even 
within a single tale. 

TK: How and why are fairy tales with witches 
in them useful in psychotherapy? How does the 
client or patient “work” with the image of the 
witches? Could you please, if possible, give us 
some examples? 

GV: Why is it good to connect, through tales 
and stories, with the dark, negative, destructive 
forms of existence? Because destructive powers 
do exist, they have existed since the world has 
been a world, and every nation and culture 
has given them a shape and a personification. 
In fairy tales, one of the ways this quality 
is represented is by witches. (It can also be 
shown by devils, sorcerers, wizards, dragons, 
evil dwarves (“Koponyányi Monyók [skull-
sized imps]”), giants, or serpents). The witches 
are representatives of one of the destructive 
qualities or functions of the feminine (mother) 
principle.

And it is precisely this that give us the 
opportunity to address, through fairy tale 
characters, the dark mothers and women who 
live inside the client. It is a safe course, one in 
which the connection can be checked and one 
can distance oneself. The client is able to reflect 
on the Syöjätär in the tale and to activate the 
fairy tale helpers against it. In this way, the 
feelings evoked by this work with fairy tales 
become less overwhelming and disturbing, 
since one is not dealing (apparently) with one’s 
own mother, but with an evil witch. And yet, 
feelings and emotions do surface, and the tale 
offers both a solution and absolution. It calls for 
action by setting a test, as Peseschkian (2016) 
explains in The Scholar and the Camel Driver: 
stories provide a test situation, where we can 
try out unusual answers in our thoughts and 
feelings and then apply them to our conflicts in 
an experimental way. At the same time, these 

stories also function as models that point to 
ways and methods of resolving a conflict.

Mothers who curse, and destructive, jealous 
feminine agency, appear and disappear in real 
life too. As I frequently say, everyday curses 
do exist, and they take effect without being 
noticed, but all the more forcefully for that 
reason: “You’re so helpless, just like your father!” 
“You won’t make it, anyway!” “You’re so clumsy!” 
– Of course, I have heard even more forceful 
and more painful statements (curses) than this: 
“Why did I even give birth to you... You’re just a 
burden I have to carry. I almost died giving birth 
to you.” These are harsh words that can shape 
the course of a person’s  life, but a well-chosen 
fairy tale mirror image can help them recognise 
these words for what they are, that is, curses; 
this helps us to understand all the effects such 
words produce. And the fairy tale is not just a 
mirror; it not only helps a person become aware 
of this, but always provides a solution as well, 
a way of coping with these life-situations. This 
model, this plan of action, does not address 
the part that was hurt, but instead activates 
the mature self who is capable of action and to 
whom it points out ways of finding a solution 
and of coping with the problem in question.

It is not only mothers but other female 
family members too, grandmothers and great-
grandmothers, and of course mothers-in-law, 
who can function like witches in a person’s 
family history. According to one tale, where 
the devil cannot reach, there he sends an old 
woman; and, indeed, through the stories of 
mothers-in-law and of possessive mothers who 
cannot let go of their sons, I have encountered 
a good many devilish women who have ruined 
many relationships, as I hinted in a fairy tale 
fragment presented earlier.

I was working with a fairy tale I mentioned 
earlier, the Crystal Ball, and a young man 
recognised himself in the image (feeling) of 
the whale that swims around in speechless, 
lonely waters. Because these symbolic fairy tale 
images open up feelings and sensations, and 
this is how they connect body, soul and mind 
to the fairy tale. During our work with this tale, 
he acknowledged that he had not received the 
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care, attention, support and love he needed as 
a child. Instead he received from his mother 
only blame and criticism, so he retreated into 
a world he had created for himself, and now, 
as an adult, he finds it very difficult to connect 
with other people: “I have been cursed, I didn’t 
do this to myself; I wasn’t old enough or mature 
enough to defend myself... Now I see what was 
really going on. But I couldn’t run away from 
my mother – how could I? At the age of six or 
ten I wouldn’t have been capable of leaving.” 
The story became a mirror for him, and not 
just a mirror but also a plan of action: to find 
within himself and activate the third son in the 
tale, who leaves this “mother” space and house 
and sets out to fulfil his own destiny. This path 
is not an easy one, because the hope and the 
longing for his mother to eventually give him 
everything she has withheld from him for his 
whole life pulls him back... The longing is ever 
present, and with it the disappointment, too, for 
this never happens. By relating to the fairy tale 
(by listening to it and connecting to it, that is, by 
making emotional contact with it), he is able to 
sense and understand that if he keeps hanging 
on to this hope he will be cursed time and again, 
and this will keep happening until one night he 
will leave home in secret. In other words, he is 
able to work toward detaching himself, and he 
no longer expects his mother to accept him or 
express the things that are important to him. 
Even more – he must also draw a line to prevent 
further situations of hurt. All this requires him 
to find his inner grown-up self who is capable of 
doing all this.

We can both understand and interpret 
fairy tales at the level of relationality. That is, a 
person can recognise in their own mother the 
function of the witch-mother, or associate an 
aggressive father or partner with a fairy tale 
character, etc., but these characters can also 
reside within the soul’s inner space: the voice 
has been internalised, but initially it came 
from the outside, for it was born in the field of 
relationships!

Fairy tales also serve as mirrors in a more 
general way, reflecting, indeed revealing and 
asserting – through symbols, and compressed 

into signs – all that exists. The enormous power 
of symbols lies in the fact that they do not invoke 
merely conscious understanding, but also carry 
unconscious information and stimulate the 
senses: a close, dark forest, skulls strung out 
along a fence... Just imagine how Baba Yaga 
flies in a mortar... Fairy tales are stories, and the 
stories create inner images, which, in turn, evoke 
feelings and bodily sensations. These feelings 
and sensations are “crossings,” bridges to our 
own stories that we have experienced ourselves. 
The person can also succeed in formulating 
stories that were previously hidden, or covered 
up, or that have been viewed against a different 
interpretive framework. One can walk to and 
fro in this process. The tale awakens a personal 
understanding; once that has happened, armed 
with this new understanding and awareness, 
the person can step back into the tale, and then 
back out again, with a flux being generated 
between the stories in the tale and of the self. 
There is another ruling, helping instrument in 
this process: fairy tales have their inner order, 
their inner structure, and this can also be of 
help. For example, some harm is wrought 
against the fairy tale hero or an obstacle thrust 
into his path. On such occasions the hero can 
rarely continue his journey by relying only on 
his own strength and knowledge; more often, he 
is assisted by helpers and people who give him 
things he needs. In these cases, the “when” and 
the “where” help us by unveiling the question 
and the point of focus.

In fairy tales there are good / bad, helping 
and harming characters, just like there are in 
our lives and in our inner worlds. The dark, 
harming characters can even help us identify 
the destructive function that resides within 
ourselves – as Peseschkian expresses it, they 
serve as counter-models.

Someone once stated: “I recognised myself 
in the jealous and destructive girl. I was just 
like her. I was envious; I wanted things to be 
bad for them, even if not exactly how it was in 
the fairy tale... This recognition both terrified 
me and enabled me to feel compassion towards 
myself.” This was said by an adult woman who 
until then had seen herself only as a victim. In 
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the fairy tale she recognised herself in another 
capacity, which at first frightened her, but later 
she was able to treat this reaction of hers with 
understanding. She shaped it into words, linked 
it with feelings, and this became the foundation 
of a processing strategy. In these situations, it 
is important that the person be made aware of 
this state by an observant self, and this, too, has 
to be strengthened. For instance, the client is 
instructed to talk about the fairy tale character 
concerned and allow it to gradually enter their 
inner content. A series of questions are asked  
here, and the test actions I mentioned earlier 
also help the person understand and process 
this. 

Jealousy, rivalry; hindering, spreading false 
information: we encounter all of this in real 
life. And these tropes appear in fairy tales too. 
Of course, it is not in every case that this role 
is played by a witch. The destroyer need not 
operate supernatural witchcraft: he can be 
a brother or friend who betrays, or a “black” 
servant. Dark fathers, dark men and masters 
also appear in stories. They are not witches, 
but devils. They destroy, lure with promises, 
and deceive in the same way, except that they 
are not called witches or witch husbands but 
Bluebeard, Devil-Lover, Devil-Teacher. 

TK: Some final questions. If something like 
this crops up in a life story, how can fairy tales 
help the client? How do you choose the fairy 
tale? Do you narrate it, or recommend it for 
reading? Do you talk about it with the client 
or leave the experience to do its work? Do you 
bring up and employ only one tale, or several? 
How do you decide what kind of tale to work 
with? Do you sense on the spot what the client 
needs, or do you think it through very carefully, 
given the tremendous number of fairy tales that 
you know and use in your work?

GV: How do I choose a particular fairy 
tale? First, I need to become acquainted with 
the client’s life story, which does not happen 
in just one or two sessions, and during this 
time therapy work will have started and  
will be progressing. In this life story there  
will be easily recognisable and even repetitive 
tropes and prominent accents; there will be 

interruptions and fragmented stories. These 
are all important signs. As I listen to these life 
stories, one or another fairy tale image, or even 
a concrete story or tale, will occur to me as 
well. I let these move and work inside me, too. 
Of course, one needs to know large numbers 
of fairy tales for this to happen, and if nothing 
suitable can be found in the collection in one’s 
memory, then it has to be searched for and 
researched. When all this is brought together, I 
either tell the tale aloud, from memory, or I send 
the client the text of the tale with a few focus 
questions. At times I do not give the entire tale 
but narrate one or two fairy tale tropes, and we 
work with a given fairy tale image: setting out 
on a journey; refusing something or recognising 
a refusal; when and how we can be deceived by 
the hope of an easier course or solution. 

How we work with the fairy tale can also 
take many forms. In our fairy tale study groups 
– which are not self-knowledge groups – or in 
methodological groups, we talk about fairy 
tales, we open up the tale based on a given 
method of interpreting fairy tales, and we ask 
questions, for example: who is the harmer in 
this fairy tale? How and in what sense do they 
cause harm? What kind of coping mechanisms 
cancel out the harm? Who are the helpers of the 
main hero? And what does he learn from all this, 
how does he develop?

In individual therapy we look at where the 
fairy tale produced the greatest effect, that is, at 
which point in the story, and we analyse what 
is happening there and what kind of fairy tale 
characters are present. We then explore this 
further and search for the connection with the 
client’s own life, and we look at how this frames 
the client’s own story and what new methods of 
coping the fairy tale shows him. 

TK: Thank you very much for this 
conversation!

NOTE
1. The quotes from fairytales referred to in this interview are 
reproduced from the speaker’s memory during the interview, 
without a precise reference to the pages of the quoted works.
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. . . . . . . .
Introduction

The question in our title may seem a 
strange one. It is connected with the 
issuing of an administrative document 

in Wallachia in 1835 in which, strange though 
it may appear, white swallowwort was officially 
proclaimed to be non-existent and any attempt 
to make use of it became a punishable offence. 
The question that naturally arises is that of how 
a plant could become such an inconvenience 
that it attracted the repressive attention of 
the Ruling Power at a particular point in time. 
But in our case we are talking not about any 
old plant but about a special one that had an 
established position in Romanian folk culture 
(Candrea 1928). There are few documented 
cases in which we can see an evident conflict 
between popular culture and a Ruling 
Power (whatever institutional form it takes), 
especially a conflict that puts the latter in a 
difficult position that forces it to take extreme 
measures. And we know of fewer situations 
in which the State intervenes in an aggressive 
way and demands that plants be prohibited. 
We could invoke the case in which the Spanish 
Empire in Mexico forbade the peyotl or peyote 
plant, as analysed by Alessandro Stella (Stella 
2006, 129-37). This little cactus seems to have 
troubled the Spanish Inquisition, which banned 
it in 1620. Its ritual consumption as part of 
various religious ceremonies, together with its 
use in various practices linked to foretelling  the 
future, possibly less so those connected with its 
therapeutic effects on certain diseases, seem 
to have irritated the Conquistadors, who did 
not hesitate to give it a suitable name, “devil’s 
grass.” Quite a contrast with the Amerindians, 
who had christened it “flesh of the gods!” From 
Bernardino de Sahagun, however, we learn a 
deeper motivation. A sharp-eyed ethnographer 
of this world avant la lettre, he made careful 
notes on a number of traditions, customs and 
practices among the Indians, as well as on their 
diet and on the flora and fauna he encountered. 
Regarding this white-flowered plant he tells 
us that for the Chichimecas Indians it was 

a standard food that gave them courage in 
battle and freed them from any sensation of 
fear, thirst or hunger. In addition, it protected 
them from all dangers. The drunkenness 
and altered consciousness that it produced 
strengthened the reputation of the plant as 
sacred, since it gave them access to a special 
type of knowledge that ranged from the 
revelation of all kinds of unforeseeable future 
events to the identification of the perpetrators 
of thefts (Stella 2006, 132). The ban on its 
consumption brought into force by the edict 
of June 19, 1620 highlights a definite cultural 
conflict, in which the superstitious side of the 
natives’ culture stands in strong contrast to the 
“purity and simplicity” of Catholicism (Stella 
2006, 132), and proclaims, in a manner a little 
similar to what we have in our case, the actual 
ineffectiveness of the plant concerned, which 
“cannot have the natural power and efficacy 
that are attributed to it to bring about the 
effects described” (Stella 2006, 132). Of course, 
the interdiction put out by the Inquisition is 
founded on religious presuppositions, with 
its punitive part being based in essence on 
excommunication and less so on corporal or 
other kinds of punishment (although it includes 
these too). It emphasises the shortcomings of 
a society which was attempting to construct 
itself in accordance with the Catholic Christian 
model but whose inhabitants were still 
characterised by “a natural simplicity” and a 
distinct inclination towards idolatry.

I have mentioned this case of cultural conflict 
in order to (re)open a discussion in which there 
is much at stake for historians and ethnologists/
anthropologists alike, this time for the 
Romanian space, by taking as my starting-point 
a document that is, in its way, amazing. Up until 
now, historians have had reasons to be cautious 
about ethnographers/ethnologists. What we 
learn, for example, from Simion Mangiuca 
(Taloș 1962-1964, 330) and from Tudor Pamfile 
on the subject of treasure hoards and the whole 
cultural context, presented as existing within 
an exclusively rural world (Pamfile 1916), and 
from I.A. Candrea (Candrea 1928; Dobre 1995, 
147-72), who brought together information 
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that had appeared in older publications or in the 
works of predecessors (Mangiuca, Panțu), used 
to seem relevant as descriptions of a popular 
culture that had survived until the end of the 
nineteenth century, written by scholars who did 
not concern themselves too much with providing 
“historical proofs.” And as historical evidence 
was slow to appear, the subject remained the 
exclusive property of a category of specialists 
in folklore research. But evidence did exist; it 
can be seen both in notices in the press of 1890 
(Lupta 1890-06-14/no. 1148, Universul 1890-
06-13/no. 133; 1890-06-17/no. 137) and 1899 
(Universul 1899-02-23), and in much earlier 
periods, even during the time of the Organic 
Regulations (1835, for the case we are looking 
at). Leaving aside the press notices, which will 
be the subject of a future research study, the 
documents we discovered in the archive of 
the onetime county of Romanați struck us as 
so extremely interesting that we should dwell 
on them a little. A common element: both the 
mentions in the late nineteenth-century press 
and the documents bearing the seal of the 
Organic Regulations authorities associate white 
swallowwort with unscrupulous actions that 
affect the lives of individuals and communities. 
However, while at the end of the nineteenth 
century we can speak of the mentioning of 
this plant in a wide-circulation newspaper in 
the column devoted to “exotic” information, 
minor unusual and unrelated events, during the 
time of the Organic Regulations the viewpoint 
is different in substance, even though it starts 
from the same premise, a case of scoundrelly 
behaviour. 

. . . . . . . .
Historical context

We should note at the outset that there are few 
cases where the historian has the opportunity 
to verify information that popular culture 
has preserved only for the later enjoyment 
of ethnologists or anthropologists. But our 
amazement is even greater when we attempt 
to grasp what precisely it was that struck such 

fear into the authorities in 1835 that they 
went as far as forbidding having recourse to 
a magic plant. The way they took action – by 
making a public proclamation that the plant 
did not exist and, by implication, penalising 
anyone who made even the slightest use of it 
in the future – is also interesting in itself. The 
first important thing to mention is that there 
is a specific reference to white swallowwort 
in 1835. We find peasants, functionaries both 
local (prefect and subprefects, police officers) 
and at the ministerial level (the Department 
of the Interior; RO: Marea Vornicie), and the 
prince himself [Vodă] caught up in a round of 
communications sparked by this subject that 
became one of general interest. This is no small 
thing! The manner of speaking and the vision 
of the Ruling Power that these documents 
express are again useful to us in that they help 
us understand the universe of meanings that 
was constructed around this plant. Whereas 
for the Spanish authorities in Mexico in 1620 
the Devil could be the author of the deception 
involving the peyotle plant, in the Wallachia 
of 1835 the Organic Regulations authorities 
preferred to speak only of the cunning of those 
who claimed to be the repositories of some 
special knowledge, thus trading on the naivety 
of people who were eager to find treasure.

Another interesting point, we believe, is 
the difference between the “titles” of the two 
files discovered, both made up of documents 
relating to the same subject and in effect 
making reference to the same measure. While 
on the one that contains the central document 
and the others related to it, connected with its 
promulgation throughout an administrative sub-
unit of Romanați county, the local functionary 
thought it more fitting to write “Delă [file] for 
the papers touching upon deceit [emphasis ours] 
in connection with iarba fearelor” (OCSNA MP 
117/1835), in the central file, drawn up in the 
county town, what is written is a little different: 
“Delă [file] for the orders received from the 
Department of the Interior [RO: Marea Vornicie] 
in the case of iarba fiarelor which does not 
occur in nature [emphasis ours]” (OCSNA. OJR 
139/1835). 
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As white swallowwort is something that 
is spoken about, not written about, given that 
it is part of a par excellence oral culture, how 
do we explain its appearance in writing? We 
owe the recording of information about this 
wonder-working plant to a measure that came 
into force in Wallachia in 1833, under which 
written communication between authorities 
was made compulsory as soon as the residence 
of the subprefect was fixed in every subdivision 
of a county [plasa]. Consequently, the records of 
this administrative correspondence remained 
in the archives of the local chancelleries, given 
that, as I. C Filitti explains, “the subprefects 
were responsible for giving rulings in disputes 
between landowners and villagers” (Filitti 1934, 
250). So it was that this information reached us 
when we undid the two files that had been tied 
up with blue and white cord and sealed in that 
era.

We should mention in passing that the 
Organic Regulations authorities had much to 
be worried about in 1835, the year that saw 
the issuing of the documents that aroused our 
interest. Alexandru Ghica, the first Organic 
Regulations prince in Wallachia, had only taken 
over the throne the previous year. This Romanian 
Principality had been affected by the last Russo-
Turkish War (1826-1828) and was still the 
scene of large-scale organisational measures, 
initiated by the Russians, as a consequence of 
the introduction of the Organic Regulations 
regime and of the prolongation of the Russian 
occupation until April 1834 (Filitti 1934, 223-
370). The new Organic Regulations regime, 
proclaimed under the authority of General 
Kiseleff, was an attempt at a settlement that was 
more intelligent, on the basis of a modern state, 
but without the granting of political liberty (the 
example of the Polish constitution of 1791 was 
still fresh in the Russians’ minds). The extent of 
the reforms initiated, of the cataloguing of every 
kind, and of measures designed to prescribe in 
detail the functioning of society down to the last 
hamlet, demonstrates that we are witnessing 
a major process of socio-cultural dressage, 
one that the inhabitants of the Principality 
attempted to cope with, including by offering 

resistance to it. What interests us is the fact that 
all these measures compelled the appearance 
on the surface of cultural, mentality-related 
strata to which we would otherwise rarely have 
had access, even if it is not easy for us [to] “fight 
our way past the text to some hard and fast 
reality beyond it” (Darnton 1999, 116).

The document we publish here alludes  
in a subsidiary way to another phenomenon 
that is still to be elucidated, that of the practice 
of petitioning the authorities. Peasants did not 
hesitate to write jălbi [complaints, petitions] 
addressed directly not only to representatives 
of the authorities but to the prince or a person 
of similar prestige (Kiseleff, for example). Pavel 
Kiseleff himself received numerous complaints 
of this kind, “both orally and in the form of a jalba 
from the peasants of Oltenia” (Filitti 1934, 301); 
as early as November 1832 he had expressed his 
agreement to respect a principle that already 
had a past behind it, “the continuation of the 
right to appeal to the future ruler, following 
the custom that has always obtained in this 
country” (apud Filitti 1934, 242). This helps us 
understand how the story of people deceived 
by the use of white swallowwort came to the 
ears of the prince Alexandru Ghica. We are 
talking about the fact that increasing numbers 
of the complaints, the petitions from residents, 
peasants for the most part, came straight to the 
prince, who decided to intervene.  1835 was the 
year in which orders sent out by Alexandru Ghica 
responded not only to those of these documents 
that were concerned with abuses by the local 
administration (subprefects responsible for 
local administrative subdivisions) (Mateescu 
2018, 12), but also to those referring to cases 
of deception connected with the use of white 
swallowwort. Sadly, we have not yet been able 
to discover any jălbi of this kind; they would 
have helped us enormously towards gaining 
a peasants’ eye (and not just authorities’ eye) 
view of the phenomenon. We do however find 
indirect references, reproduced from what the 
Organic Regulations authorities recorded in the 
investigation dossiers of the kinds of cases that 
we too will be referring to.
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. . . . . . . .
Analysis of the documents

The file on the issue is in fact made up of two  
files, in Cyrillic script. One comes from the 
Romanați County Administration archive (file 
139/1835), contains two sheets, and is dated 
13 September 1835; on its cover is written 
“Delă [file] for the orders received from the 
Department of the Interior in the case of white 
swallowwort which does not occur in nature” 
[RO: Delă după porunca Mari Dvornicii în 
pricina erbi(i) fiarălor ce nu să află în natură]. 
The other (117/1835), with a similarly small 
number of sheets, comes from the archive of 
an administrative sub-unit of the county, Mijloc 
plasa, is dated 18 September 1835, and has 
a title that has been slightly changed, “Delă 
[file] for the papers touching upon deceit in 
connection with white swallowwort” (with 
a different spelling of “swallowwort”) [RO: 
Delă pentru hărtiile atingătoare de vicleșug în 
pricina erbii fearălor.]. Both files are derived 
from the official document issued by the 
Department of the Interior (RO: Marea Vornicie 
as it is sometimes expressed, the equivalent 
of today’s Ministry of Internal Affairs), which 
was recorded in two different ways as a result 
of the fact that it was received first at Caracal, 
the county town of Romanați county (13 
September), and then at the headquarters of 
Mijloc administrative area (18 September). 
The principal document is the one issued on  
9 September 1835 by the Department of the 
Interior; it bears the signature of Mihai Cornescu 
and is countersigned by Iordache Crețeanu. The 
principal one is that received on 13 September, 
with the Mijloc plasa area one clearly being 
a copy. What tells us this is the absence from 
the Mijloc document both of the handwritten 
signatures of the two officials and of a special 
order, signed by Iordache Crețeanu, requiring 
not only that the response be communicated to 
the Prefect [RO: ocârmuitor] but also that copies 
of the central command should be made and 
sent as a matter of urgency to the sub-prefects 
and to the police of the town of Caracal so that 

it could be made generally known (OCSNA, RCP, 
139/1835, 2r). 

On reading the documents, we were struck 
not only by this urgency but also by another 
feature. So that the rationale of the principal 
document, the manner of its conception 
and, above all, its importance may be fully 
understood, it would perhaps be no bad thing 
for us to make it clear that no mere official signed 
it. Mihail Cornescu, the principal signatory, is 
far from being just another historical character. 
His name recurs again and again in the records 
of the composition of several important 
committees of the time: the one charged with 
translating the French commercial law code in 
1831 (Filitti 1934, 271), that set up to study the 
administration of the wealth of monasteries 
in 1831 (Filitti 1934, 275), that charged with 
putting together a “full political and criminal 
register” in April 1832 (Filitti 1934), and that for 
reducing the number of counties in Wallachia in 
1833 (this last along with Lieutenant-Colonel 
Fanton de Verrayon) (Filitti 1934, 249). To all 
these positions we could add that of his role as 
a member of the Extraordinary Administrative 
Council (Filitti 1934, 281) and, in particular, 
as a member of the “executive council of the 
Extraordinary Assembly for the revision of the 
Organic Regulation for Wallachia, inaugurated 
on 10 March 1831, in which he was responsible 
for the part concerning the “militia” (the army) 
(Filitti 1934, 82). These details tell us all we 
need to know about  the authority, importance 
and experience  of this as yet insufficiently 
known frontranking contributor to the new 
administrative reforms who also set his 
signature to our official document dealing with 
white swallowwort. And this shows us that the 
subject was treated, at the time, with greater 
attention than we could have imagined. 

In that period, the moving of villages from  
the hinterland to along the roads and the 
opposition this met with, the cases of robbery 
that affected the stability of the quarantine 
line and perpetuated suspicious to-and-fro 
movement across the frontier, and the setting-
right of abuses in the administration (Mateescu 
2018) would have seemed to the Regulation 
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authorities to be much more concerning pheno- 
mena. Even so, reading the items identified in 
these two files from the archive of the erstwhile 
historic county of Romanați faces us with a 
conundrum: could the unrest caused by people 
having recourse to white swallowwort have 
come to pose such a threat to social harmony as 
to have necessitated the specific intervention of 
the prince and of the Department of the Interior? 
Was this plant really so popular in 1835, and if 
so, in what context?

To understand the fascination exerted by 
white swallowwort in this period, we need 
to view it within the context of two closely 
connected aspects of the historical background 
that helped it maintain its reputation. On the 
one hand we have to bear in mind the existence 
of numerous hoards of buried treasure. These 
originated both as a consequence of the pre- 
valence of bands of robbers, who were coming 
under greater pressure since the Organic 
Regulations administration had taken power, 
and from the fearfulness of the wealthier 
inhabitants, whatever their social background, 
who were attempting to protect their valuables. 
Information went around, some robbers 
disappeared without trace, the tendency being 
for capital punishment to be commuted into 
their being sent to the salt mines or beaten 
with staffs (Vulpe 2006, 195), and access to the 
treasure hoards they left behind – the memory 
of which was kept alive by the stories that still 
circulated regarding them – was keenly coveted, 
despite the fact that their precise locations 
were not always known. Another category 
of information had to do with treasures 
from classical antiquity, from the time of the 
emperor Trajan, and stories of this kind, which 
described treasure hoards containing large 
gold coins, “and other jewelled implements 
by the cartload,” could still be heard even in 
Bucharest establishments in the late nineteenth 
century (Universul 1890-06-17/no.137, 3). Some 
counties in Oltenia, including Romanați, were 
already in the Organic Regulations period well 
known for the traces of classical antiquity to 
be found there; it was not difficult to discover 
coins, medallions and other “Roman rarities” 

there, as the Russian doctor Stepan Fyodorovici 
Dobronravov noted in 1831 (Cernovodeanu 
2006, 30).

On the other hand, white swallowwort 
is connected with this context of robbers, 
bandits, who were still very active in the period 
from which our document comes. The plant 
in question, used as a means to discovering 
treasure, also ensured the escape of captured 
or imprisoned bandits. It is no accident that 
I. A. Candrea mentions its second common 
name, “robbers’ plant,” and this meaning was 
confirmed and written about, including by the 
press of the late nineteenth century, before it 
was recorded as such by our folklore specialists, 
which indicates that this meaning too was fixed 
in popular culture.

Instances of robbery were frequent in this 
period and were the subject of painstaking 
investigation by the authorities, who initiated a 
serious policy of repression aimed at stamping 
out the phenomenon (Vulpe 2006, 304, 308). 
Sometimes it was possible to capture the 
robber bands and recover their booty, even 
if only partially. At other times it was not, the 
assumption then being that the perpetrators 
had buried their ill-gotten gains, if indeed 
they had not come from across the Danube 
(“people from the Turkish country,” Vulpe 
2006, 302). And not surprisingly, the local 
people themselves, living in a social context 
characterised by frequent instances of this kind 
of violence, learned to conceal their money in 
places that were as well hidden as they could 
possibly be and unsuspected even by members 
of their own families. Tudor Pamfile gives us a 
graphic example of this: an inhabitant of Dolj 
proved by the use of witnesses – his wife and 
his neighbours – how well he had hidden his 
money in a horse head; not one of his witnesses 
had been able to find it, even though they had 
walked past the spot again and again (Pamfile 
1916, 2-5). The range of places chosen for the 
burying of large sums of money during the 
Organic Regulations period was very wide. 
Investigations carried out by the authorities 
into cases discovered between 1831 and 1833 
show us that a priest might bury his money 
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under a boulder (Father Andrei from the village 
of Zmeurăt, robbed of 2400 lei, Vâlcea county) 
(Vulpe 2006, 186). Another victim concealed it 
under “the roots of a poplar” (the case of Nițu 
Brătuianu of Iași, attacked in Gorj county on St 
Basil’s Day in the winter of 1833, 100 lei buried; 
Vulpe 2006, 188).

The authorities took seriously any losses 
that exceeded a threshold of 150 lei, as we learn 
from an 1842 case involving the inhabitants 
of the village of Corlățelu, Mehedinți county: 
“given that the honourable Court, as we have 
understood, is restricted to deciding especially 
murder cases and those involving losses of 
over 150 lei” (Vulpe 206, 303). The reason for 
providing this data is that it makes it a little 
easier to understand the raft of meanings that 
had built up around white swallowwort. Access 
to this magical plant did not come cheap. In 
line with its renown and the fact that it could 
lead one to extremely valuable treasure hoards, 
the asking price could be a very high one, 
definitely exceeding that punishable threshold 
of 150 lei. So, in one of the few cases identified, 
investigated by the competent authorities and 
recorded at the Dolj County Court (DCSNA, DC 
I, 8/1837), the people of the village of Punghina 
in Mehedinți county are found entering a plea 
against Gheorghe “the Arnăut” (Albanian 
mercenary soldier) and “Mihai sârbu ot Ciutura” 
for the recovery of the sum of 1257 lei, which 
they had paid to these two men “who had given 
them their word that they would give them 
white swallowwort” (DCSNA, DCC, I, 8/1837, 1). 

What is beyond doubt is that our nineteenth-
century archives covering this period contain 
more and more requests from groups and 
individuals seeking approval for digging to 
be undertaken in places where treasure was 
“believed” or “suspected” to exist. This is true 
of both Romanian Principalities, Wallachia 
and Moldova. The subject of going “digging for 
money,” preferably at night, even came up in 
people’s everyday conversations, as we learn 
from the record of an 1842 interrogation of a 
goatherd called Ioța from Băilești in Dolj county 
(Vulpe 2006, 264). The variety of indicators used 
here to identify with “precision” places where 

it would be worth digging drew on popular 
culture. Not only places over which witnesses 
used to tell of having seen candles burning, but 
also those that had appeared recently, where 
various natural phenomena (storms, rivers 
bursting their banks) had made it possible for 
valuable artefacts (especially gold and silver 
coins) to be unearthed. 

The principal document, which we will 
reproduce in extenso in the Annex, demonstrates 
to us the existence of a real problem, given that 
no less an institution than the Department of 
the Interior [Marea Vornicie], the equivalent of 
today’s Ministry of Internal Affairs, needed to 
intervene and regulate it in an official way. What 
exactly was it that had caused an inconvenience 
so great that an administrative decision had to 
be taken against a fact of popular culture? Does 
more turn on this conflict than the seeming 
elimination of one specific kind of scoundrelly 
behaviour that was becoming increasingly 
frequent at the time and that was linked 
to another socio-cultural phenomenon, an 
absolute obsession with finding treasure? We 
should note that the surprising administrative 
initiative does not belong entirely to the 
institution we have mentioned; the official 
measure taken was the result not only of 
complaints or petitions addressed to it but 
also of those received, directly or indirectly, 
by the prince Alexandru Ghica. In any case, 
the principal document speaks of “many jălbi 
[petitions]” on this subject. It appears that the 
administrative measure was directed against 
the scoundrels and that one of its functions 
was certainly to protect the inhabitants of the 
principate, led astray “by some of the crafty 
people” and also deceived “into spending 
money.” However, the phenomenon was an 
extensive one, which indicates the strength 
of the belief in the efficacy of this plant. This 
explains the measures taken and the command 
that they be publicised in all the small towns 
(“târguri”) and villages: “this order from the 
Department is to be announced in all the small 
towns and villages in the county, within the 
hearing of all the customary inhabitants, that 
wherever a deceptive claim of this kind arises, 
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that white swallowwort is to be found, people 
are not to give it credence and are immediately 
to bring the person concerned to the knowledge 
of the Prefecture” (OCSNA, RCP 139/1835, 1r; 
MP 117/1835, 1r). The official document shows 
that the view of the subject adopted by the 
Organic Regulations regime is that of a modern 
state. People who remain in thrall to a cultural 
universe that sets store by the magical virtues 
of a plant belong to the category of “the most 
stupid people” who “would believe something 
like this” (OCSNA, RCP 139/1835, 1r). The 
document sets out with clarity the existence 
of cultural barriers. With the good logic of a 
modern disciplinary state, “if any superstition 
remained, it was restricted to the common 
people (cei proști [the stupid people])” (Darnton 
2009, 133-34). However, we would be naive to 
believe that “the upper orders had withdrawn 
from the activities that had engaged the whole 
people several generations ago, and had shut 
themselves up within their own cultural forms” 
(Darnton 2009, 134). The examples we find in 
the press of the Old Kingdom of Romania in the 
late nineteenth century, involving judges and 
notaries being “seduced” by white swallowwort, 
show us that the situation was rather different. 
In addition, can a parallel to this obsession with 
treasure, this wish to get rich, that we have seen 
evidence of at the popular level be found in a 
different wish to get rich that existed among the 
elite and whose essence was captured by one 
Nicolae Filimon in a well-known novel written 
after 1862?3 Returning to our document, we 
note that it makes a direct attack on what it 
claims is the credulity of these common people, 
since it is this that provides fertile ground for 
the scoundrelly schemes practised by various 
people who claim to know the whereabouts 
of the universally desired plant, the key to the 
fabulous universe of hidden treasure.

The strategy proposed by the official 
document is an interesting one. On the one 
hand it makes a frontal attack on the kind of 
knowledge that the “charlatans” in question 
claim to possess, by proclaiming the non-
occurrence of the plant in nature, not only (and 
this is an important detail)  in Wallachia but also 

in other neighbouring countries: “because such 
white swallowwort is not evident anywhere, 
either here, in our country or in other areas” 
(OCSNA, RCP 139/1835, 1r). This is one of the 
main points to be emphasised, and it is also 
taken up in the orders sent by the Prefect of 
Romanați county to the subprefects and to the 
police force of the county town, Caracal. The 
official interdiction attempts to make use of a 
credible argument: the non-existence of the 
plant, officially proclaimed, is based on its non-
existence at the “natural” level. If it cannot be 
identified, known in reality, it can be seen to be a 
creation of the imagination. But this might have 
undesirable effects as well, and this impels the 
government to give a second proof after it has 
already introduced a classification, by placing 
“white swallowwort” among things that belong 
not to magic, as we might have expected, but 
to deception. Consequently, there is a natural 
progression from here (and this is the other 
part of the approach) to the language of courts 
and penalties by the establishing of a collective 
culpability (as already applied in other 
situations, such as that involving keeping secret 
the whereabouts of outlaws) that includes  
both the deceived and the deceiver and ruling 
that both categories are to be punished, since 
both are responsible for the existence of this 
“popular belief”: “both the one deceived and the 
deceiver alike will be subject to punishment.” 
A situation that confronts us with a problem: 
by eliminating both of the mutually dependent 
categories, was the Government achieving 
anything beyond the elimination of a simple 
problem of a socio-economic type? And again, 
not only the elimination of a particular kind of 
scoundrelly behaviour but also the dragging of 
the population out of a universe of superstitions, 
the cutting-off at the root of any connection 
with it? A lost cause from the outset, as we know 
from other examples from history and as we see 
both from the reappearance of these cases in the 
Romanian press of the late nineteenth century 
and from the records of information collected 
by Romanian folklore specialists in the same 
period and in the early years of the following 
century.
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. . . . . . . .
Conclusions

These considerations take us back to the 
question from which we set out: how dangerous 
had white swallowwort become in this period? 
And we could go on to ask, if we reevaluate 
our reading of the document which articulates 
the vision of the Organic Regulations regime 
in Wallachia, to what extent did the new 
administrative arrangements lead to the 
disappearance of this aspect of popular culture? 
Those cases from the late nineteenth century 

have shown us the persistence of this cultural 
vein. Far from having disappeared, this relic of 
a popular culture that was being subjected to 
ever more aggressive attacks from an expanding 
culture of modernity, white swallowwort, had 
miraculously survived and was attacking new 
victims, this time from the ranks of professional 
people such as judges and notaries. It was only 
a few years before it would find its place in the 
research work of Romanian ethnographers 
or of tireless local seekers after treasures of a 
different kind, this time those connected with 
the national tradition, folk culture.

1. There is as yet no clear consensus regarding this plant. In the 
sixth edition of his well-known dictionary, which first appeared 
in 1896, Lazăr Șăineanu explains it as “a poisonous plant, with 
yellowish-white flowers, which (according to popular belief) 
can open locks and for that reason is much sought out by 
thieves, who carry it in their belt or in the little finger of their 
left hand (Asclepias vincetoxicum)” (Șăineanu 1928, 300 s.v.). In 
an article on Latin-derived nomenclature in natural history, G. 
Crăiniceanu describes iarba fiarelor as the same as iarba ferului, 
v. Rănduniță [swallowwort]; Ochiul boului [bull’s eye]; Rocă [rock] 
(Crăiniceanu 1890, 564). George Bujorean also conflates white 
swallowwort with another plant, in his case with Măru lupului, 
and uses different terminology – Cynanchum vincetoxicum – from 
Şăineanu, even though he is referring to white swallowwort. In 
fact, the plant is recorded using classic botanical terminology, 

with no connection with white swallowwort (Bujorean 1936, 
384, s.v.). White swallowwort also appears as Vincetoxicum 
hirundinaria or St Lawrence herb in Wolf D. Storl (Storl 2017, 200 
sv), being thus associated with one of the early Christian martyrs. 
For the Romanian space, the standard work is still I. A. Candrea 
(Candrea 1928; Dobre 1995, 147-72).

2. I am immensely grateful to Dorothy Elford for her sincerely 
helpful and supportive way in providing the best translation 
in English to my Romanian paper and to Ileana Benga for her 
final careful reading of the text, continuous encouragement and 
entirely trust in my research.

3. Our reference is to the novel Ciocoii vechi și noi [Parvenus old 
and new], first published in parts in 1862 and in its entirety in 
1863.

NOTES
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OCSNA  MP 117/1835.  Olt County Service of the National Archives, 
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touching upon deceit in connection with white swallowwort.

OCSNA  RCP 139/1835.  Olt County Service of the National 
Archives, Romanați County Prefecture. File for the orders 
received from the Department of the Interior in the case of white 
swallowwort which does not occur in nature. 

DCSNA DCC, I, 8/1837. Dolj County Service of the National Archives, 
Dolj County Court, Section I, (penal); File regarding the inhabitants 
of the village of Punghina against Gheorghe arnăutu [Albanian 
mercenary soldier] and Mihai sârbu ot Ciutura for some money.
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ANNEX
OCSNA (OLT County Service of the National Archives), Slatina, 
Romanați County Prefecture archive
Dossier 139/1835
Correspondence regarding the non-existence in nature of white 
swallowwort 

No. 19
Romanați county, 13 September 1835
File for the orders received from the Department of the Interior in 
the case of white swallowwort which does not occur in nature
(on cover)

1. 9 September 1835. Department of the Interior  
to the Prefecture of Romanați (Orders, original) 

received September 13

Department of the Interior 
To the Prefecture of Romanați county

Since from the many petitions that have been presented both 
to His Highness the Hospodar  [“Măria Sa, Vodă”] and to this 
department by some of the inhabitants saying that they have 
been making great efforts and spending money in order to find 
white swallowwort1 and use it to discover buried treasure, being 
led astray by some crafty people who deceive them in order to 
put them to expense, it has been given to understand that only 
the most foolish of people would believe something like this, 
which consequence is not to be endured, because such white 
swallowwort is not attested anywhere at all, not only here in 
this country but also elsewhere, His Highness the Hospodar has 
ordered that those who claim that they can find it be reproved as 
deceivers, and that therefore a command be sent in writing to the 
Prefecture from the Department: it should be announced in all 
the small towns and villages in the county, in the hearing of all the 
regular inhabitants, that wherever such a crafty claim arises, that 
white swallowwort can be found, they should not give it credence 

and also should immediately report the person concerned to the 
Prefecture, who should reprove him sternly and make him give 
guarantees that he will stop making such crafty and deceptive 
claims, because if he does not, if such evil consequences arise and 
if there are any future petitions saying that someone has spent 
money to find white swallowwort, not only will he not be listened 
to, but both the deceived and the deceiver alike will be punished 
and the Prefecture is to be informed of the result. 

9 September 1835

Mihai Cornesc<u> 2

Besides the answer that will be [ocl.?]:3 copies are to  
be made specifically to be sent to the  

Subprefects and the police as well! Iord <ache> Crețeanul4

f. 1r-v 

Section 3
Table 1
No. 1669

2. Reply to the Department of the Interior

The humble Prefecture hereby acknowledges receipt of the 
worthy command number 1669 touching upon the halting of 
the deceptive agitation that some people are causing because 
some are searching for white swallowwort5 and others are being 
financially ruined:6 in their efforts to find it whereas such a 
plant is not known as existing in nature, and this humble official 
makes it known that he will carry out the orders to the letter. 15 
September 1835 

Section 3
Table 1a
No. 47136  

Did White Swallowwort (Vincetoxicum hirundinaria) Exist or Did It not During the Organic Regulations Regime?
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Nicolae Mihai

3. Orders for the Subprefects and the Police

 By sending you this copy in accordance with command number 
1669 of this Department of the Interior we are writing to you 
on the one hand to make it a matter of general knowledge7 and 
command all the people that no one should again venture to 
search pointlessly for so-called white swallowwort, or promise 
that he can find it as this is a thing that8 is not known to exist 
in nature. And on the other hand you are to take care that if 
[...] to discover without fail those people who in secret will be 
tempted to move in one way or another and immediately send 
them to the Prefecture with a report on the circumstances of their 
movements.

16 September 1835

No. 4777 To Balta
       4778 To Mijloc
       4780 To Olt
       4780 To Olteț
       4781 To Cămp
       4782 To the police

f. 2 r-v

OCSNA MP. (Olt County Service of the National Archives), Slatina, 
archive of the subprefecture of Mijloc administrative area
Dossier 117/1835

Mijloc administrative area 18 September 1835
File for the papers touching upon deceit in connection  
with white swallowwort 
of archive no. 5504, no.4727 (on cover)

1.  9 September 1835. Department of the Interior to 
Romanați Prefecture (orders, copy) 

 (in left corner, diagonally) received September 18

Department of the Interior 
To the Prefecture of Romanați county

Since from the many petitions that have been presented both 
to His Highness the Hospodar [“Măria Sa, Vodă”], and to this 
department by some of the inhabitants saying that they have 
been making great efforts and spending money in order to find 
white swallowwort and use it to discover buried treasure, being 
led astray by some crafty people who deceive them in order to 
put them to expense, it has been given to understand that that 
only the most foolish of people would believe something like 
this, which consequence is not to be endured because such 
white swallowwort is not attested anywhere at all, not only not 
in this country but also elsewhere, His Highness the Hospodar 
has ordered that those who claim that they can find it should 
be reproved as deceivers, and that therefore a command be 
sent in writing to the Prefecture with this command from the 
Department: that it should be announced in all the small towns 
and villages in the county, in the hearing of all the regular 
inhabitants, that wherever such a crafty claim arises,9 that white 
swallowwort can be found, they should not give it credence and 
also should immediately report the person concerned to the 
Prefecture, who should reprove him sternly and make him give 
guarantees that he will stop making such crafty and deceptive 
claims, because if he does not, if such evil consequences arise 
and there are any future petitions saying that someone has spent 
money trying to find white swallowwort, not only will he not be 
listened to, but both the deceived and the deceiver alike will be 
punished and the Prefecture is to be informed of the result.

Mihail Cornescu, 9 September 1835 
Iordache Crețeanu

Section 3
1st  Table
No. 1669

2.  Romanați Prefecture to the subprefect of  
Mijloc administrative area

Received 18 September

No 742  Romanați County Prefecture  
To the Subprefect of Mijloc administrative area

   
By sending you this copy in accordance with command number 
1669 of this Department of the Interior we are writing to you 
on the one hand to make it a matter of general knowledge and 
command all the people that no one should again venture to 
search pointlessly for so-called white swallowwort, or promise 
that he can find it, as this is a thing that is not known to exist in 
nature, and on the other hand you are to take care specifically to 
discover without fail those people who in secret will be tempted 
to move in one way or another and immediately send them to 
the Prefecture with a report on the circumstances of their 
movements.

 
18 September 1835
G. Coțofenea, Prefect 
A<ndrei> Prejbeanu, Secretary

f. 1r-v

3. Reply to Romanați Prefecture
 
  The worthy subprefecture, understanding the 
content of the copy of order no. 1669 from the Honourable 
Department of the Interior, and of order no. 4778 of the 
Honourable Prefecture […]10 which touches upon craftiness 
regarding white swallowwort, makes it known that they will 
follow them to the letter.
No. 1667 19 September 1835

f. 2

1. It is interesting that the author uses two different forms 
in the course of the same document: first a form that reflects 
a pronunciation in common use in Moldova, “hiarălor,” and 
elsewhere one that reflects the usual Wallachian pronunciation, 
“fiiarălor.”

2. Original signature.

3 We have not been able to identify the word of which this is an 
abbreviation.

4. Original signature.

5. Supra, „they were not able to find treasure hoards.”

6. Supra, crossed out, „that finding it, they should take it.”

7. “[A]nd on the other hand via the subprefects take care that if 
[anyone] ma,” crossed out. 

8. “[N]either,” crossed out.

9. Superscript, crossed out, „ară ară.”

10. We have not been able to identify the word.

NOTES
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Anamaria Iuga (AI): I know, Alexandra, 
that you are working on a book about the occult. 
What is the title, and who will be publishing it?

Alexandra Coțofană (AC): “The Familial 
Occult; Encounters at the Margins of Critical 
Autoethnography,” and it will be published 
by Berghahn2 as part of a series produced in 
collaboration with the European Association 
of Social Anthropologists. Berghahn is a well-
known but small publishing house, a family 
concern headed by Marion Berghahn, who 
gives every manuscript her personal attention 
and without whose agreement no book can be 
accepted for publication. That was the process 
in the case of the book I am coordinating. This 
will be the second volume I have published 
with Berghahn as editor. The other volume3 is 
open access, but the contract between EASA 
and the publishing house means that the series 
in which this new book is being published will 
not be open access. I would be very happy if 
some of the chapters in the book, or at least the 

introduction and conclusions, could become 
open access. Perhaps I will succeed in getting 
the publishing house’s permission for this. 

AI: Yes, Berghahn’s has an open access 
policy, though not for everything it publishes. 
The discussion in the introductory text about 
people initiated into magical practices, who at 
the same time belong to the researcher’s family, 
is of great interest, and it would be useful for it 
to be available free of cost. 

AC: It’s a subject that has effectively not 
been touched on up until now, and so, it would 
be wonderful if open access was an option. I 
want to say from the start that the book uses 
a method in the social sciences called critical 
autoethnography, in this case, to explore the 
experiences of social scientists and scholars 
in the humanities who grew up with occult 
practices (what we would call “magic” and 
“witchcraft”) in their families, hence the title, 
“The Familial Occult.” As we did a survey of the 
literature in our respective fields, we noticed 
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that there is a lack of this particular sort of 
subjectivity. What I mean is we couldn’t find 
cases of the author growing up in the occult, 
rather than traveling abroad, to find the occult 
in the cultures of other people. 

We noticed that the way these practices 
are addressed has allowed scholars to further 
exoticise the others since the beginning of our 
disciplines, and to treat the occult as a practice 
that does not pertain to the civilized world. 
Further, it allowed our various disciplines to 
speak about others, to others, rather than to 
make room for them to speak themselves, 
as Gayatri Spivak (literary theorist, feminist 
critic, and postcolonial theorist) has called for, 
decades ago. 

We liked the method of critical auto- 
ethnography because it suggests the objective 
researcher from elsewhere is not the only 
pertinent actor in research. The researcher can 
and should also accept their subjectivity and 
involvement in a practice or set of beliefs, and 
that should not be seen as something that chips 
away at the integrity of their lens.

AI Are you the only coordinator of the book?
AC: The idea for this book came after a 

conversation I had with James Nyce, Professor 
Emeritus at Ball State University (U.S.A.), and 
also an Associate Professor at Lund University 
in Sweden. We had been discussing this subject 
for several years, but the opportunity to have 
something published arose two years ago. 
And that was also when we started thinking 
seriously about launching a call for papers to 
people who might be interested in the subject. 
The project was initially going to involve joint 
editorship, but Professor Nyce, given that he 
was already a Professor Emeritus, thought that 
it was more important for my career, which is 
in its early days, that I should bring it out as sole 
coordinator. This was a generous offer for which 
I owe him a debt of gratitude. I accepted. It isn’t 
easy, it has been a complex multi-stage task and 
I am currently just embarking upon a new round 
of corrections, but I’m glad it’s happening.

AI: How did the idea for the book come up?
AC: I believe it was in Zalău,4 in 2010, that I 

first met James Nyce. We started speaking about 
our families and we realised that both of us had 
had the experience of having a grandparent... 
in his case his paternal grandfather, in mine 
my paternal grandmother... who was known 
in their community as a “magical figure,” a 
person who was involved among other things 
in occult practices, if I want to avoid using the 
word “witchcraft” and describe this occupation 
in politically correct terminology. He was the 
first person with whom I had ever discussed 
this part of my family history, so for me it was 
a kind of “letting the family skeleton out of the 
cupboard.” When I began writing my doctoral 
thesis, I was planning to study witchcraft, 
magic, and conspiracy theories in a Romanian 
context. I thought I was going to write a lot 
about my grandmother, but gradually I realised 
that I hadn’t said anything about her at all. 
I had mentioned her in one sentence in the 
Introduction, but effectively I had not written 
about her and what she used to do. For me 
this was an indication that I was not yet ready 
to write about it. The idea for this book took 
shape in 2020, the year my father died, because 
after my grandmother’s death in 2011 he began 
training to become a magical figure himself. 
Despite my protests – because my grandmother 
had after all been raised in a particular tradition 
– my father, since she had refused to pass on her 
knowledge to him, exerted himself to study the 
subject on his own. And that was how he learned 
it, in a very neoliberal way, from the 1990s 
onwards, when one of the fruits of democracy 
in Romania was that books of every kind could 
be published freely. It was then that my father 
started to read everything he could lay his 
hands on! I attempted to explain to him that 
this was not right, and, well, I can tell you that 
we had some arguments about it. But after he 
died, I felt that I could finally write about occult 
practices as part of the private life of my family. 
All this is in my chapter. I also wrote about the 
fact that one can never in fact shake off this label 
in one’s local community. This is a kind of theme 
that every chapter in the book comes back to. 

AI: You are talking about a stigma.
AC: Yes.

Alexandra Coțofană, Anamaria Iuga
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AI: What was your personal relationship 
with magical practices in the different stages of 
your life? Can this be picked up from the book 
you are coordinating?

AC: No. My grandmother used to keep me 
very close to her when she was doing magic, but 
for various reasons, including the stigma that 
was there in my life right from when I was very 
small, I chose to keep a distance between myself 
and anything that involved making use of these 
practices. And anyone who reads the whole book 
can see that the social sciences researchers who 
have contributed to it, with only two exceptions, 
are not practitioners of the occult. Which shows 
that the stigma to which we were subjected is a 
major one that can cause an emotional blockage 
that we, those concerned, have experienced it in 
an extremely powerful way.

AI: What cultural spaces do the writers in 
this book come from? You are Romanian, but 
what about the others?

AC: I am Romanian. Then there is James 
Nyce, an American with German Mennonite 
forbears; we have two Swedes, a couple from 
the Caucasus (he is Russian, and she is from 
Abkhazia; they live together in Georgia), and 
a woman from Siberia. So, we have both ends 
of the former Russian empire. There is also 
an author from the Philippines, and an author 
whose father emigrated to the US from China, 
though he himself was born and raised in the 
US. And an author from Morocco.

AI: From all corners of the world.
AC: That was the intention.
AI: What fields do all these researchers who, 

as you have said, also have this inside view of 
the phenomenon concerned work in? 

AC: The authors come from fields such 
as religious studies, comparative literature, 
anthropology, ethnology and folklore. And what 
the book is trying to say, is that this practising of 
the occult (I will keep to this term, because if we 
call it witchcraft or magic it’s a bit reductionist 
and we know that these terms have negative 
connotations), all the occult practices, when 
we see them in literature, we find them in 
authors who have sought and wished to “serve 
an apprenticeship.” We usually see a power 

relation between author and practitioner. The 
author brings with him the background of an 
urban person, someone from the first world, 
who in every case travels into the third world, 
or the rural space, so, there is this difference 
too between him and the person he asks to be 
trained by. He requests an apprenticeship in 
occult practices, he gets it, but he can easily give 
up this identity when he returns home. However, 
we do not see, and have not seen, those of us who 
read research into religion, anthropology, or 
comparative literature – I am thinking of some 
of the fields the authors of the book work in – 
we have not seen texts written by authors who 
have actually lived in a family in which occult 
practices exist as part of the daily routine. This 
would help us to also see what happens when 
you do not exoticise these practices but live in 
them, what it looks like when you live in them. 
And it doesn’t look very good, it’s a bit painful.

AI: What were the challenges that you, or 
the authors, had to face up to when you began 
writing? What stages did you go through, so to 
speak?

AC: The first challenge and perhaps the 
most difficult was at the outset, when there 
were almost twice the number of writers we 
actually have in the book. All these people had 
expressed an interest and wanted to write, but a 
very large number of them subsequently pulled 
out. Either they felt that they could not yet talk 
about these things, or they themselves were 
ready to, but when they talked to their families 
the family didn’t want them to talk about it, 
since the stigma was still very powerful. And 
as we know, work of this kind, above all the 
work of an anthropologist, can be confused with 
journalism by a public that doesn’t understand 
the discipline. I think it was for this reason that 
some families didn’t quite understand what the 
purpose of this article was or who its target 
public was; they somehow believed that the 
whole village was going to find out about them. 
But it would be a global village. And this was 
a problem. As a consequence, we lost many 
writers, very promising writers, in the early 
stages of putting the book together. A propos of 
the fact that – if we take account of the origins of 
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those who have written for it – the book covers 
almost all corners of the world, we had a writer 
from Peru, and this for me meant that the book 
would have included South America as well; I 
was absolutely delighted that we had him, but 
he kept being unable to write. I actually delayed 
the entire volume for six months for him, but 
he kept being unable to write. In fact, what he 
did produce, his first draft, was extremely well 
written, but it didn’t get to the heart of the issue. 
And something of the kind happened to all of 
us. Some contributors who had written a great 
deal, who in some cases had been writing for 
decades, had a deep emotional blockage when 
it came to writing about this subject. It is very 
personal. By doing so you bare your soul before 
the whole world and it’s..., I think that for many 
of us it was hard to take a step of this kind. Some 
people chose not to take it, or were not allowed 
by their families and communities to take it.

AI: Perhaps the right time had not come.
AC: Or perhaps it never will, and so in a way 

these stories will die when they do, still inside 
them, and this too is understandable.

AI: Have you also had feedback from writers 
who in the end did publish articles in the book 
as to whether they encountered these kinds of 
problems during the writing process?

AC: Yes, and I want to say that my impression 
is that somewhere along the way some very 
deep friendships were formed between us. I 
don’t know if this was also the case between the 
different authors, or perhaps only between me 
and them, because they confided in me about 
the difficulties they experienced when they had 
to write. The father of one of them died while he 
was writing; my own father had died as I was 
preparing to write. This led to the formation 
of some extremely close relationships, some 
intimacies that I don’t know that we share 
with anyone else, during this painful process of 
writing. The biggest problem was once more, 
for the majority, that of being able to put a name 
to the practice, being able to speak, being able to 
write, being able to acknowledge that yes, their 
family were involved in this kind of practice. In 
one case, that of the Swedish authors, there was 
also a moral problem for one of the authors, 

because they are Swedes, Europeans, living in 
the Saami space. And that means there’s also 
the issue of colonisation, but happily the author 
concerned (the woman) is conscious of this 
and verbalised it in our workshop, after which 
she took it on board in an intelligent manner 
in the way she wrote. These were the sorts of 
problems. 

AI: At one point in the Introduction 
you mention the fact that several authors 
experienced the writing of their articles as 
a therapeutic procedure. Can you give more 
details? 

AC: Yes. Once again, for those of us who had 
lost a family member who had been directly 
involved in occult practices, it was a kind of 
weeping and wailing, carrying out the business of 
mourning. We wept and wailed at the keyboards 
of our laptops. And we wept and wailed together, 
and we wept and wailed productively, because 
something came out of it. And yes, it was a form 
of therapy. To speak only of my own chapter, I 
wrote it when I was actually on the way back 
from my father’s burial, and I have never 
written a piece so swiftly or so clearly. It needed 
the least correcting of absolutely anything I 
have ever written or, probably, will ever write. 
Because it came to me all at once, I sensed 
immediately how I could structure it. I should 
mention that I had also been to a workshop on 
the subject of critical autoethnography, which 
is a method that originated at the University of 
Melbourne,5 in Australia, but is now much used 
all over the world in a whole range of fields. It 
is a method which, in my opinion, ought to be 
used in a systematic way, because we still – 
unfortunately – have the tendency in a variety 
of disciplines to believe that the author can be 
objective, that they can observe from a distance 
and understand the depths of a subject, but that 
the moment they become affectively involved 
they begin to make errors in what they write 
about it. Our discipline is affected by a pseudo-
scientific principle that says it is impossible for 
us to write well when we are involved. But what 
the originators of this methodology say is that 
we are, in fact, subjective all the time, and that 
it is better for us to work at having a healthy 

Alexandra Coțofană, Anamaria Iuga



219

relationship with this self, better to see how we 
can include it in the text, than to skirt round it, 
because we are always going to keep bumping 
into it, it is always there, there’s no way you can 
write in the third person for ever. 

AI: Autoethnography as therapy. Why do 
you think it is so important – as you say in the 
Introduction – to pay tribute to Anne Parsons? 
Why are you so impressed with her work and 
writings?

AC: As you know from the Introduction and 
as readers will find out at a certain point, Anne 
Parsons was the daughter of Talcott Parsons,6 
of whom we all know, and she too was an 
anthropologist. She worked somewhere at the 
interface between psychiatry and anthropology, 
a very interesting space. A tortured life, which 
– in a final twist of fate – ironically ended in a 
psychiatric hospital, and much too early, in 
suicide. I didn’t know about her; I think she is 
a much neglected figure in anthropology. Even 
I, who was always reading about anthropology 
and the occult and mental states, hadn’t heard 
of her until a year ago, when Jim Nyce told 
me of her work, which amazes me. And she 
is impressive because she did something 
remarkable for the period in which she was 
writing. She was a Protestant woman living 
in the United States in the 1950s and she 
made a very clear distinction between occult 
practices and psychiatric problems, that is, 
mental health problems. Her writings include 
some extremely interesting case histories that 
were recovered for publication by colleagues 
after her death and edited to form a book. Her 
notes are very important. She understood, for 
example, that schizophrenia and paranoia are 
phenomena that have a specific anatomy. They 
present in a certain way and show themselves 
in a certain way. By contrast, occult practices 
manifest themselves entirely differently. She 
makes clear the distinction between these 
two human “conditions” and takes both of 
them very seriously. There’s a place where she 
describes some cases which she sees with great 
clarity. A woman who was in fact schizophrenic 
accuses some female neighbours of witchcraft 
but doesn’t pursue the witchcraft theme to its 

logical conclusion; instead, at a certain moment 
she makes a sudden turn towards entirely 
different social imaginaries and doesn’t pursue 
the cultural logic of witchcraft in southern Italy. 
And Anne Parsons, as a good anthropologist, 
understands and can translate what witchcraft 
means for the communities of southern Italy; 
being at the same time a very skilled psychiatrist, 
she understands the logic of schizophrenia. This 
is something which strikes me as remarkable for 
someone writing at that time. And, in practical 
terms, the reason she came to such a swift and 
tragic end is that no doors were open to her; her 
research was highly interdisciplinary and came 
at a point at which interdisciplinarity was not 
valued. These days, whatever university you go 
to and whatever you are trying to do, they want 
you to be interdisciplinary! Well, back then it 
wasn’t like that. That is why she wasn’t able to 
find a home, a place of her own in which she 
could continue her studies and her research as 
she would have wished. She had gone to that 
psychiatric hospital to carry out a research 
project. And the doctors there ended up by 
confining her there and not letting her leave. That 
was how she died. Utterly tragic. The doctors 
there didn’t take her anthropology seriously, 
while in the world outside the anthropologists 
didn’t take her psychiatry seriously. There 
are other examples of researchers who found 
themselves in comparable situations; Foucault 
would be another very good example. I even tell 
my students that people like Foucault and Anne 
Parsons were brilliant intellectuals who were 
born at the wrong time and in the wrong place. 
It just happened like that. If Parsons were born 
now, her research would be hugely appreciated. 
As it was, she was born at an unfavourable time 
and her work ended up sitting on the back 
shelves of a few libraries. To this point, when 
I wanted to buy the book her colleagues had 
published, I had the greatest difficulty finding a 
copy. 

AI: What were your feelings, or those of 
other writers, as you approached the subject of 
your book and even your own text? 

AC: The first... The most visible one, so to 
speak, because there is a real “sandwich” of 
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feelings, except that the layers are not one on 
top of the other but go from front to back. First, 
there is shame, caused in fact by the stigma. A 
shame that seems to be not just a Romanian 
shame, my shame, but a global shame, because 
I have seen it in all the authors, wherever they 
came from. The second feeling is the anger that 
some of the authors feel towards a member of 
their family or community. Others of the writers 
feel this anger towards the discipline. An anger 
at the privileged status of the logic of the 
discipline, which until recently treated occult 
practices as something exotic and something 
that ought not to be taken seriously. It was seen 
as something that happened somewhere else 
and for that reason was worth researching, 
but not taken seriously. If scholars become 
involved, they do so, as apprentices, as if they 
were making a collection of souvenirs and 
fridge magnets. They didn’t acknowledge the 
privilege of having a position in which you can 
step out of the role of someone who practises 
the occult in order to enter into a different role. 
Returning to feelings, I think that towards the 
end I also found a feeling of relief, of liberation, 
when the chapters were finally finished, when 
I saw them with their bibliographies and their 
biographies and their literature and everything 
else they needed. It was finished, something had 
come of it. 

AI: A kind of exorcising.
AC: Yes. Like a period of weeping and 

wailing, once again, I think that’s what it is. It’s a 
weeping and wailing for a part of one’s life that 
was lived with a specific pain.

AI: Were these feelings shared by the other 
authors as well? Have you received feedback 
about them? 

AC: Yes, yes, that’s what I was saying, all these 
emotional states were discussed in a workshop 
and after that in emails exchanged between the 
authors, or more accurately between myself 
and the authors, because I don’t know whether 
they wrote to one another. Yes, so I’m not talking 
only about myself but about the majority of 
the authors. Some of them, for example, no 
longer communicate with other members of 
their families. The author from the Philippines 

is a very interesting case. His mother had a 
heterodox spiritual group within the Catholic 
church in the Philippines. She was the leader 
of the group. After she died, her three or four 
children divided up the community between 
them, because they had split. The author writes 
from his perspective, because he both continues 
to have recourse to magical practices and is also 
an ethnomusicologist. I believe he was also for 
a while the Dean of the university where he 
teaches. But he isn’t on speaking terms with 
two of his sisters. On the one hand there is the 
release of having written this article, but at the 
same time, life keeps happening. That’s why I 
say that people who live within this reality have 
nowhere to escape from it.

AI: You were saying that he also practises. 
Are there other authors too who practise the 
occult?

AC: Yes. The author whose parents came from 
China, he and his father taught each other occult 
practices. He is currently Associate Professor 
of religious studies at a university in the States, 
and he taught his father some practices and 
his father taught him other practices. Yes, a 
happy situation compared with the relationship 
between me and my father, where this kind of 
symbiosis and communication didn’t exist. But 
they practise together. So, the book presents 
situations in which the family continues to 
exist and to support itself – more fortunate 
cases – but it also explores cases in which we 
find a divided family: some members have died, 
others perhaps have not, but in any case there is 
a lack of communication between them.

AI: You were speaking earlier of the 
university professor who practises the occult. It 
would be interesting to see how he changes hats, 
so to speak. Today he puts on his professor’s hat 
until twelve o’clock, after which he puts on his 
magical figure’s hat.

AC: Religious studies as a discipline is 
more forgiving towards its researchers than 
anthropology, or than anthropology used to 
be, historically speaking. In a religious studies 
environment you can actually be a practitioner of 
magic and you won’t be seen as all that strange. 
When I was working on my PhD, although I 
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never used to say anything at all about my 
family, whenever I explained to people I was 
speaking with that I was doing research into 
magical practices in the Romanian context, their 
first question was always: “But do you believe 
in it? Is it real?” But when I studied for a year 
in the religious studies department, I was not 
asked these questions. That’s what makes me 
say that my impression is that their discipline is 
a slightly more tolerant environment. 

AI: Gentler.
AC: Gentler, yes, that’s the word, Ana. They 

are gentler, sometimes it’s better to be gentle. 
We shouldn’t criticise everything, and not 
everything has to be black or white; sometimes 
things aren’t black or white. 

AI: What do you think is the general level of 
interest among researchers in the subject of the 
occult?

AC: From our literature review I have 
observed that the occult is perceived by the 
majority of researchers as something that 
belongs to the other. No matter whether the 
person is an atheist, or perceives themselves 
as belonging to a religious orthodoxy – I don’t 
mean Orthodox Christianity but orthodoxy 
in the sense of the practising of religion “as 
it should be practised” – occult practices are 
usually perceived as belonging to the other. 
Consequently, they need to be studied in order 
to understand the other. This other, once again, 
either lives in a rural area, or is part of a minority, 
or is in a different country that you have to fly to. 
This was the traditional relationship between 
researcher and subject. What amazed us in the 
workshop we held in 2020 and the subsequent 
discussions was that although the occult is 
one of the topics that the social sciences have 
concerned themselves with for the longest time 
– yes, if we look at anthropology, some of the 
first texts were written about magic, witchcraft, 
but once again as something belonging to the 
other – this relationship hasn’t been revised 
to any great extent. It hasn’t been thought 
through again, even though the sub-discipline 
of critical thinking is extremely important in 
anthropology. The reasons for this have been 
varied and mainly cultural, because we are still 

products of the contexts in which we live, and 
I believe this has been the biggest problem. 
This is the narrative thread that we have 
attempted to combat, or at least to suggest that 
the relationship that lies at the centre of this 
narrative construct could be reconsidered. This 
is what I have tried to do above all in this book.

AI: Do you think the publication of the book 
will change anything about the way researchers 
approach the theme of the occult?

AC: We aren’t necessarily expecting it to 
be understood as we have written it straight 
away, but I believe it’s important that it should 
be read. Like any book, or like any published 
research work, it first needs to be read. And 
to be taken seriously. Our hope is that it will 
be read by undergraduates, master’s students, 
and we hope also by PhD students in religious 
studies, comparative literature, anthropology, 
sociology. And that they too will give their 
opinion. My hope is that it will make people ask 
questions. Maybe it will make people question 
their viewpoint as the only real truth, maybe  
we can succeed in thinking differently as well 
and being more gentle towards one another. We 
are under no illusions that the book will escape 
immediate criticism, but we think we will also 
find a bit of gentleness along the way and yes, 
we hope it will raise some questions. 

AI: What makes you think that occult 
practices can be regarded today, in the twenty-
first century, as a matter of current interest? 

AC: The simple answer is because they 
are still happening, because people still 
believe in them and still practise them. They 
are still a black sheep that we blame when 
something happens, even when we have no 
evidence and, I might say, especially when we 
have no evidence. Because even though they 
seem to be something practised by the other, 
if we stop and look for a moment, they are 
not not at all far away from us. And, as this 
book shows us, they are kind of everywhere; 
they aren’t an issue that belongs to the 
East, or to Eastern Europe, or to the Muslim 
world, they are something that exists in 
the ontologies of a very large number of 
cultures. That being the case, they need to be 
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taken as seriously as the way we think about 
 money, or the way we think about clothes, or 
absolutely anything else that is part of daily life. 
I believe that the shame and anger I told you 
we felt when we were discussing this subject 
and the way it affects our lives reflects to some 
extent the relationship our societies have with 
the subject of occult practices generally. I believe 
there is still a shame around the fact that we 
still believe, that we still practise, we still seek 
for answers from that source. And again, that 
very appropriate word that you used earlier, 
gentleness, could I believe be a very good tool 
with which to rethink our relationship with the 
occult. Instead of feeling bad that it still exists 
in our universe, we could ask ourselves why it 
exists, what roles it plays and what problems it 
solves, or perhaps fails to resolve, and what kind 
of resolution we are looking to it to provide.

AI: Do you want to continue researching this 
subject?

AC: I think that for me, the text and the 
Introduction that I wrote for this book were a 
way of gently saying goodbye to this bit of my 
life. There are a number of reasons for this, but 
I believe I have somehow made peace with my 
family through this book. For all the authors 
published in the book it was a way of making 
peace with their families, their childhoods and 
the contexts from which they came. So, I do 
not expect there to be a volume two, a volume 
three and a volume four. Maybe, as with Anne 
Parsons, in years to come people will need to 
root around in more than one library to find the 
book. But this is only my thought now, I may not 
be right. For many of us it meant embracing the 
pain we had been through. And no, I think it is 
not a subject we will be continuing with. 

AI: Thank you. What are the themes you 
want to address in your future anthropological 
research? 

AC: I currently have a project that I term 
atmospheric epistemologies. I am making 
a comparison between meteorological re- 
searchers and people who follow conspiracy 
theories, how these two groups of people create 
bodies of knowledge about cloud seeding.7 I 
focus on this practice of cloud seeding and how 

meteorologists understand it, and how people 
who believe in conspiracy theories learn what 
cloud seeding is. I am working with people from 
both groups, I’ve been working on it for over two 
years and I think I have at least two more years’ 
work to do on it. This year I will be in Colorado 
for the whole summer on a sabattical fellowship 
to work on political polarisation in relation to 
climate change. This is my current project. 

AI: Very interesting! Particularly as I have 
seen that you have already published books 
on environmental issues, such as contested 
landscapes.8

AC: Yes, I have been moving slowly, slowly 
towards the environment.

AI: Environmental anthropology.
AC: Yes, the environment and nationalism, 

the extreme right. The occult has left me with 
an interest in conspiracy theories and with 
this subject I have moved further towards the 
environment.

AI: Thank you for taking the time to give this 
interview. I can hardly wait for your next book.

Alexandra Coțofană, Anamaria Iuga
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No witch has been put to death after 1614 
by the Inquisition in the Basque Country; 
no witch has been burnt at the stake in  

the entire Spanish Empire,1 after that date, fa- 
mously due to the “instrucciones” or “criterios de 
obligado cumplimiento” issued by the Supreme 
Court of the Inquisition, following Alonso de 
Salazar y Frías’s recommendations and giving a 
solid base for future jurisprudence on the matter 
of witchcraft.2 Emma Wilby’s research is shed- 
ding light on one of the most outstanding records 
of Europe’s witchcraft prosecutions, which are the 
Basque (1609-14), bringing to life both the local 
witch-craze, in a long trail of academic writing 
dominated by the momentous work of Gustav 
Henningsen,3 and the eventual perspective on 
co-authoring the testimonials during the con- 
fession-making process, a genuinely post-1990 
orientation.4 All along the analysis, the focus is 
on “the voices of the accused,” retrieved, from 
historical concealment within various layers of 
demonological stereotypies, with considerable 
methodological astuteness.

In the first chapter, The Basque World, we 
are presented with a comprehensive scrutiny of 
what makes the local distinctiveness, of yore 
as well as of recent: genetic and linguistic 
isolation5 combined with rather harsh natural 
conditions, whence the prolonged solitude 
of villages of women, men seafaring apart. In 
witchcraft trial emergence (1609-14) terms, 

this setting translates in the activation of two 
separate judicial mechanisms, in the two legal 
systems seizing hold of the Basque country: the 
French Parlement and the Spanish Inquisition, 
the first sending prosecutors Pierre de Lancre 
and Jean d’Espaignet (July-November 1609), the 
latter commissioning inquisitors Alonso Becerra 
Holguín, Juan de Valle Alvarado and Alonso de 
Salazar Frías from the local jurisdiction of the 
Logroño Tribunal (January 1609 – autumn 1614). 
The three provinces laying in France (Soule/
Zuberoa, Basse-Navarre/Nafarroa Behera, 
Labourd/Lapurdi) lost between 50-80 people to 
witchcraft execution in the several month stint; 
the four provinces of Spain (Navarre/Nafarroa, 
Guipúzcoa, Álava/Araba and Vizcaya/Bizkaia) 
condemned all their eleven suspects at the auto 
da fé in Logroño in 1610. Notes on how the most 
dramatic sentences, read out publicly – lengthy 
folios read throughout long hours –, resulted 
in pamphlets and broadside ballads, printed 
and distributed with “tabloid” fervour, as the 
author puts it; then, on the exceptionally high 
social status and law protection (inheritance 
– primogeniture, dissolvement of marriages, 
recognition of illegitimate child, court appeal, 
nun liturgical altar access) of Basque women,6 
as compared to the rest of Europe of the time; 
and finally, notes on the high level of child 
involvement (children claiming to be abducted 
to the sabbath/akelarre in Euskara), in a Basque 
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land where child testimony was acknowledged 
legal, all these elements ultimately indicate an 
unprecedented acceleration to the mere forms 
of collective hysteria in the six-year witch-craze, 
and add to the anthropologist’s focal attention. 
Eventually the Edict of Grace (1611) brought in 
the longer term the needed conciliation, with 
thousands of people availing themselves of the 
alleged possibility of obtaining forgiveness of the 
Inquisition through confession, and with grow- 
ing levels of elite scepticism about witchcraft.7

For the purposes of this condensed review, 
what best interests us, folklore scholars coming 
from the other end of Europe, are those lines in 
the voices of the accused which carry knowledge 
about what the interrogated believed in: be 
it Christian or para-Christian ethnographic 
material. For the part of the interrogators, their 
convictions and beliefs have been thoroughly 
analysed throughout decades of research of the 
numerous, still very active, witch-trial schools, 
and are aptly recognised in the target book, 
primarily within Chapter Two, The Gleeful Exe- 
cutioners, but actually as a red thread running 
throughout, helping to weave the stories of 
the accused which Emma Wilby intends to 
unbury. In this context, Chapter Three, The 
Witches’ Voice, deals with explaining the inter- 
vening mediations which must be accounted 
for, when in search for the real persons with 
their real imaginaries and solidarities; among 
them, the lack of lingua franca, with imminent 
distortions due to the translated nature of the 
testimonies from Basque/Euskara, further com- 
plicated by the editorial distortions brought 
by the interrogators to the narratives, in their 
written reports to the Supreme Court; their 
individual abilities to generate confessional 
detail, their intimate struggle to understand or 
to demonstrate fictitiousness in the purported 
acts of witchcraft (Salazar). Last but not least, 
the chapter fosters a very up-to-date inquiry into 
the psychology of false confessions, falling into 
four distinctive categories: misrepresentation, 
conscious fiction, false memory, and visionary 
experience (lived or dreamt), each illustrating 
processes as association and unconscious men- 
tation within testimonial material excerpted 

from the trials. 
Folklore material is brought to attention 

with Chapter Four, Black Winds, and Chapter 
Five, The Bloodletting Bruja, addressing, respec-
tively, the “crime of maleficium” i.e. harm 
induced by magical means, to both humans and 
animals, in two forms: crop-maleficium (ruining 
crops through powders or liquids distributed 
by groups of witches flying as themselves or 
transformed into animals, causing withering, 
or merely raising the afflicting bad weather) 
and body-maleficium (causing human sickness, 
disability or even death by targeting the physical 
body). Association with folkloric motifs in the 
former category excerpted from later sources, 
is hard to prove in the trial documents, but 
the interrogators’ glosses over specific folk 
spirits as devils or demons do concord with the 
narrative dynamics brought forth by witchcraft 
record from other parts of Europe (witches 
in both human and animal form cavalcade air 
to bring destruction as a revenge or merely 
as a satisfaction to gift the Devil with…). More 
numerous folkloric intimations are to be found 
as recurrent “Ritual Themes,” of the kind of 
the procession devoted to crop protection: but, 
while we are told that virtually all suspects 
interrogated in the witch-craze would have 
partaken crop-protecting processions prior 
to their arrest – chunks of Christian ritual 
significantly petitioning God and the Saints for 
crop-protection –, the crime-full trespass would 
take the form of a reversed crop-damaging 
party led by the Devil, always processional 
and always well-organised hierarchically, with 
cauldrons of pest-inflicting poisons for the 
crop annulment to symbolically counter-effect 
ritual sprinkles of holy water in the original 
Christian ceremonials. The “Pest and Weather 
Conjurations” subchapter contextualizes the 
folklore facts within the broader extant West 
European sources (present from early medi- 
aeval ages all the way down to 20th century 
Basque region) about directly commanding 
the storm clouds and the pests, by both priests 
and lay specialists, in rather private, not public, 
ritual dramatic events. Adding to that picture 
the ringing of church bells in order to keep 
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storms at bay, with the participation of female 
agency (nuns) in the early modern period, 
one can certainly assert that crop-protecting 
conjurations may have been a familiar event 
in the lives of all Basque witch trial suspects. 
Moreover, drawing on material documented by 
É. Pócs and Carlo Ginzburg (note 30 on Chapter 
Three), and using finer deduction, Emma Wilby 
squares the adversarial nature of two modal 
neighbouring communities, one commissioning 
the transference (meteorological blows meant to 
disrupt another village`s crop) and one enduring 
it (losing harvest to magical war), both conjurer 
(warring for pay) and witch (warring for evil) 
allegedly using close contact with demons or 
Devil to meet that end. Folkloric sources of later 
European origin indicate that crop-protecting 
technicians cannot be labelled in the sources 
as neutral magical practitioners, but rather, 
witches and warlocks, which justifies charges of 
maleficium. Lorraine and Basque cases are being 
discussed to address societal tensions which 
might express in the trials, with the veritable 
template of adversarial crop conjuration: helping 
our people through dismissing others, be the other 
considered in social, occupational, geographic or 
ideological meanings and contexts.   

If crop-maleficium is attested evenly across 
the Basque provinces, body-maleficium is 
mainly a matter of the Spanish records of the  
trials, with sore accent on infanticidal vam- 
pirism. Stripped to the historical core, the 
author points at multiple interpersonal tensions 
leading up to scapegoating in the tragic event 
of the loss of a child – and there were many of 
them dying before time, making the belief in 
infanticidal witches and demons be a cultural 
response to the high child mortality rate of the 
pre-modern era. Wisely contemporary in her 
analysis, Wilby highlights the high incidence 
of the genetic condition of rhesus negativity in 
the Basque population (resulting in anaemic 
conditions, haemolytic disease, miscarriage, 
stillbirth, death soon after birth or in early 
infancy): 29% of the Basque population, as 
compared to the 11-18% of the rest of the 
European population, 5% in the Indian, and less 
than 1% in the Chinese population. Ultimately, 

the condition did afflict fertility in the region, in 
devastating ways. Due attention is paid to the 
local afflictions of bewitchment and possession 
in Zugarramurdi, part of a longer history of 
tension between the village and the monastery 
of San Sebastian, whose monks were skilled 
practicians of diagnostic and treatment of body-
maleficium, settled as they were on one of the 
main routes of the Camino de Santiago. They 
were famous to both pilgrims and local villagers 
for their magic-affliction specialism and un- 
witching services, as well as for the medical 
bloodletting professionalism, throughout the 
best part of the interval between the eleventh 
and the seventeenth centuries. 

The common procedural “mutual features” 
of the two variants of maleficium – crop and 
body – in the Basque trial records are addressed 
in Chapter Six, Powders and Poisons, and in 
Chapter Seven, Man’s Grease, with both French 
Basque and Spanish Basque witches not only 
scattering, but actually preparing the poisonous 
waters, ointments and powders, in domestic 
contexts and, importantly, at the akelarre. The 
details – magical-pharmaceutical processing of 
toads, human and animal corpses, limbs, roots, 
rocks etc. – stand as the most detailed European 
account on the matter, aimed at harming people 
and livestock altogether.

Chapter Eight, Hidden Healers, pursues the 
thread of magic potions being made for sale, 
outside or in parallel with the legally operating 
dispensaries, with an accent on the professional 
dimension of popular medicine. Popular healers 
ranging from empirical healers (midwives) to 
itinerant salesmen, and religious or folk healers, 
were of yore, as well as of today, filling the knots 
of a medical marketplace whose networks remain 
unevenly distributed to this day. Add witch-craze 
to the picture and we get prosecutors attempting 
to redefine healing beneficent practices as 
maleficia. Hostility towards the massive sub-
culture of popular healers, as termed by Wilby, is 
a constant frame of thought up to contemporary 
ethnographies. In the Basque records, witches 
self-branded as healers attract special 
prosecutors’ attention, while being locally held 
in high esteem for their curing abilities (with 
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overlapping temporalities ranging from sabbath 
encounters to St. John’s Day): in the Logroño 
auto da fé, prosecutor de Lancre speaks of flying 
ointment taking witches into the night like birds, 
to spread cures with the formula: “Here and there, 
here and there”; and of the curing ointment the 
Devil uses at the akelarre to cure those he had 
marked and battered. He also describes at length 
the local variants of the widespread belief that 
maleficium is best “de-witched” by seeking cure 
from the person who caused it (among them, 
hand-washing water from the enchanter is drunk 
by the patient). Etymological considerations link 
the local witch(-craft): belharguin, belharguilego, 
from belhar/plant, herb and eguin/to do, make, 
to their ability to heal, which is also supported 
by Euskara collected folktales (19th-20th century) 
where protagonists learn to heal the bewitched 
and the sick by overhearing witches talking at the 
akelarre. Ultimately, gender issues distinguish 
male from female professionals, with women 
uncertainly hiding behind healers and women 
who heal domestically, with men possessing the 
recognised occupational title of popular healer.

The following three Chapters: Nine, Familiar 
Demons, Ten, Milking the Toad, and Eleven, 
Jeanette’s Imagination, tackle the emergence 
of a toad as a witch-familiar phenomenon of 
much significant presence in the 1609-1614 
prosecutions, as compared to anything before 
or after that date. We learn that Basque toad 
familiars wore colourful decorated garments, 
participated in witches’ sabbath, performed 
their part in akelarre-pact rituals, and acted as 
“avatars” or companions of the Devil; yet, they 
differed from other animal witch familiars from 
other parts of Europe, as they never were sent 
to perpetrate maleficia on their own. Learned 
magicians in the area must have been made 
by intertwining Christian, Jewish and Moorish 
traditional magical practices. However, details 
about how toads would become witch-familiars 
are, says skilful anthropologist Emma Wilby, 
significantly similar – hibernation, feeding, fairy-
tale incidence – to toad-for-pet policies of today, 
set aside their participation at the akelarre. 
In what the latter is concerned, toads at the 
akelarre were adorned with bells, ribbons, and 

colourful outfits, were blessed and baptized, 
to be finally put, alive or dried, in close contact 
with a patient’s body. With Jeannette d’Abadie’s 
account, a Zugarrramurdi origin is stated for the 
toad tales, one important role being assumed 
by the iconographies of hell which nearby 
Premonstratensian monastery at Urdax would 
have helped circulate for both pilgrims travelling 
the Camino de Santiago, locals, and visiting 
patients, during their publicly performed rites  
of exorcism. 

With Chapter Twelve, The Akelarre, the book 
tackles the complex problematics of the witch 
gatherings, termed akelarre in Euskara. We 
already know that the term covered the venue 
for the planning and execution of maleficium 
(convening point before setting off to attack 
children and crops), as well as the range of 
ritual and festive activities to be undergone 
in common during the shared experience 
(feasting, dancing, sexual acts, initiation rites, 
witches’ mass). From a specialist’s point of view, 
the Basque akelarre is the “state-of-the-art” 
accomplishment of the witch-gathering concept, 
all the more since earlier Basque witch trials (let 
alone other European records) were far shorter 
and less sophisticated in ritual developments. 
Sound attention is paid by the author to the 
historical aspects of religious turmoil, in the 
wider spatial and temporal area, which, from 
an Inquisitorial point of view (created 1478), 
linked Protestantism to witchcraft, extreme 
heresies, pending apocalypse, and therefore, 
with 1526, acknowledged by vote the reality of 
witches’ travels and gatherings at the akelarre/
sabbath. Beside that, discussion around the 
“heretical template” set at work in the region 
regards not only moriscos, conversos, and Jews, 
but also, some late-flowering sects (as compared 
to the rest of Europe, where most heretical cults 
would have subsided by the early 15th century) 
such as: the obscure endogamic edge-of-society 
group of Cagots (whom a surprisingly high 
number of Zugarramurdi suspects married), to 
whom some priests would deny the sacrament, 
on the grounds of being Albigensians or Cathars; 
the followers of the Franciscan friar Alonso 
Mella, by the Vizcayan town of Durango, whom 
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Caro Baroja sees in early-19th century reports, 
under the name of tromperri, alluding to heretics 
typically announcing themselves by blowing 
horns; the Alumbrados, predominantly female, 
with whom both inquisitors, Valle and Becerra, 
engaged, on the grounds of their suspiciously 
prolonged longevity; and, last but not least, the 
heretical propositions, such as suspects not only 
despising orthodox Catholicism, but indeed 
believing the witch cult to provide superior 
a route to salvation. De Lancre indicates that 
the inquiry showed them the akelarre being 
frequented every night, with virtually each 
suspect acknowledging they had participated 
the night before.

Chapter Thirteen, The Meadow of Pleasure, 
is truly recording the folklore of the gatherings.8 
Theatrical representations of what may have 
been the contemporary dance traditions are 
drawn into demonological witch stereotypes; 
yet, kind attention is given to the portrait of the 
queen of the sabbath, which would have come 
most natural to the mind of every young rural 
woman because of the many seasonal festivities 
where a temporary queen, at times accompanied 
by a king, would have emerged within folklore 
traditions, widespread across the entire Europe. 
Likewise are the fire-jumping rituals, purely 
ethnographic stances usually linked to the night 
of St. John (Midsummer’s night), highjacked in 
the trials as occasions for the devil to lure the 
humans at the akelarre to believe that hell’s 
flames would burn comparably. Similar with 
their human counterparts,9 the folk spirits 
lamiñas, believed to have giant forces (as in lifting 
a mill in the air) and bird bodily parts (used and 
useful in metamorphoses) hold correspondent 
gatherings with what is termed as a taste for 
the dramatic. They are led by folk spirit Mari, 
the powerful queen of all the spirits, surviving 
for long into the 19th century, whereto she has 
maintained the ancient-lore virtues of weather 
controller, crop carer, fertility enhancer. As for 
the format of the gatherings, the association 
Emma Wilby proves they hold with images of 
earthier paradises, allows us to peer, dimly, into 
the ideal of the suspects, of abundance (food, 
above all), rejuvenation, contrary-to-their-

mundane living of poverty and hardship, as well 
as into prosecutors’ intolerance towards these 
celebrations of disorder, them being allegedly 
pious, urbane men of frugal existences. 

The reversed story of the gloomier asso- 
ciations of the akelarre is addressed in the 
following Chapters: Fourteen, Dark Banquets, 
Fifteen, “There is no sin in it,” and Sixteen, “Be 
nothing to God,” where the darker festive activi- 
ties are presented: cannibalism (unexceptional 
in the larger context of European witch trial 
confessions, exceptional in their vivid imagery) 
devouring other dead witches or their dead 
victims, from children (divided between 
akelarre parishes) to relatives; conflation with 
the folklore of vampiric night-visiting, possibly 
of the “Wild Hunt” collective type, or of devils 
and ogres; akelarre-sex (communal, incestual, 
orgiastic, devilish) more prominent in French 
than in the Spanish records (the latter indicating 
more private gatherings, conjointly consumed), 
as emphasised in historical documents (high 
rates of premarital sex in response to challeng- 
ing matrimonial conventions), to be considered 
in relation with locally circulating heretical 
templates (so powerful on impressionable 
personalities of tender age, as must have been 
Valle and Becerra during their formation stages; 
de Lancre’s own sensitivity covers subchapter 
Basque Permissiveness and does touch on the 
religious mystique of troubadours in medieval 
Southern France), as well as with late-survivals 
of Moorish influence (quoting Henningsen, 
Wilby reminds readers of the potential trans- 
mission within Basque utopian matrices, of 
Islamic paradisiacal erotic-prominent imagery); 
ceremonialism in a cult for the Devil whose 
participants initiated through the “demonic 
pact” and whose worship mocked (“aped”) the 
Catholic mass, with the supplementary touch of 
a magical usage of the renunciation to the saintly 
Catholic devotions.

The following sections in the book ad- 
dress, broadly speaking, the carnivalesque 
performances which all over Europe pertain 
to the figure of the Devil as beholder of the in- 
tentional benefits of the akelarre-pact, as it is 
termed in the Basque country. Chapters Seven-
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teen, Theophilus and the Stage, Eighteen, The 
First Altar of Hell, and Nineteen, Mass and  
Misrule, particularly important to an ethnolo- 
gist such as myself, tackle the dramatic perfor- 
mances ranging from masquerading traditions, 
religious plays/autos sacramentales, reen- 
actments of historical battles (on Spanish ground, 
in the form of conflicts between Christians 
and Moors). They involved choreographed 
processions, with central stage pointing at 
“theatrical devils,” with particular attention 
given to the Devil making bargains or pacts with 
the humans, testing saints, sorcerers, ordinary 
people, and then gaining enforcing covenants. 
No doubt, demonstrates Wilby, the three-
dimensional impersonations of the pact-making 
devils have contributed to the creation of fictions, 
dreams and false memories of the demonologi- 
cal event tried in the witch-craze. Moreover, the 
scientific quest to decipher the momentous role 
held by sabbath-mass in Basque trials leads the 
author to emphasize the exceptionality of the 
mere presence of descriptions of an alternative 
liturgy, vivid, detailed and more numerous 
than in any other record, clustered together 
herein (Spanish cluster), possibly for reasons 
of spiritual threats posed by the New World, 
which was believed to worship no other than the 
Devil, in mimetically inverted counter-churches. 
Among the vernacular elements, the usage of 
(parts of) the mass by magical practitioners, 
of words from the mass to divert the clouds 
and the storms by weather conjurers, or of 
prayers that narrated sacred liturgical events 
like the Last Supper, by battlefield healers, 
must all have contributed to the interrogatorial 
impetus to conflate all unorthodox liturgy with 
the akelarre-mass. Consistent space is given to 
Inversions: comic, theatrical, liturgical, farcical 
in all the ways, peppered with misrule, rags and 
oblique language, as every carnival is calling to 
our anthropologist minds. And likewise, it is a 
powerful insight that the supposed presence 
of carnivalesque complex specific behaviour 
is responsible for the detailed parodies of the 
Catholic mass as found in the records, instead 
of general, colourless, supposed descriptions of 
alternative liturgies.

Chapter Twenty, The Malevolent Mass, is 
tackling Basque popular religiosity, in order 
to address what were, for the interrogators, 
feats celebratory of the evil, yet, for the humble 
people, nothing short of fundamentally benign: 
observation which only a modern historian could 
foster. Catholicism (throughout a range of ritual 
methods, such as: processions, pilgrimages, 
exorcisms and sacraments) provided people 
with many a mean against threats; yet, people 
would still resort to Christian uttered curses 
(harsher when routed via God, than via fairies, 
devils or witches), to liturgical cursing (the 
powerful cursing mass), and Basque cursing, to 
magically readjust the existing order of things.

Folklore is actively considered diachroni- 
cally again in Chapter Twenty One, De Lancre’s 
Imagination, with the important note that every 
topical incidence is not confined to the Basque 
territory, but rather, ubiquitous in early modern 
Europe at the very least (misrule traditions – 
boy bishops; masquerades; conjuring traditions 
– weather, liturgy, magic practices; mortuary 
matrices – the Camino de Santiago crossing 
the Milky Way as road of souls; Church-based 
theatricals – cohabiting with Basque paganism). 
Yet, the level of “societal legitimacy” these popu- 
lar expressions of belief and religiosity enjoyed, 
stems from a number of prototypical instances 
permeated from within into the Basque land, as 
late as the tenth century, when Christianization 
begins to press through the massive language 
barrier. Longstanding priesthood elective 
resources being based primarily on locals, it 
was but normal that Basque clerics were being 
lenient on many aspects: cohabitation with 
parishioners (recognizing children from these 
unions), susceptibility to necessities of pastoral 
working lives, thralldom to their elder kinsmen, 
usage of conjurations (fern seeds, pest and 
weather exorcisms) for the benefit of municipal 
and individual clients. And since the core 
elements of the akelarre-mass only emerged in 
Spain in September 1609, Wilby offers a detailed 
trajectory for the incursion of a trailblaze 
sparked by De Lancre, with his education and 
his religious convictions, two months earlier, in 
his Labourd investigation.
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The last Chapter in the book, Twenty Two, 
The Cultic Template, faces the evidence of the 
unity of the integrated themes identified in the 
witch records, so that individually examined 
elements – crop-and body-maleficium, poison-
making and toad familiars to akelarre festivities, 
sexual orgies, feast cannibalism, initiations and 
alternative liturgical ritual – do converge in the 
construct of a witchcraft sect and cult. In these 
respects, a thorough demonstration is following 
and scrutinizing the Basque witch cult as 
emerged in between 1609-1614, considered the 
“gold standard” of the European witch-cult to be: 
religious confraternities and the witch-cult, the 
hierarchy, initiation, confession and secrecy, the 
liturgical ritual, the black-themed masses and 
the mortuary rituals, exhumations, money and 
alms-giving, ritual and practical aid, festivities, 
the occupational confraternities, the accent on 
the dialectic healing – harming, the Basque-
specific confraternal templates. 

An Epilogue is reknotting the red thread of 
the entire inroad into the Basque witch-craze 
the book has provided, a thread recovering the 
voices of the accused, hidden or muted beyond 
templates and stereotypes, yet brought back 
to life, with particular attention paid to social 
bonds, intense collective merriments, valuable 
times of respite from tough labour and living, 
of the gender demographic of women primarily, 
ignored or distorted by other oblivious histo- 
rian gazes. Illuminating peasant lives and shed- 
ding light on the religious mentalities that un- 
derpinned them (in Emma Wilby’s own terms), 
is conducive to most humane lines of thought 
and feeling towards those Basque peasants, 
who, undoubting God and the supernatural, had 
to find comfort in times of tragedy, of loss, of help 
in need (from priests, learned magicians and 
cunning folks). Therefore, the witch narratives 
remain undoubtfully “an expression of the depth 
with which the Basque people were committed to 
the comforts of a community-based Christianity 
that, since its late entrenchment in the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, they had wholeheartedly 
made their own” (closing paragraph of Epilogue).

Readers of Emma Wilby’s book find them- 
selves challenged in their own perspectives over 

witchcraft, over long European temporalities 
attesting popular religiosities and folklore 
elements, and more importantly, on the 
methodologies one ought to employ to delve deep 
into multiple mediations any document entails. 
Lessons on what can be apprehended about 
a writer’s process of committing to the paper 
some aspects at the same time with silencing 
other, which we might be in right to suppose, 
extend far beyond early modern Basque witch-
craze analysis. As for the latter, the 21st century 
East-European ethnologist, who could identify 
in most surprising strata unspoken similarities 
to their own field-material, extant thus far 
in history, remains gratefully committed to 
understanding ever more from subdued voices.

Reviewed by Ileana Benga
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ABSTRACT

In this article we seek to describe the methodology that gives shape to the various 
components of the documentation of the book and identifies the different fields to which 
the issues discussed belong: art history (iconography, religious art), late antique and 
medieval literature (apocryphal texts), ethno-anthropology (with ramifications in visual 
anthropology, ethnology, folklore studies) and the history of mentalities (where research 
into witchcraft takes place chiefly within historical anthropology). The aspects discussed 
in this reading note: the social and cultural contextualisation of iconography, through an 
exploration of its social, cultural and mentality-related forms of expression, which connect 
it at a profound level to traditional peasant/pastoral societies; eschatological iconography 
concerned with witchcraft in Romania, seen as an eschatological replacement, with 
preventative and punitive functions, for the punitive institutions of Central and Eastern 
Europe that were responsible for eradicating the phenomenon of witchcraft; a comparative 
treatment of  eschatological themes in Romanian iconography, in the regional context of 
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, through a  comparison between them and those of 
the region south of the Danube (Bulgaria) and of the northern Slav area (Ruthenia); the 
absence from iconography of the distinction between the morphological classes of magic, 
based on their trans-human magical agents, that we find in oral narrative traditions; a 
systematic handling of local eschatological iconography and oral narrative repertoires; 
the issue of cultural transmission and the structure and composition of mechanisms of 
transmission, whose orality consists not only of words but also of images; discussion of the 
linguistic and iconographic typologies advanced by the book’s authors. 
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In the context of the particular cultural style 
we find in books about popular witchcraft, 
in terms of their corpuses of texts and 

rituals and their level of scholarship, this work is 
notable for its methodological rigour, extremely 
minute documentation, systematic coherence, 
its analysis that descends to details while also 
presenting an overview, and its ground-breaking 
(in a Ricoeurian sense) hermeneutic; restrained 
(despite the seductive appeal of a wealth of 
ethnological and ethnographic material), free 
from speculative temptations (in an ethnological 

culture that is predisposed to interpretative 
story-weaving), and free from ideological con- 
cessions (despite contemporary dictats of the 
gender studies and political correctness type), 
and free from explanatory schemas and man- 
nerisms (which abound in works of historical 
anthropology). 

The authors’ intention is undergirded by 
a profound hermeneutical necessity that has 
in view a multifaceted understanding of the 
phenomenon of iconography in the context 
of the oral and written cultural traditions of 
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Eastern Romania, as these have been expressed 
as diachronic intertextualities.2 The present 
book is the second part of a “diptych” devoted 
to the phenomenon of witchcraft and is an 
organic continuation of the subject-matter 
of the first book, Magie și vrăjitorie în cultura 
română. Istorie, literatură, mentalități [Magic 
and witchcraft in Romanian culture. History, 
literature, mentalities](Pop-Curșeu 2013). As 
Ioan Pop-Curșeu himself says, the first part of 
the diptych deals with “how wizards and witches 
have been treated in this world (legislation, 
trials, punishments),” while the second part 
“focuses on the torments those guilty of 
witchcraft suffer in the other world, after death,”3 
as portrayed in complementary descriptive 
forms, the iconographic and the narrative. This 
also explains the epistemic ramifications of the 
roots of the central theme, as is already apparent 
from the book’s title and subtitle: the history 
of art (iconography, religious art), late antique 
and medieval literature (apocryphal texts), 
ethnoanthropology (with ramifications in visual 
anthropology, ethnology, folklore studies), and 
the history of mentalities (where research into 
witchcraft takes place chiefly within historical 
anthropology).  

It is not our intention to summarise the book 
or to deal with it in extenso, all the more so since 
this volume needs to be read and re-read. In ad- 
dition, its thematic complexity and its particular 
emphasis on exhaustive documentation give it 
the status of a working tool, indispensable both to 
the art historian and to the ethnologist studying 
magic and popular witchcraft in situ. Our interest 
is rather in the methodology that gives shape to 
the various components of the documentation 
of the book and identifies the different fields to 
which the issues discussed belong. We prefer 
the term methodology or the more artistic 
one of methodological clusters (to use Sanda 
Golopenția’s expression), since a subject of this 
complexity, which extends all the way from 
post-Byzantine religious iconography to the 
witchcraft and magic that underlie folk piety, 
calls for a suitable methodological matrix. This is 
a methodology that proceeds both synchronically 
and diachronically in equal measure, the purpose 

being to work out a stratigraphy of the mentalities 
that underpin the major iconographic themes 
that the book covers. We are dealing not with 
a history of religious iconography that treats 
witchcraft and popular magic in isolation, but 
rather with a morphodynamic examination that 
aims to reconstitute the magico-religious vision 
of traditional rural societies in Romania over the 
past four centuries. At the same time, the authors 
look at the social life of religious iconography and 
avoid the temptation to give a static assessment. 

The book belongs within a tradition of 
historical-anthropological research into the 
subject of native Romanian iconography that 
found expression among researchers of the 
generation born in the 1970s (Silvia Marin-
Barutcieff, Cristina Bogdan, Cosmina-Maria 
Berindei and others). It handles the issue of 
iconography not only in textual and intertextual 
ways but also contextually: we are talking 
about the social and cultural contextualisation 
of iconography by means of an exploration 
of the social, cultural and mentality-related 
connections that link it at a profound level to 
traditional peasant/pastoral societies. We are 
talking about a genetic context (and here a 
number of mechanisms involved in the origin 
from folklore of iconographic themes are 
identified) and about a context of reception 
(the authors also describe the impact/s the 
iconographic themes studied had on the 
collective rural mentality and the popular 
imaginary). Thus the relationship between the 
documentary, iconographic and oral (narratives 
and rituals) levels is not one of morphological 
juxtaposition but one of epistemic symbiosis; 
to this end, the discovery of spatial vicinity 
between iconographic subjects connected with 
magic (the condemnation and punishment 
of witches) and narrative traditions is taken 
further and taken on board in a genetic and 
intertextual way.

In rural communities in Romania, the ab- 
sence of any theological-political institution 
qualified to identify, judge and punish local 
witches was to a certain extent counterbalanced 
by this efflorescence of posthumous condem- 
nations of witches and of a veritable phenome- 
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nology of punishments, inventorised by the 
authors with minute attention and humour. 
Eschatological iconography concerned with 
witches thus compensates, in terms of pun- 
ishment and deterrence, for the lack of a 
punitive institution responsible for eradicating 
the phenomenon of witchcraft. However, behind 
this iconography of Hell we can discern a 
juridical casuistry devoted to the various kinds 
of magical activity; this is underpinned by a 
copious imagination, although one characterised 
by a degree of mannerism. The authors of 
the book analyse the different categories of 
punishments and draw up a taxonomy of 
magical practitioners (in the Iconographic 
Typologies chapter), in which the morphological 
description is filled out via a reconstruction 
of the diachronics (the derivation of types of 
representation, apocryphal literary sources) 
and of the historical (see the History and 
Geography chapter) and iconographic (see the 
Romanian Painters and their Vision of the World 
chapter) contexts. 

Furthermore, the iconography of Hell in 
Romania is treated in its regional context of 
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe and com- 
pared with the iconographies found south of 
the Danube (in Bulgaria) and in the Northern 
Slav area (Ruthenia). In this broader area, some 
routes and mechanisms of cultural transmission 
are reconstructed, as a working hypothesis 
and in a way that avoids the temptation to fall 
into a classic diffusionism. With great skill, the 
authors instead subscribe to “the hypothesis of 
a more complex origin for the iconographic type 
discussed, in a Slav-Romanian environment 
of mountain rearers of animals, living on high 
mountains and dependent on their flocks”: 
“the Slav-Romanian Carpathian origin of these 
iconographic figures” (p. 317). The deeply 
folklore-influenced nature of eschatological 
iconography, lying as it does at the interface 
between orality and written culture, is of 
course taken into consideration. However, 
in popular cultures, which easily transgress 
linguistic boundaries, the issue of authorship 
and originality has its own particular ways of 
expressing itself. There is a profoundly inter- 

textual creativity, in a cognitive sense, in which 
what is transmitted is not so much cultural 
texts in their entirety as the invariables that 
generate and underpin them We are dealing 
with an extremely complex cultural morpho-
syntax in which mechanisms of transmission 
have to do – in an overwhelming proportion 
– with orality. We think of the ways in which 
Romanian ethnologists too have responded to 
this challenge, handling a number of narrative/
ritual complexes in a comparative context (inter 
alios, Petru Caraman, Ion Taloș, Adrian Fochi). 

 One point that struck us as symptomatic 
as we were reading the book is the absence 
of distinctions between two morphological 
classes, following the criterion of the identity of 
the trans-human magical agents: witches who 
operate with daemons/spirits (practitioners of 
ecstasy – witches căzute în Sfinte and ecstatic 
casters of spells) and those who work with the 
devil/devils (operators of black magic). This 
distinction is active in the south of Romania 
(Mehedinți, Caraș-Severin; see also Neagota 
2015; Neagota 2012) and in Transylvania, was 
still identifiable in the live ethnological field 
in the decade after 2000, and can be found in 
the reports of many witchcraft trials, analysed 
and interpreted in an ecstatic register by a 
whole exegetical tradition (Margaret Alice 
Murray, Gustav Henningsen, Carlo Ginzburg, 
Franco Nardon, Emma Wilby et alii). However, 
this distinction is absent from the iconographic 
treatment of the judgment and punishment of 
witches, which, despite its folklore character,  
was affected by the same process of demo- 
nisation of spirits and of the majority of magical 
activities, with similar patterns and intensity, 
as was shared by the whole of medieval Europe 
with its folklore cultures, whether Catholic or 
Orthodox. The explanation for these demonising 
hermeneutical mechanisms, evident in icono- 
graphic depictions of the Last Judgment, is a 
theological (expressed in the canonical and 
apocryphal Christian texts, iconographically 
transposed) and ecclesial (pronouncements 
of Synods) one.4 But, in the final instance, the 
epistemic situs of the eschatological themes 
seen in rural iconography, especially in the 
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case of parish churches, remains twofold: 
these iconographic cycles owe their existence 
to determinants that are multiple, intertextual 
(being generated by painters and wall-painters 
belonging to nearby schools and trends) and 
contextual (pressure from the future users 
of painted churches, the country believers 
and priests, whose instructions and thematic 
preferences surely had an influence on the 
choice of subjects).  

On the other hand, these iconographic pro- 
grammes had a deep influence on the rural 
imaginary, generating mutations and interpre- 
tations of local events with a magical resonance 
and of magical actors. The evaluation of the 
impact of iconographic themes on patterns of 
interpreting events, as seen in some oral narra- 
tives from Maramureș, is of very great interest 
here. The authors directly affirm the existence 
of this symbiosis between local eschatological 
iconography and the oral narrative repertoire: 
“we believe the images can only gain from 
being viewed through the lens of ethno-folklore 
oral narratives, as sometimes it is highly likely 
that the texts are based on a solid foundation 
of images” (p. 217). We are dealing with an 
intertextuality that operates in both directions 
and that can help towards a far-from-simple 
understanding of popular piety. But, as the 
authors of the book have observed, there is not 
always a local/regional basis of ethnological 
documentation that can serve as a foundation 
for the systematic treatment of witchcraft and 
magical practices in the iconographic themes 
and narrative and ritual traditions of the area, in 
such a way that their intertextual coherence can 
be analysed. In Oltenia and in northern Romania 
(Maramureș, Lăpuș, Codru and Chioar), the 
authors affirm, “there seems to be a convergence 
between the wealth of the magic-related folklore 
and the diversity of the visual representations 
connected with witchcraft” (p. 216). The pre- 
sence of ethnological documentary bases of 
this kind, oral and iconographic, represents the 
fortunate case that will allow the researcher to 
investigate their interaction in terms of present 
or recent orality (close diachronics), but limits 
its archaeological reconstruction to the age of 

the available oral documents; from then on, the 
methodology employed needs to adapt itself to 
the nature of the available documentary base. 
In Moldova, by contrast, the authors discovered 
a different situation. “iconographic poverty/
ethno-folklore wealth”: “a province very rich in 
beliefs and practices connected with witchcraft, 
to which only a few visual representations 
correspond” (p. 219).

The book challenges readers to rethink 
the entire issue of cultural transmission, 
including the nature and composition of the 
mechanisms of transmission, whose orality 
consists not only of words but also of images. 
How are iconographic models transmitted in 
parallel and in interaction with narrative and 
ritual patterns? Our question is far from being 
a generic one, for it reaches the very heart of the 
debate around transmission, which requires the 
unpacking of iconographic models into icono-
narrative invariables, which, grouped together 
in limited series, generate, by means of diverse 
combinations and recombinations, isomorphic 
iconographic syntaxes. We are thinking here of 
the application cum grano salis and adaptation 
of the cognitivist model suggested by Culianu in 
Călătorii în lumea de dincolo [Out of this World: 
Otherworldly Journeys from Gilgamesh to Albert 
Einstein] (1991). 

On the other hand, attention must be paid 
to the fictionalising/mythopoeic mechanisms 
that have affected or affect the reading of 
eschatological iconographic themes, since their 
interpretation and understanding is clearly 
conditioned by the local/regional cultural 
tradition in which the true hermeneut has been 
raised. In other words, we are not speaking of a 
hermeneutic level of zero for the reading. The 
ethnological insider is bound up in a cycle of 
readings in which he understands iconographic 
images by making use of the cultural codes he 
has already internalised, and his readings will 
not only reify the understanding (hermeneutics) 
but will also revitalise local culture by enriching 
it. Paying attention to the role of church 
iconography in the generation and development 
of the eschatological imaginary should have 
the effect of producing nuances and revealing 
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new mechanisms of cultural transmission 
by amplifying the explanatory models of 
fictionalisation/mythopoeia (Neagota 2013; 
Benga 2013), which circumscribe the processes 
of demonisation of magical activities in icono- 
graphic cycles. We are thinking here of a 
possible parallel reading, in the key of church 
iconography and in that of folklore (mythic-
fictional and magical-ritual): the fate of witches 
after death, as portrayed in church iconography, 
versus the after-death behaviour of living 
casters of spells (now become dead casters of 
spells), of magical-ecstatic practitioners and 
of magical-maleficent practitioners in oral 
narrative traditions; the iconographic topology 
of the other world versus the narrative topo- 
logy of the other world (as understood from 
oral narratives, from its representation in 
dreams and in funeral laments); the reciprocal 
reification of the iconographic imaginary and 
of the folklore imaginary.5 This is a twofold 
approach, a simultaneous reading, that any 
ethnologist dealing with magic-related rural 
piety and vernacular mythology will need to 
take into account after he has read this book, 
and all the more so since the authors have 
opened up with such clarity this route for ethno-
anthropological research and understanding to 
follow.

The chapter entitled Linguistic Typologies 
gives a helpful list of terminological dis- 
tinctions (enchantress, witch, destroyer of 
crops, caster of spells, werewolf, etc.) whose 
usefulness is increased by the fact that it takes 
into consideration not only wide-ranging 
synchronics but also early modern and recent 
diachronics (the eighteenth to twentieth 
centuries). I am not convinced of the usefulness 
of statistical analyses, since the semantic fluidity 
of regional terms for practitioners of magic 
and ecstasy is affected not only by space but 
also by time (inter-generational differences): 
contamination and interference between these 
can arise for multiple reasons, and no mapping 
by zones can function as anything more than 
an X-ray of a given moment, a slice of time, 
beyond which we must assume the existence 
of a swarming mass of oral intertextualities 

that are impossible to quantify into strong ty- 
pologies. On the other hand, any local/regional 
ethnographic/linguistic documentation is far 
from attaining exhaustiveness, which remains 
a utopian desideratum in living oral cultures. 
And in this case the relevance of the statistical 
method is in danger of being undermined by 
the very paucity of quantified material. I would 
prefer to opt for weak (debole) cartographies, 
the elastic structure of which allows for 
terminological permutations and confusions. 
We find a similar situation in the case of regional 
folklore daimonologies, the mapping of which is 
still a highly provisional enterprise. In this fluid 
ethnographic and linguistic situation, which 
requires a flexible methodology, which also 
factors in a certain epistemological weakness 
(debolezza), I am afraid that any statistical 
quantification runs the risk of being irrelevant.

By contrast, iconographic typologies, given 
the “definitive” nature of visual narrations, 
have a far greater right to a strong (forte) 
status, in spite of the fact that they are far 
from fulfilling the criterion of exhaustiveness: 
many eschatological iconographic cycles 
are lost for ever or in an advanced state of 
deterioration. To the extent to which they 
factor in this documentary incompleteness and 
even precariousness, iconographic typologies 
can be constructed, cautiously, on the basis 
of the available iconographic material. And 
this the authors do, in a professional way: 
the identification and description of each 
iconographic type is achieved with minute 
attention to detail and literary skill. Moreover, 
the visual typologies are related to isomorphic 
narrative types (pp. 289-300), thus adding 
nuance to the taxonomic achievement and 
linking it to the oral narrative/ritual traditions 
in an effort to reconstruct the social life of the 
iconography of witches. The analysis is also 
extended to take in apocryphal literature, at 
least in the case of the magico-ecstatic category 
of destroyers of crops, whose mythico-fictional 
roots are firmly fixed in the soil of everyday 
ethnographic experience, since these women 
were a recurring presence in the Romanian 
villages of Transylvania and Maramureș in the 
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1990s and the decade after 2000.  
Looked at from another point of view, this 

is also one of the reasons why the book is so 
fascinating: its documentary and thematic 
richness, the fineness of the analyses, which 
instead of delimiting the subject open it up for 
other approaches and interpretations. More than 
a reference book in its area, The Iconography of 
Witchcraft is an opera aperta that bears within it 
a plethora of potentialities. You may or may not  
be in agreement with some of the authors’ 

analyses or conclusions, but you cannot ignore 
this book without being in danger of committing 
a cognitive crime. It is a book in which other 
books are in gestation, at various stages of 
development, as they await their midwives. For 
all these reasons, this work by Ioan and Ștefana 
Pop-Curșeu has from its first appearance become  
a classic and a point of reference, a bibliographical 
sine qua non for anyone writing and researching 
on the subject of witchcraft and magic in the 
Romanian or Romanian-speaking cultural space.

Bogdan Neagota

1. Ioan Pop-Curșeu, Ștefana Pop-Curșeu (2020, 470 p.). The book 
won a Romanian Academy award in 2022.

2. Tradition is “the complex of attestations exposed to the action 
of time, the way of presenting the diachronic development of 
a work or, more precisely, the sedimentation over time, in the 
individual history of a text, of the system of cultural signs to 
which it belongs” (Caprettini 1992: 20).

3. https://jurnalul.ro/special-jurnalul/interviuri/witchcraft-
romania-stefana-pop-curseu-ioan-pop-curseu-922496.html

4. The demonisation of spirits during late antiquity and the 
Middle Ages is, to a great extent, the effect of the conceptual and 
methodological inability of Christian scholars (the intellectuals 
of the Patristic period, medieval theologians, inquisitors, etc.) 
to grasp the folklore nature of mythic-fictional and magical-
religious cultural complexes that belonged to traditional mental 
frameworks. Their intellectual background (Judaeo-Christian and 

Greco-Roman) did not predispose them to develop a conceptual 
apparatus of an anthropological/historico-religious kind, a sine 
qua non precondition for the constructive understanding of the 
self-referential accounts of the witches being investigated, but 
rather to convert their depositions into narrations formatted 
according to their own cognitive schemas, into reductionist 
narrative constructs, produced by specific hermeneutical 
mechanisms (interpretatio iudeo-christiana et graeco-romana). 
Consequently, the ethnological facts recorded were distorted by a 
process of reinterpretation and reduction.

5. In this case we must accept as a premise the concrete 
experiential basis (events/facts, concrete experiences) of 
the majority of the beliefs that are characteristic of popular 
religiosity/piety, as Mircea Eliade (1993, 39) proposed in a 
revolutionary article from the 1930s: “At the basis of the beliefs of 
people in the ‘ethnographic phase,’ and of the folklore of civilised 
peoples, lie facts, not creations of fantasy.”
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ABSTRACT

In this note I present two contributions in recently published edited volumes. Through 
the lenses of scholarship on ancient magic, these may bring intriguing perspectives 
to the study of early Christianity. The first (Sanzo 2020) is an illustrated discussion 
on the heuristic utility of the category “(ancient) magic.” In the course of his analysis, 
the author reflects also on how applying a balanced and nuanced approach could 
help the scholar explore certain aspects of early Christianity over against the social 
and cultural environment in which it developed. The second (Conti 2022) observes, 
starting from the sermons of Maximus of Turin, the challenges inherent to the process of 
Christianisation in Late Antiquity. Among other merits, it draws attention to the specifics 
of Christianisation in rural regions, where practices labelled later as “magical” were 
part and parcel of the rhythm of life, as opposed to the (far better documented) urban 
context. The contribution shows the importance of addressing these specifics in order to 
properly understand e.g., the mechanisms of transition to the Middle Ages.
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Amongst the scholarly investigations 
in the field of pre-modern magic 
published since the beginning of the 

second decade of the twenty-first century, two 
ambitious volumes of studies bring enriching 
perspectives. The first, Ancient Magic: Then and 
Now (Mastrocinque, Sanzo, and Scapini 2020) 
has a threefold aim, corresponding to the three 
sections of the volume: Firstly, it restates the 
heuristic value of the category “ancient magic”; 
secondly, through a series of case-studies, 
it engages the results of various scientific 
disciplines in comprehensive reflections on 
a number of sources; and thirdly, it traces 
the fundamentals of a reception history of 
ancient magic (Scapini and Sanzo 2020). The 
second volume, Nemo non metuit: Magic in the 
Roman World (Pollard and  Conti 2022), forms 
together with Civilizations of the Supernatural 
(Conti 2020) – to which it constitutes a sort 
of “prequel” – a larger project co-ordinated by 

Fabrizio Conti. It seeks to outline, through a 
series of case-studies dedicated to particular 
types of artefacts, practices, as well as attitudes, 
the place and role of magic in Roman culture 
from its beginnings to the collapse of the empire 
(eighth century BC to fifth century AD).

In the following, I shall present two contri- 
butions from these two volumes, which bear 
considerations of import for our knowledge 
of early Christianity. The first is a theoretical 
discussion on the utility of the technical 
terminology related to magic in studying the 
ancient (including early Christian) world. The 
second draws attention to the interaction 
between Christianity and traditional cults in the 
countryside. 

1. In the opening chapter of Ancient Magic: 
Then and Now, tellingly titled “Deconstructing 
the Deconstructionists: A Response to Recent 
Criticisms of the Rubric ‘Ancient Magic,’” Joseph 
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E. Sanzo (2020) considers “ancient magic,” 
applied with circumspection and qualification, is 
still a useful heuristic instrument in the study of 
practices, artefacts, and mentalities commonly 
perceived as “magical” in Mediterranean 
Antiquity. Drawing on his extensive experience 
in the study of amulets and the Greek Magical 
Papyri,1 Sanzo engages in a critical dialogue 
with opinions that call for abandoning the 
concept of “magic,” given the biased, pejorative, 
connotations it acquired throughout history.

Beyond the ideological and cultural 
prejudices inherited from the early Modern 
period, the thrust of the matter in the context 
of Late Antiquity is that “magic” became 
a rhetorical construct in discourses that 
emphasised the dichotomy between “illicit” and 
“accepted” religiosity (which, as Sanzo notes, 
is the religiosity sanctioned by the elite: Sanzo 
2020, 27, 29).2 As Maijastina Kahlos (2020, 
130) observed, “‘magic’ is a socially constructed 
object of knowledge whose content and 
formulations vary according to different social 
contexts and circumstances.” This is especially 
visible in early Christian self-reflection and 
polemic, where elitist discourses transformed 
magic into the hallmark of religious alterity – 
although surviving sources (in particular, the 
Greek Magical Papyri) offer ample evidence to 
the contrary.3

Against this background, Sanzo examines 
three alternatives proposed in recent scholar- 
ship: replacing “magic” as an analytical category 
with critically assumed notions of “religion” 
and “ritual (power)”; giving preference to 
(untranslated) ancient terminology; and disag- 
gregating the concept of “magic” into its 
typological and functional constituents (such 
as healing, divination, exorcism, amulets, 
curse tablets, etc.). The author convincingly 
shows that all these replacement theories 
entail problems of their own, often more 
dangerous than those evoked by “magic.” In fact, 
“religion” and “ritual,” equally deconstructed in 
scholarship as ambiguous, binary, and biased 
terms, can be subject to the same critique as 
“magic” (Sanzo 2020, 30, 32-4). Moreover, the 
preference for ancient terminology (e.g., μαγεία, 

φαρμακεία) implies a reductive hermeneutical 
approach. Not only does it deprive of the 
possibility of historical-comparative analysis, 
but it also carries the danger of infusing ancient 
terms with established modern meanings 
(equating μαγεία with magic, for instance), 
thereby failing to do justice to the semantic 
complexity of such terms. As Sanzo argues, in a 
text such as Acts 8 – the confrontation of Peter 
with Simon Magus –, μαγεία and its cognates do 
not necessarily refer to magic (Sanzo 2020, 30-
31). Finally, unpacking magic in its constituent 
rubrics creates artificial divisions in practices or 
artefacts that the ancients perceived organically. 
Sanzo here invokes the use of the same magical 
symbols (charakteres) across objects with 
various functions, or canon 36 of the Council of 
Laodicaea (fourth century), which places under 
the same umbrella experts in different kinds of 
magic: magicians, enchanters, numerologists, 
astrologers, amulet-makers, and even amulet 
wearers. Similarly, the functional distinction 
of artefacts is contradicted by multifunctional 
rituals and objects attested, e.g., in the Greek 
Magical Papyri. Here, Sanzo analyses BGU III 
954 (a sixth century Coptic papyrus amulet), 
and Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 (sixth – eighth century), 
which combine requests for healing, protection, 
and exorcism (Sanzo 2020, 35-7).

In contrast to these hypercritical views on 
magic, Sanzo (2020, 38) proposes a balanced 
approach that “neither completely avoids the 
term ‘magic’ nor naively absorbs and reproduces 
the ideological baggage associated with the 
term in its traditional (scholarly) usage” – 
namely, a case-by-case application of “magic” 
as a useful heuristic category in addressing 
specific research questions. Instead of assuming 
a theoretical understanding for the term and 
applying it to the source material, this approach 
retrieves the usefulness of the rubric “magic” 
starting from the material itself. It constitutes, 
therefore, a qualified usage,4 one that allows, 
moreover, the simultaneous application of 
multiple analytical categories. In this sense, the 
often blurred lines between magic and religion 
become apparent, allowing the scholar to 
eschew cramming sources (be they commonly 
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perceived as “magical” or not) into one-sided 
taxonomical rubrics. Sanzo’s (2020, 41) final 
observations are particularly interesting:

Such taxonomic flexibility ought to be multi-
directional and not limited to objects typically 
deemed “magical.” There is much value in treating 
early Christian prayer, for instance, as a magical 
practice (…) to raise new questions in light of 
different comparanda and research frameworks. 
Situating early Christian prayers within the 
world of amulets, curses, and the like can help 
raise new questions about the poetics of prayers. 
What principles of analogy or contiguity – if any 
– were at work? How did historical precedents 
and authoritative traditions function in a given 
prayer? What role did local specialists play in the 
promotion of certain forms of prayer and ideas 
about prayer? How do the material characteristics 
of an object inscribed with a prayer contribute to 
the prayer’s efficacy?

A similar claim – in answer to similar 
research questions – could be made with regard 
to early Christian eulogia or contact relics. If 
nothing more, using “magic” as a heuristic tool 
in reference to these objects would help better 
situate them in the historical-cultural and 
religious space of Antiquity. 

2. The final contributions of the volume 
Nemo non metuit: Magic in the Roman World 
(Pollard and Conti 2022) address early Christian 
attitudes to magic, illustrating well how 
ecclesiastical writers deployed it rhetorically 
as an umbrella-label for all deviant religiosity 
(to include “paganism” as well as “heresy”). 
Amongst these, Fabrizio Conti’s (2022) “Pagan 
and Christian Identities in the Later Roman 
Empire: Maximus of Turin and His Sermons 
on Magic and Superstition” discusses a cluster 
of sermons in which Maximus, the late fourth 
– early fifth century bishop of Turin, seeks to 
counter pre- or non-Christian rituals and beliefs 
still observed in the lands entrusted to his 
pastoral oversight. 

Conti starts from the contrast between 
town and countryside in the process of 

Christianisation, an aspect that received less 
scholarly attention than it deserves.5 In contrast 
to the intellectual, elitist polytheism of towns, 
in rural regions, such as Italia annonaria (to 
which Turin belonged), pre-Christian religiosity 
deeply infused the yearly rhythm of life. The 
rituals connected to significant moments in 
the agricultural and calendrical cycles endured 
well beyond formal conversion to Christianity 
(Conti 2022, 494-5). Thus, if the challenge 
of the first centuries was to affirm Christian 
identity against the declared polytheism of the 
social majority, in Late Antiquity ecclesiastical 
authorities were faced with the survival of its 
shattered fragments in (at least nominally) 
Christianised communities. This created a new 
set of binaries amongst which magic played an 
important role. 

Through Maximus’ sermons, Conti (2022, 
496) observes how urban bishops adapted their 
polemical discourses to rural contexts. Such 
discourses contributed not only to the shaping 
of Christian identity, but also to the definition 
and imposition of categories such as “pagan,” 
“magic,” and “superstition.” Conti illustrates 
this, inter alia, with the reception of the portrait 
of Simon Magus, progressively associated with 
magic (i.e., illicit practices) in the first Christian 
centuries. Maximus’ sermons draw on the 
clash between Peter and Simon as outlined in 
the apocryphal Acts of Peter to present Simon 
as an exemplary figure for the fate that awaits 
followers of non-Christian beliefs and practices. 
The labelling and condemnation of these beliefs 
and practices as magical is evident (Conti 2022, 
497-98; 508-10).

Another aspect emphasised by Conti is that 
in the attempt to eradicate “pagan” elements, 
ecclesiastical authorities depended on the 
active co-operation of landlords. These, in turn, 
were often wary of disturbing the status quo on 
their estates. Conti identifies Maximus’ twofold 
strategy of response to this situation: On the one 
hand, in line with earlier (apologetic) reasoning, 
he condemned the observation of non-Christian 
religiosity as sinful and certainly incompatible 
with the Christian faith;6 on the other hand, 
he made it clear that the sin (and the afferent 
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condemnation in the afterlife) extended also 
to those who tolerated such behaviour. This 
included anyone who witnessed or had any 
knowledge of non-Christian practices and failed 
to take proper action (Conti 2022, 498-503, 
drawing on sermons 106-7). Moreover, Conti 
shows how the rapprochement between these 
rural observances, “superstitions,” and magical 
practices was developed to the point that 
“magic” could be a term applied to all. 

This analysis thus situates Maximus’ 
programme at the turning point of the late antique 
controversy against magic (and paganism), 
which will then be progressively appropriated 
into medieval discourses on sin. Beyond insights 
into Maximus of Turin’s pastoral efforts, Conti’s 
contribution has the merit of exploring the 

complexity of the rural space as the melting 
pot of Christian and pre-Christian, syncretistic 
religiosity. As the author observed, Christianity 
succeeded in fragmenting monolithic Graeco-
Roman cults. Yet elements such as fertility and 
healing rites, crop magic, divination, or other 
practices especially related to agriculture 
(which ultimately secured the welfare of rural 
populations) proved so embedded into everyday 
life that they were perceived as indispensable 
existential performances. Ultimately the 
survival of such rites in later, modern and even 
contemporary popular religiosity, albeit clothed 
in Christian form, shows that the condemning 
efforts of ecclesiastical authors, both late 
antique and medieval, were only partially 
successful.

1. See, e.g., Sanzo (2019, 2017, 2016, and 2014).

2. See also Maraschi (2022).

3. As shown by Sanzo (2020, 29). For the rhetorical use of 
the label “magic” by early Christian authors, see the second 
contribution discussed in this note.

4. Sanzo (2020, 39-40): “Are any of the inherited qualities of 
magic inappropriate for the source(s) we are examining? If so, 
we should be explicit with our readers about such incongruities. 
This kind of analysis will inevitably need to be nuanced, taking 

into account the strengths and weaknesses of a given theory/
theorist or of the boundaries around a given corpus of sources.”

5. Admittedly, this is partially due to the fact that the surviving 
evidence on the ancient countryside is by far poorer compared 
to what we know of urban environments.

6. Such as the customs connected to the celebration of the 
Kalends of January (sermon 63 and 98), in particular the offering 
of gifts in hope of securing an auspicious year, which Maximus 
deemed incompatible with the observance of Christmas and 
Epiphany. See Conti (2020, 510-13).
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Amulets are some of the most common 
apotropaic devices employed in 
variouscultures throughout history to 

negotiate man’s constant struggle with (hostile) 
preternatural forces. Typically reduced in 
size, amulets could be fashioned from various 
materials and in various shapes, and were 
expected, through contact with the beneficiary 
(person, object and / or space), to magically 

protect from, avert and / or reverse the effects 
of phenomena perceived as harming. As such, 
these objects constitute precious sources for 
historical, cultural, as well as anthropological 
research, as the recent surge in scholarly 
attention attests.1

Equally intriguing, among these scientific 
works, is the volume of studies edited by 
Christoffer Theis and Paolo Vitellozzi (2022), 
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Textual Amulets from Antiquity to Early Modern 
Times: The Shape of Words. Born from the 
proceedings of a conference organised in 2018 
at the University of Heidelberg, the volume 
seeks to identify a diachronic and transcultural 
continuity in-diversity of textual amuletic 
practices in the European, North African and 
Near Eastern cultural spaces. Its focus, as 
it transpires from the editors’ Introduction 
(chapter 1, pp. 1-9), is to explore the sig- 
nificance of the act of writing – seen both as 
process and content – in channelling the magical 
potency of the amulet.

The volume contains eight papers framed 
by an Introduction and a Conclusion, both 
penned by the editors. The first three (chapters 
2 – 4) are dedicated to late antique amulets in 
the Mediterranean world; the following two 
(chapters 5 – 6), to the Middle Ages; whereas 
the last three (chapters 7 – 9), to the Modern 
period. Each chapter introduces different 
cultural settings and focuses on certain types 
of amulets so that the geo-chronological and 
taxonomical coverage is maximised within the 
limited space of the volume.

In chapter 2, “Writing on Magical Gems: 
Reflections on Inscribed Gemstone Amulets of 
the Imperial Period” (pp. 10-33), Paolo Vitellozzi 
discusses the complexities and evolution of the 
relationship between the material support (the 
“medium” of gemstone amulets), the engraved 
image, and the inscribed writing, respectively. 
Vitellozzi considers the textuality of amulets as 
“speech acts,” which translate and perpetuate in 
the object itself  the originally orally recited ritual 
that generated the magical efficacy of the given 
amulet. The following chapter, Christoffer Theis’ 
“Of Comprehensible and Incomprehensible 
Inscriptions: Remarks on Some Gems with 
Multi-headed Gods” (pp. 34-55), complements 
Vitellozzi’s analysis by offering insights on a 
particular type of gemstones from late antique 
Egypt. Theis analyses the iconography of beings 
with several heads, and how this relates to the 
inscriptions engraved on the respective amulets. 
Nils Hallvard Korsvoll’s contribution, “Agency 
and Efficacy in Syriac Amulets across the Ages” 
(chapter 4, pp. 56-68), takes one step further 

in time and shifts the focus to the Asian space. 
Korsvoll analyses three corpora of amulets from 
the Syriac linguistic milieu: ancient incantation 
bowls, i.e., amulets placed on the threshold 
of houses; a set of medieval amulets of Syriac 
origin discovered in Turfan (Western China); 
and Early Modern amulets and handbooks 
from Northern Iraq. Korsvoll seeks to identify 
whether / how the inscribed text effects or 
merely transmits the magical power of the given 
amulets. This also offers him the opportunity to 
comment on amulet production in ecclesiastical 
– monastic circles across the Middle Ages and 
the Early Modern period.

With chapter 5, “Demons in Runic and Latin 
Amulets from Medieval Scandinavia” (pp. 69-
79), authored by Rudolf Simek, the transcultural 
perspective is enlarged to include Norse 
traditions and practices. In turn, Edina Bozoky’s 
contribution, “Magic Letters: Unintelligible 
Prophylactic Formulas” (chapter 6, pp. 80-89), 
illustrates the evolution of magical writing 
from a written record of speech acts to the 
locus of magical action. If the former chapter 
marks the intersection between intelligible 
and unintelligible textual presence, the 
latter focuses on the so-called charakteres, 
(alphabetic) symbols that do not constitute 
intelligible words. Here the analysis extends to 
the ecclesiastical context as well.

In chapter 7, “The Materiality of Talismans 
from Early Modern Spain: Morisco (and Old-
Christian) Cases” (pp. 90-99), Esther Fernández 
Medina retrieves the Islamic heritage of an Early 
Modern ethnic minority from Spain. The forced 
Christianisation of the Morisco population in 
the seventeenth century led to the formation 
of hidden patrimony deposits, but also to a 
series of trials conducted by the Inquisition, 
from which Fernández Medina extracts 
relevant material. The final two contributions 
return to the Near and Middle East, analysing 
Ottoman and Persian practices, respectively. 
In “Talismans and Engravers of Talismans in 
the Seventeenth-Century Ottoman Society 
According to the Journal of Evliyā Çelebi” 
(chapter 8, pp. 100-11), Özlem Deniz Ahlers 
comments on Ottoman astrological talismans 
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on the basis of information referenced in the 
travelogue of a seventeenth-century explorer. 
Finally, Sarah Kiyanrad’s “Small Letters against 
Great Misfortunes: A Glance at Safavid Amulet 
Culture” (chapter 9, pp. 112-31) describes the 
production and use of amulets in the Persian 
milieu of the seventeenth – nineteenth centuries. 

Thus arranged, the material covered in 
this volume showcases the historical-cultural 
progression from the ancient Mediterranean 
(Graeco-Roman) techne of amulets to the wider 
Euro-Asian space from the Middle Ages to the 
Modern Era and beyond. This enables the 
editors to posit the “survival and continuity of 
some fundamental expressive categories which 
might be taken as common features of human 
religion” (p. 9). Each chapter also occasions 
discussions on the materiality of amulets, 
their production, the rituals, ritual experts and 
technicians involved. All these are reviewed in 
the concluding section of the volume (chapter 
10, pp. 132-38), where the editors also trace a 
theoretical overview of amuletic praxeology.

Given the present reader’s interest in Late 
Antiquity, the remainder of this paper takes a 
closer look at the first chapters of the volume. 

The theoretical perspective that suffuses 
the rationale of the entire volume is amply pre- 
sented in Paolo Vitellozzi’s analysis of ancient 
magical gems. These constitute a special cate-
gory of gemstones, objects of widespread popu- 
larity in Graeco-Roman Antiquity, in that they 
combine the magical force of the stone itself 
(the “medium”) with that of the image engraved 
on it and that of the accompanying inscription 
(p. 10). Vitelozzi’s interest lies precisely with 
how the inscription enhances or generates the 
magical efficacy of the gemstone amulet. The 
author structures his observations in three parts: 

Firstly, he examines the evolution of writing 
and its magical roles in dialogue with  theories 
and taxonomies developed in secondary litera- 
ture. Compared with gemstone amulets of 
earlier periods, the imperial magical gems are 
increasingly textualised, a phenomenon that 
Vitellozzi attributes both to the “scribalisation” 
of Graeco-Roman society and to the interaction 
with Near Eastern (Judaic) cultural traditions. 

Working from the perspective of “speech act” 
theories, he argues that texts inscribed on 
amulets originally translated in writing the 
orally performed rituals recited over the amulet. 
These rituals rendered the gemstone “magical.” 
Their written record (often just a schematic 
rendering) perpetuated their magical efficacy 
through repeated oral performance starting 
from this very record. At this stage, then, the 
inscribed text is intelligible and can be inte- 
grated into a speech act by the beneficiary  
(p. 11). Precisely because of this, in time, espe- 
cially with the spread of writing as a cultural 
habit, words and formulas themselves were 
perceived as magically efficacious. Text, medium 
and image complemented one another. A further 
transformative impulse was given by theories 
of language seen as vehicle of divinity, inspired 
by Hebrew, respectively neo-Platonic and 
Pythagorean thought. Thus, the magical core of 
the amulet gradually shifted from medium and 
image to text, which no longer needed be intel- 
ligible. The written symbols, graphemes and 
words conveyed the divine essence of the super- 
human entity invoked and represented by the 
image they accompanied (p. 13-5, 18, 30-1).2 
These stages of progressively infusing magical 
potency in the act of writing are further dis- 
cussed and illustrated in the following sections.

Accordingly, the second part of Vitellozzi’s 
contribution is dedicated to situations where  
text and image co-exist and co-operate to pro-
duce the desired magical action. Theonyms, 
incantations, commands, prayers, etc., or nar- 
rative sections (similia similibus, historiolae3) 
complement the imagery of the amulet and con- 
stitute efficacious channels of magical action. 
The author (pp. 20-3) examines concrete 
textual occurrences from the perspective of a 
combination of scholarly taxonomies, namely 
those elaborated by Faraone (2018, 1991), 
Kropp (2008) and Pocetti (2002). Next, he traces 
the kinds of magical action produced by the 
inscribed words in relation to (or independently 
from) the given amulet’s imagery (pp. 24-6) 
and the oral performance of the beneficiary  
(pp. 28-9). 

The third part of the chapter discusses the 
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final stage in the evolution of the textualisation 
of amulets, namely when language conveys the 
essence of preternatural (divine) beings (pp.  
31-3). In this stage, writing, consisting of 
deconstructed graphemes, magical charakteres, 
isopsephisms, combinations of letters, acrostics, 
etc., assumes an iconographic character. Most 
illustrative in this sense are the exorcistic gem- 
stone amulets, given their Jewish background, 
where, as the Vitellozzi noted, “the essence of 
divinity” is placed “in language rather than in 
images” (p. 31).

Chapter 3 addresses again the subject of 
gemstone amulets as the product of religious 
syncretism. Christoffer Theis examines amuletic 
depictions of deities with unnatural number of 
body parts, in particular, multiple heads, and 
their corresponding inscriptions. The exam- 
ples selected feature anthropomorphic and 
zoomorphic deities (pp. 36-44), as well as the 
Egyptian Osiris and the ram representing the 
Sun god  (pp. 44-50). This provides further 
illustration of the second and the third stages 
in the evolution of magical writing outlined in 
Vitellozzi’s contribution. Theis shows that, in 
many cases, the inscribed text (voces magicae, 
theonyms, sequences of vowels, etc.) functioned 
independently from the amulet’s imagery, 
being magically efficient in itself (pp. 51-2). 
The few intelligible inscriptions, in turn, are 
second person imperatives constituting magical 
commands (p. 53).

Vitellozzi and Theis convincingly show 
the transculturality that characterises ancient 
magical gems. In this sense, the mutual influ- 
ence of Graeco-Roman, Egyptian and Hebrew 
traditions in creating magically powerful, syn- 
cretic iconographic and textual representations 
is amply documented. A conspicuous absence, 
however, is Christianity. Occasional references 
are made to sacred texts (e.g., the Gospels on 
p. 29), and to metalinguistic practices popular 
in early Christian circles, such as isopsephy  
(p. 16), but generally speaking, Christianity and 
the Church are addressed only in the volume’s 
later contributions. To a certain extent, this 
is understandable: Scholarly discussions on 
Christian amulets, or at least amulets with 

Christian elements, tend to focus on papyri, 
of later date than the gemstones analysed in 
this volume.4 Moreover, as Joseph E. Sanzo 
(2014, 10-3) noted, employing “Christian” as a 
category carries the danger of creating artificial 
contrasts (with, e.g., “non-Christian”), whereas 
the syncretic character of ancient amulets does 
not allow such distinctions, nor the individuation 
of the clientele (which must have included 
Christians as well).

Yet, when it comes to the idea of language 
as showcasing the essence of the divine, Christian 
emphasis on the Logos as the image of God must 
have surely left an imprint on the evolution of 
magical textuality. Admittedly, magical gems 
are a peculiar category of amulets compared, 
e.g., to papyri, in that the material from which 
they were fashioned was also thought to have 
magical energy. Even so, this reader, who does 
not pretend to be an expert, wonders if certain 
imperial-age gemstones with Christian sym- 
bolism (Christograms, fish, anchor, wreath, 
the cross, or images of the Good Shepherd)5 
could have been worn as amulets. A set of 
such gemstones, probably originating from 
Syria and possibly fabricated in series, have 
been engraved with the words ΙΗΣΟΥ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ 
(genitive). Spier (2011, 195) understands this to 
signify “servant of Christ.”6 Yet it could also set 
the wearer apart as “belonging” to Christ and, 
as such, could evoke divine protection against 
unwanted (demonic) attacks. If this is the case, 
the genitive of the nomen sacrum could perhaps 
be included in taxonomies of magical writing.

A final comment concerns isopsephy as a 
magical device. Building on the numerical value 
of Greek (or Hebrew) letters, isopsephisms 
represent the alphanumerical correspondent 
of the sum of the numerical value of each letter 
in a word.7 Thus, ϙΘ (99) is the sum of the 
letters that form the word ἀμήν. Such symbols, 
however, are not confined only to magical 
amulets or texts: We encounter them often 
in early Christian letters. ϙΘ or ΣΔ (εἰρηνικά, 
“greetings of peace”), or even the cryptic 
combination ΧΜΓ are interpreted in studies 
of early Christian epistolography as markers 
attesting that the writer was a Christian. In light 
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of the use of isopsephy in magical practices, 
one wonders if at least some of these epistolary 
occurrences could be more than just symbols of 
recognition. Could they have had a protective 
(magical?) function as well, meant to ensure 
the safekeeping and safe delivery of the letter?8 
This would be especially relevant in contexts 
unfavourable to Christians. Further research 

on the provenance of epistolary papyri, but also 
on the complexities of late antique religious 
experience may shed light on this matter. At 
any rate, the presence of isopsephisms in letters 
seems to confirm this volume’s assumption 
that, in late antique society at least, magic was 
an integral part of religion.

Magical Objects, Magical Writing: Amulets Across the Ages

1. To cite but a few works relative to the late antique 
Mediterranean space: Endreffy, Nagy, and Spier (2019), Faraone 
(2018), De Bruyn (2017), Moriggi (2014), Sanzo (2014) and 
Spier (2007).

2. In this presentation, Vitellozzi draws on the classifications 
elaborated by Faraone (2018) and Kotansky (2019).

3. Understood as exemplary accounts that offered a precedent 
(“normative parallel”) for the desired action, which, in turn, was 
brought into effect through persuasive analogy (cf. p. 20, 21).

4. E.g., De Bruyn (2017), which consciously eschews artefacts 
created from materials other than papyrus or parchment (cf. p. 
19), or Jones (2016).

5. See De Bruyn (2017, 63) and Spier (2011, 195-98, with 
illustration).

6. Spier notes occasional similarities with magical gems but does 
not comment on the character of the Christian gems he discusses.

7. See, e.g., Frankfurter (2019, 647).

8. If ΣΔ can hardly be assigned magical value, papyri amulets 
do contain other common isopsephisms, the most intriguing of 
which is ΧΜΓ. It can be interpreted either as an acrostic or as an 
isopsephism for θεὸς βοηθός, “God (is) helper.” See De Bruyn 
(2017, 65-66). In the latter understanding it can be integrated 
amongst the magically powerful nomina sacra, used to invoke the 
protective power of the divinity.
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