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ABSTRACT

Sport has become increasingly popular with recreational athletes over the last
couple of decades. This has only gained minimal attention so far from scholars
interested in the relations between recreational sports and everyday culture. With
this paper, we seek to contribute to this field by scrutinising the sensory dimensions of recreational sport. Rather than probing into or highlighting isolated
senses, we look at sensory dimensions understood as a combination of different,
non-separable sensory experiences featured in recreational endurance sports. We
are interested in how the senses play a role for recreational endurance athletes in
running, triathlon and cycling both in training and competition. We start by examining how cultural and social dimensions are inextricably linked to doing sports.
Secondly, we show how different configurations of the senses and their communicative mediation are contingent on sport disciplines, specific settings, technology,
development and change as sensory careers over time. Thirdly, we discuss the
kinaesthetic dimensions of doing sports in relation to the senses and the role of
atmospheres. We conclude by arguing that highlighting specific senses by athletes
is a cultural practice that calls for a holistic analysis of senses in sport, and outline
some methodological implications for research on the senses.
KEYWORDS: senses • materiality • endurance sports • everyday culture • cycling •

triathlon
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INTRODUCTION

Going to the gym, attending yoga classes, jogging or cycling are part of everyday routines for many people, permeating everyday practices and shaping parts of everyday
culture. Being a member of a fitness studio, a local sports club, participating in marathons or cycling races, as well as being physically active in general, has become an
integral part of everyday routines and a broad spectrum of lifestyles. Advertisements
on TV, lifestyle reports in magazines and self-presentations in social media feature the
ideal of the active sportsman and -woman; health insurance institutions and health
ministries foster these images as benefits claimed from an active lifestyle. Rather than
having to justify oneself for doing sport, one has to justify oneself for not doing sport.
Endurance sports take up a considerable share of such sporting activities and images of
fitness and healthiness. The lunch run at work, the bike ride with a local club in the evenings, 5K races or city marathons, as well as sports holidays, such as cycling vacations
or training camps (Strüver 2010) – endurance sports like these have become a frequent
and important part of everyday culture, shaping leisure time as well as perceptions of
the self (Krahn and Groth 2017). As European ethnologist Wolfgang Kaschuba (1989:
154) argued more than two decades ago, “sportivity” as a “social pattern of behavior
and interpretation” has become “omnipresent” and “taken for granted”. This image
still holds: runners, cyclists and other recreational athletes in public spaces are perceived as normal, and mega events, such as city marathons, are a common part of urban
event calendars (Berking and Neckel 1993; Müller 2015). Practicing endurance sport is
not limited to training sessions or competitions: it influences perceptions of healthy
and performance-enhancing diets, affects leisure activities such as holiday planning,
abstaining from alcohol or going to bed early to be fit for training, and influences social
relations when circles of friends mainly consist of fellow hobby athletes.
This significance of sport in general and of endurance sport in particular as a social
practice in society shaping everyday culture is – unsurprisingly – mirrored in the
increasing number of articles and books on sport from the perspectives of European
ethnology (Maase 1989; Heimerdinger 2010; Strüver 2010; Kienitz 2016) and social
anthropology (Husmann and Krüger 2002; Dyck 2004; Besnier and Brownell 2012;
Faust and Heissenberger 2016; Müller et al. 2016). Such studies are closely related to
a body turn in the cultural sciences (Bette 2005; Gugutzer 2006; Amelang et al. 2016),
more general work on different cultural aspects of movement (Maase 2008; Windmüller 2010; Österlund-Pötzsch 2013; Tschofen 2013; Krahn 2016) and the role of tradition
in sport (Hafstein 2009; 2012; Johler 2013). In such studies, sport and movement are not
analysed as isolated phenomena, but the specific cultural practices and interpretations
and their relations to sociocultural processes are emphasised. However, most of this
existing literature focuses on fan culture rather than on the recreational athletes themselves (Herd 2016; Schwell et al. 2016); and despite the number of recreational endurance athletes involved in, for example, running, road cycling or triathlon,1 there is still
relatively little literature on those who do not compete at a professional level, but rather
in their leisure time.
Furthermore, while the importance of an inclusion of the senses in research on sport
in general has been highlighted (for example Allen-Collinson and Owton 2015), this
does not hold true for the role that the senses play for recreational athletes. We argue
4
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for the relevance of the senses as a main starting point, as the body is – in sport as well
as in other areas – a means of perception:
Sensory perception, in fact, is not simply one aspect of bodily experience, but the
basis for bodily experience. We experience our bodies – and the world – through
our senses. Thus the cultural construction of sensory perception conditions our
experience and understanding of our bodies and the world at a fundamental level.
(Classen 1997: 402)
The senses play a role in recreational athletes’ perceptions of fitness, healthiness and
competitiveness; the emotive qualities of sport are tied to sensory experiences, and the
importance of the senses stretches from material aspects (the comfort of apparel, the
quality of running shoes, triathlon and road bikes) to practices of self-measuring (perceived efforts versus measured efforts) and self-presentation (beauty standards and
appearances). Moreover, proprioception (perceiving one’s own body and movements
in space), the self-diagnosis of injuries or fitness levels, and knowledge of biomechanics
and physical capabilities are all related to the senses. For recreational athletes, knowledge of the senses and emotions in sport as circulated in magazines, podcasts or online
fora, cultural perceptions about landscape and nature, conceptions of immersion, ideal
or desired leisure activities, the role of atmospheres (in general and specifically for bigger sporting events) and sensory biographies are important sensory dimensions which
need to be considered when researching sport and the senses.
With our paper, we seek to contribute to the study of sport from the perspective of
European ethnology by using the example of recreational endurance sports.2 We are
specifically interested in the role that sensory perceptions3 play in recreational sport
in their various aspects. While we draw from our own empirical research on recreational triathletes and road cycling athletes, this paper is conceptual in nature. It outlines
crucial sensory elements of sport practices that need to be taken into consideration in
research on sport and the senses, not only in endurance sport. Our paper brings together
research and findings from different disciplines in order to allow for a more systematic
and holistic approach to sports as everyday culture. Thus, we seek to contribute to this
field of study by scrutinising the sensory dimensions of recreational endurance sport
and outlining methodological implications for the qualitative study of sport as everyday culture.
We take up discussions on the senses and sport and shed light on the sensory dimensions of actually participating in recreational sport against a backdrop of ethnological studies on sport spectators (Giulianotti and Armstrong 1997; Schmidt-Lauber 2003;
Gray et al. 2007; Eggeling 2010; Sülzle 2014; Herd 2016; Schwell et al. 2016), embodied
analyses on the body and sport (Lewis 2000; Wacquant 2004; Downey 2005; Kumate
and Falcous 2017) and studies employing sensory approaches to sport (Lund 2005;
Hockey 2006; Spinney 2006; 2009; Sparkes 2009; Gopinath and Stanyek 2013). Rather
than probing into or highlighting isolated senses (i.e. scrutinising how water is seen or
felt by swimmers), we look at sensory dimensions understood as a combination of different, non-separable sensory experiences featured in recreational endurance sport (i.e.
how swimmers experience water in its different dimensions in different contexts). More
specifically, we are interested in how the senses play a role for recreational endurance
athletes in running, triathlon and cycling, both in training and competition.
Groth & Krahn: Sensing Athletes: Sensory Dimensions of Recreational Endurance Sports
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In our own empirical studies, we combine qualitative interviews, participant observation and auto-ethnography (Krahn and Groth 2017). In her research on spatial perceptions of triathletes and sensory experiences during intense physical activity, Yonca
Krahn uses a praxeological approach to study sportive practices and their influence
on lifestyle and social relations. She also focuses on the impact of surroundings on
individual perception while doing sport (Krahn 2016; 2017). Interviews, partly held in
motion while exercising, allow us to focus on diverse and situated aspects. The additional attempt of auto-ethnography allows us to understand triathletes’ practices in a
holistic way. Stefan Groth has participated in road cycling races and training sessions
in order to analyse competitive aspects of recreational road cycling and to shed light on
how hobby athletes frame their ambitions and motivations depending on context: while
competitive aspects might initially be denied in qualitative interviews, they can feature
prominently when cyclists are on the road and in motion (Groth 2014). This situatedness and context-dependency of competitive aspects hints at the necessity to follow
the athletes in races and training sessions to catch ephemeral motivations. The same
holds true for sensory experiences in cycling, as their mediation before, during and
after activity can be at odds and can be further influenced by exchanges between hobby
athletes in online fora or platforms (Groth 2017). Accordingly, he combines participant
observation with qualitative interviews with cyclists and discourse analyses of various
media to grasp the different dimensions of recreational road cycling.
On the basis of this research, we start by examining how cultural and social dimensions are inextricably linked to doing sport. We shed light on how senses are linked
and connected to everyday culture and sociocultural perceptions of sport, fitness and
lifestyle generated from sportive practices. Secondly, we show how different configurations of the senses and their communicative mediation are contingent on sports disciplines, specific settings, technology, and development and change, as ‘sensory careers’
over time. Thirdly, we discuss the kinesthetic dimensions of doing sport in relation
to the senses and the role of atmospheres. Finally, we conclude by arguing that the
highlighting of specific senses by athletes is a cultural practice that calls for a holistic
analysis of senses in sport and outline some methodological implications for research
on senses.
S E N S I NG AC T O R S : S O C I A L A N D C U LT U R A L DI M E N S I O N S O F
DOING AND SENSING SPORT

The presence of recreational runners in suburban neighbourhoods is a relatively recent
phenomenon: not too long ago, people running on the streets would be seen as odd at
best (Kaschuba 1989: 154); at worst, as a 1968 New York Times article highlights, the runners were being chased by police for looking suspicious or were ticketed for the “illegal
use of the highway by a pedestrian” (Higdon 1968: 35). Perceiving of runners and other
types of endurance athletes as something normal and quotidian is, thus, not given, but
is the result of social processes normalising such practices over time and introducing
new logics of everyday practices.4 Such processes do not only pertain to observing others doing sport, for example, perceiving the runner as a normal image in neighbourhoods, seeing running gear advertised and sold in shops and magazines, or being con6
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fronted with ideals of being fit and doing sport as a part of everyday culture. They also
pertain to doing sport and to perceptions of doing sport. While observing other people
jog or cycle as sporting activities is something that one can become accustomed to quite
easily, jogging or cycling for exercise oneself requires more effort and a change in attitude towards such activities.5 In a similar way to observing and doing sport, the senses
are also subjected to processes of normalisation: encoding and expressing perceptions
and sensory experiences while doing sport is not learned automatically or acquired at
birth, but are the result of enculturation and socialisation as processes that can set in
relatively late in life (depending on when one starts to jog, cycle or swim; cf. Maase
1994; Meuser 2005; Laging 2010).
Keeping one’s balance while cycling or learning how hard one can (and should)
push oneself while running is taught and embedded in the social practices of teaching
people to ride road bicycles or to jog in a healthy manner. Similarly, social perceptions
of desired or recommended sports efforts and about acceptable or ‘normal’ amounts
of pain while doing sport (Degele 2006; Heimerdinger 2010) have an influence on recreational athletes taking up a sport.6 Groth (2017) has shown how the measurement
of effort in cycling has an influence on sensory perceptions: if, on the basis of performance tests and theoretical models, athletes know about their potential power output
in training sessions or races, they try to achieve the theoretical maximum performance,
even if they feel they cannot go any harder. Scientific models, performance tests and
talking about them with coaches or fellow athletes in online fora shape sensory perceptions. Thus, talking about sports and sensory sportive experiences also has, in addition to biomechanical or sensorimotor aspects, sociocultural and historic dimensions; it
is immersed in webs of meaning and norms of interpretation and interaction (Hymes
1964: 64).
An example of this is the encoding of a specific state of fitness known as having
‘heavy legs’: muscle soreness and fatigue after or before sporting activities are, in this
and other examples, encoded in a “typical expression” (Bakhtin 1986: 87) which is
socially shared and, accordingly, also understood by the social group in which it is
uttered. Sensing one’s state of fitness is, in this case, accompanied by a socially shared
linguistic repertoire available for its interpretation. Sensations and experiences before,
during and after doing sport are not fully intra-individual or idiosyncratic. Rather,
they are mediated between different actors, sources of knowledge, cultural tropes and
semantic fields. Practitioners, observers (such as family members and audiences) and
experts (such as doctors, sports scientists, pro athletes) are central actors in this field,
influencing perceptions and self-perceptions of observing and doing sports. Furthermore, ideals of fitness and sportiveness (Kaschuba 1989), lifestyles and trends (Linke
2003; Bausinger 2006; 2015; Maase 2008; Bender 2013; Hauser 2013; Wheaton 2013), as
well as traditions (Kretzenbacher 1966; Hafstein 2009; Johler 2013) affect the ways in
which sport is perceived. Advice books, newspaper columns and other media representations explaining the specifics of what a sport is and how it is to be done play another
important role (Lutz 1989b: 198), especially for trend sports such as Nordic Walking,
where the ‘right’ type of intensity and posture needs to be mediated to beginners. Both
the knowledge and perceptions of sport are situated and contextualized, as is the mediation of knowledge and perception.

Groth & Krahn: Sensing Athletes: Sensory Dimensions of Recreational Endurance Sports
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Accordingly, both sport and the role of the senses in sport are not fully accessible by looking at individual athletes, there is also a necessity to analyse sociocultural
aspects. An early example of this is the work of Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning (1984)
on sport and civilisation, highlighting the factors contributing to social perceptions of
acceptable and unacceptable sports against the backdrop of values and norms. More
recently, discussions on violent sports, such as mixed martial arts, shed light on the
social perceptions of appropriate levels of violence (Kestler-Joosten 2013) and, thus, on
the importance of sociopolitical aspects for an understanding of sport. This has been a
truism in ethnological studies on sports, particularly with a focus on sports fans and
spectators (Herd 2016; Schwell et al. 2016).7 The relationship between sport and social
background in its historic dimension and regarding the life worlds of athletes has been
analysed in studies on workers’ sport (Stiller 1991; Schönberger 1995), on sport and
integration (Braun and Nobis 2011), on sport and gender (Brinkel 2008; Besnier 2012;
cf. also Anderson 2011; Olive and Thorpe 2011), and on social perceptions of performance, health, fitness and competitiveness (Rigauer 1969; Graf 2013; Groth 2014). More
generally, the role that movement and kinaesthetics or sensing bodies play in everyday
life is stressed and the fact that this plays an important role in the construction of life
worlds is illustrated. Sensory dimensions are closely connected to such social, political and cultural aspects of sports. If, for example, sport is seen as a leisure activity and
enjoyment, rather than a professional occupation, a clear focus on optimal performance
and, with it, the normalisation of hard and painful efforts in training and competition
is not given – in this case, sensing pain, discomfort and extreme exertion is something
recreational athletes try to prevent and avoid. If, on the other hand, recreational endurance athletes follow paradigms of performance and competition, and participate in
races, then sensory experiences of exertion, including pain, can be an integral part of
these activities (Degele 2006). To “suffer” can, accordingly, be desired and be viewed as
something positive (Groth 2017).8
Sport as a cultural practice is a pervasive and quotidian phenomenon, and the role
of the senses in this is crucial. Recreational sport in its social, political and economic
dimensions and in relation to topics such as health, fitness, beauty or performance, are
a field of study in which reflection about sensory experiences and the social dimensions of the senses play an important role. As we engage with recreational athletes, we
want to understand their practices and sensory experiences in their sociocultural and
group-specific contexts. Different senses feature in endurance sports, both in the selfperception of the athletes and in the perceptions of others. A central aspect is certainly
the feeling of effort that accompanies sporting activities: what does effort feel like, how
does one deal with the sensory experience of effort, which categories exist for processing effort (as healthy, optimal, excessive or inadequate) and how can effort be measured
and mediated intersubjectively? These are, as our research has shown, questions that
need to take into account group-specific parameters, cultural patterns of interpretation
and dynamic processes of learning and negotiation. The same holds true for the aspect
of body awareness or the sports-specific sense of one’s own body, including elements
such as balance on a road bike, the perception of inclines on a mountain or the resistance of wind and water, the right technique while swimming, the right division and
balance of power and endurance; in addition, somatosensory factors, such as thirst,
hunger, feeling the temperature and exertion, are part of this. The “aesthetic experi8
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ences of those moving with their own body” (Maase 2008) are an important component
in sport as well. They find their expression in the perception of athletes’ own bodies and
in the observation, assessment and imitation of other athletes and their bodies. For the
most part, people engaging in sport are seen as positive, healthy and aesthetic. However, there are differences between different groups and disciplines regarding assessing and judging body types and compositions. While triathletes rely on upper body
strength for swimming, many road cyclists see a “pronounced muscular upper body
that conventionally evokes connotations of strength and fitness” as unnecessary “for
the sport of cycling as it is not performance- and output-oriented: the weight of muscles
less needed for cycling is seen as a disadvantage, which prompted a recreational cyclist
to seriocomically bemoan that he has to carry his biceps’ weight up a climb” (Groth
2014: 43). As Groth’s participant observation in training sessions and races has shown,
the body composition of recreational athletes is a frequent topic of conversation, used
to identify a muscular ‘sprinter’ or skinny ‘climber’, to justify bad performances or to
assess the level of fitness of fellow athletes after the winter break.
SE NSI NG CON T E X T S: CON F IG U R AT IONS, C A R EE R S A N D
COM M U N IC AT ION

As our research on triathlon and road cycling shows and as studies on sport and the
senses illustrate (Hockey 2006; Spinney 2006; Allen-Collinson and Owton 2015), there
cannot be a universal approach to the senses in sport. Certain experiences can be more
superficial than others, depending on the activity and context. What we conceptualise
as sensory configurations includes a number of variables: runners in a picturesque landscape can highlight the view, triathletes can complain about the salty taste of the water
or road cyclists can stress their perception of strong winds when cycling. In an interview in Krahn’s fieldwork, a triathlete describes what affects her during the Ironman
competition in Hawai’i: “You always fight with something, like with the wind. Front
wind, then it comes from the side, but never from the back!” (Interview G., 13.10.2014).
Sensory experiences while doing sport are a collaboration of different senses (cf.
Classen 1997: 407 on the interplay of the senses in general), and different senses can be
highlighted depending on the specific situation. For a triathlete, feeling the density of
the water (Gugutzer 2015: 109) can be in the foreground, but the taste of the water or
its temperature are highlighted in subsequent moments; for a runner, the perception
of heat (Allen-Collinson and Owton 2015) can, at times, be foregrounded, while it is
largely ignored in other situations; and for cyclists, the perception of extreme exertion can differ depending on whether it occurs in competition or in training (Groth
2017). This emphasises the dependencies of affective perception where one sensation
is foregrounded, but can only be understood in conjunction with other senses and in
relation to specific situations and contexts. For running, John Hockey (2006: 198) argues
that “sensory patterns do not work in isolation (Merleau-Ponty 1962 [1945]) but are
interlocking and mutually influential”. The individual perception might find a hierarchy of the senses, depending on personal awareness and inclination, but this does not
conclude a universal order of the senses. This also hints at the fact that sensory configurations are sports-specific. Triathletes and road cyclists differ, from sport-specific
Groth & Krahn: Sensing Athletes: Sensory Dimensions of Recreational Endurance Sports
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linguistic registers used to mediate sensory experiences, muscle composition as a result
of specific training regimes, to material or clothing used for training and competing
including the rules for what kind of material is allowed in competitions.
Sensory perceptions are, in addition, influenced by external factors, such as the surrounding landscapes (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015; Krahn 2016), the layout or
design of swimming pools or stadia (Russo 2008; Bale 2009; Bale and Marschik 2009),
clothing (Leder 1990: 46; Flanagan 2009; Woodward 2013: 56),9 and rain or wind when
exercising outdoors (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2011; Allen-Collinson and Leledaki
2015); the composition of the ground can affect the way of walking not only in how shoes
touch the ground, but also in the sight of the terrain while hiking (Lund 2005). Technology plays an increasing role in sensory perceptions as well. Technologies, such as sports
watches, bike computers or smartphone apps have become pervasive and easy to use
tools in endurance sport providing their users with, for example, GPS data, power data,
altitude information, heart rate, speed and pace.10 They do not only count steps and
calories burned, but can also give direct feedback regarding how much power is used
during a training session or how the heart rate rises and falls during competition. Measuring devices can be seen as an extension or sharpening of individual senses.11 They
convert physiological processes and reactions to physical activities into numbers and
can be used to control effort in training and competition. The feedback these devices
give is related to sensory perception and, thus, training effort can be adjusted. If an athlete knows that he or she can theoretically sustain a specific power output over a certain
amount of time (according to sport diagnostics), he or she will try to sustain that effort
even if his or her sense of exertion gives a different indication (Groth 2017). Technology can influence the sensory experience of a training session, as athletes monitor the
numbers on cycling computers or sport watches and adjusts their efforts according to
prescribed training programs. Moreover, using measuring devices schools the senses.
As trainers and advice books prescribe specific training zones based on heart rate or
power output, these devices can be used to develop a ‘feel’ for the right level of exertion,
even when the measuring devices are, subsequently, not used.
While the endurance athletes we focus on are individual athletes, their practices and
sensory experiences are situated and contextualised as part of cultural practices and
socially shared perceptions. A contributing factor to this is that other athletes feature
in the configuration of senses, as a study on tandem cyclists where one of the athletes
is blind illustrates. With the absence of one sense, other senses become more important
and specific social forms of “togetherness” (Hammer 2015: 513) during an activity can
develop. Gili Hammer (ibid.: 505) argues that the limited sensory perception leads to a
reflection of bodily and sensory identities and to a process of “re-embodying vision as
an active and somatic sense”. She concludes that the tandem cyclists reach “an embodiment of reciprocity and interdependency between sight and the other senses and
between sighted and blind people” (ibid.: 517). Such processes of collaboration with
regard to sensory perceptions can also be found in other fields (for running, see AllenCollinson 2008). In road cycling, riding in a larger group (or ‘peloton’) during a competition or in training creates situations in which cyclists riding at the back of the main
body are not able to see obstacles ahead or on the ground. Corners, potholes and street
furniture (street signs, curbs or traffic islands) only come into sight when it is too late
and they cannot be dodged, especially when the speed is high. Cyclists, thus, depend
10
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on their fellow competitors and training partners who conventionally signal obstacles,
either by hand signals or by shouting. This involves trust that other athletes follow the
conventional rules established in group cycling. As cyclists try especially to avoid air
resistance by ‘drafting’ extremely close behind other cyclists – the distance between the
back wheel of the person in front and the front wheel of the person behind can amount
to as little as a couple of centimetres – they need to trust each other to temporarily
ignore or suspend the perception that this is too close and is a dangerous situation. A
sudden swerve or abrupt braking would result in a crash. Vision, in such instances, can
be limited to closely monitor the distance to the wheel in front, while not looking (and
not being able to look) at the road ahead. Again, there is reciprocity and interdependency between athletes regarding the senses, relying on trust in conventional and normal
behaviour in cycling that obstacles are signalled and the way of riding takes others and
their expectations into account (cf. also the discussion of signalling in mixed martial
arts in Spencer 2011). This cooperation or sensory collaboration is context-dependent:
obstacles and the route can be taken as known in races on a circuit or in training on a
well-known course, and signalling is, thus, suspended. Similarly, a hobby road cyclist
remarked in an informal conversation how it becomes quiet in the final stages of a race
in preparation for a sprint to the finish. The competitive advantage of seeing and knowing the course outweighs the convention of informing others about the next corner.
The context dependency of sensory configurations further relates to issues of proximity and distance. In sports, such issues are negotiated differently than in other contexts of everyday life. The “territories of the self” (Goffman 1974) – the boundaries
which individuals place between themselves and the environment – are perceived differently depending on context and sensory perception. During mass starts in marathons or triathlons, athletes are extremely close together and are occasionally hit by
elbows or feet. Both close proximity and body contact are, to some extent, perceived
as relatively normal conditions, in contrast to training situations where this would be
seen as a transgression. During the course of a race, athletes are stretched out over the
course, get together in smaller groups or seek to distance themselves from other athletes
as the finish line approaches.
Athletes perceive and judge proximity differently in its various dimensions in different phases of competition or training situations, from seeing to feeling to hearing
to smelling. A runner following another unknown runner at a close distance during
a training run will be seen as annoying, while this constellation is rather common in
competition. Shouting loudly in training situations to signal the next corner can be perceived as extremely annoying, while in competition, it is seen as useful. This can also
be influenced by rules. Cyclists must keep a distance in some triathlons or time trials
in road cycling, because drafting is prohibited. Such sensory configurations in recreational endurance sport results in sensory perceptions being experienced differently,
some senses are highlighted or turned down, differing from those in other contexts of
everyday life. They are fluid as they change during sporting activities, different modes
of sport (training alone, in groups, competition) and as an effect of external conditions,
such as landscape, weather or audiences.
We argue that reconfigurations and extensions of the senses in recreational sport can
be conceptualised as sensory biographies or careers: The beginner in cycling experiences
a course differently from the trained athlete; the advanced runner enjoys hill intervals,
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while the novice primarily feels the burn in his or her lungs and legs. This stretches
to different senses. Proprioception and balance on a bike depend on the level of skill,
being able to focus on and enjoy the landscape during a climb is contingent on the level
of exhaustion, a refined technique in swimming will lead to a different perception of the
water and water resistance, and stronger leg and core muscles have an affect on one’s
feeling during a run. Sensory perceptions change with more training and experience in
a sport. Learning processes are part of this: learning to ‘read’ a race, learning to perceive
how hard others work and react accordingly, learning to distribute one’s capacity and
stamina throughout a period of exercise are all skills acquired over time and connected
to the senses.
The communicative mediation of senses is a further aspect affecting sensory configurations that needs to be taken into consideration in research on sports and the senses. Stories of hard or easy training terrains or competitions circulate within specific scenarios
of sport. A popular example is kilometer 38 of a marathon. This is, according to athletes,
“where the marathon starts,” where “you hit the wall” or where “the crisis begins”
(Buman et al. 2008). In this and other examples, the question of the correlation (but not
about causality) between such truisms and the actual perceptions of athletes arises. Is
kilometer 38 really where the marathon becomes “hard”? Or does the popularity of the
saying constitute an intersubjective mediation of sensory experiences that effects sensory perceptions in specific groups?
The difficulties of mediating sensory experiences verbally and textually are discussed by Andrew C. Sparkes and Brett Smith (2012) and Jacquelyn Allen-Collinson
and Helen Owton (2014). This debate touches on the fundamental problem of how
“pre-representational sensations and experiences of doing” (Spinney 2006: 711) are
mediated by language and, more generally, culture; to what extent shared knowledge
about training courses, shared linguistic registers in recreational sports and trickling
down from pro-sports or more general concepts of fatigue, sports and leisure have an
influence on this. Making sense of performance is, in many cases, also a narrative practice in which stories about efforts and the factors influencing performance are used to
legitimise or make successes or failures plausible (cf. Tsang 2000; Rinehart 2005; Carless
and Douglas 2008; Smith and Sparkes 2009; Spencer 2012).
We are, in our research, less interested in highlighting to what extent sensory perceptions are influenced by communicative registers and to what extent by pre-representational sensations. Instead, based on the “fundamental premise underlying the concept of an ‘anthropology of the senses’” that “sensory perception is a cultural, as well
as a physical, act” (Classen 1997: 401; cf. also Herzfeld 2001; Howes and Classen 2014)
and on the assumption that it is neither possible nor sensible to draw a line between
“physical” and “cultural” components of sensory perceptions, we argue that communicative mediation itself is context-specific and contingent on processes of socialisation
into sport-specific groups and perceptions. How athletes talk about their sensory perceptions depends on specific situations, such as during a race, during an easy training
session, directly after a competition or in a more formal interview setting, on their experience in a given sport, their reception of media coverage of professional races, online
fora and magazines and training literature, and on the composition of the audience in
front of which sensory perceptions are communicated, for example, face to face with the
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researcher, among fellow cyclists, family members or in online settings. The awareness
of sensory perceptions comes to life and is re-lived in the conversations about it. Studies
on sports and the senses need to take into account the fact that processes of mediation
can have a significant influence on how athletes talk about sensory perceptions, and
that this influence changes based on situations, audiences and experiences.
SE NSI NG B O DI E S: K I NAE ST H ET IC S A N D AT MO SPH E R E S

Experience is embodied through sensory perceptions, and bodily experiences are crucial to understanding the interplay of senses. Female triathlete G. describes the wind
during the Ironman Hawai’i as something she fights against and that stays in her mind
due to the sensory perceived challenges (Interview G., 13.10.2014). Although all Ironman Hawai’i athletes race the same course, the effect and perception of the wind is
different from athlete to athlete and from situation to situation. Just because the wind
has affected triathlete G. in one race situation, it does not mean that wind always affects
her senses. The perception of wind and wind resistance are accordingly contingent on
specific (race) situations and closely connected to movements and bodily experiences
like feeling exhausted and fighting against the wind. In a similar vein, Justin Spinney
(2006: 711) argues that it is necessary to actually experience certain activities on his own,
such as climbing Mont Ventoux on a bike, “to uncover the non-reflexive and pre-representational sensations and experiences of doing”. By talking about different senses,
Spinney highlights the importance of internal perception, the kinesthetic value of doing
sports. As a kinesthetic process, we understand “the embodied feeling and experience
of movement” (ibid.: 715). Similarly, a cyclist riding up Mont Ventoux will feel his or
her burning muscles and eventually reduce the intensity, because he or she wants to
make it to the top of the hill without stopping. He or she does not need to decide that
change of speed consciously, but is able to adapt his or her movements to what he or she
wants to reach. This ability is not a universal fact every athlete can rely on – otherwise
no one would need to pull out from a competition. The regulation of the kinesthetic is
closely linked to the feeling of being in shape. In an interview one athlete talks about
the physical feelings while being sportively active: “And there is a totally different feeling in the movement’s process. Then, you can simply feel it – an athlete can feel, when
he is in shape.” (Interview F., 13.12.2014) He goes on to explain that this feeling allows
the athletes to guide his movements, and allows him to increase the speed or tells him
when he needs to decrease it. This interplay of the kinesthetic senses and the feeling
about the trained body of an athlete offers a sense of what it is like to be able to move.
The motivation to do sport, even when suffering and pain are part of this activity, leads to the question whether the intensive sensory experience of sports could be
the purpose for many to actually engage in sports. Many endurance athletes mention
the high degree of “feeling themselves” as a reason for their activities, as we discovered in our evaluation of the fieldwork. Nina Degele (2006: 153) describes that aspect
in her paper on pain, normality and arguments used. The belief of athletes searching
for intense physical feelings is also often poked at in the media. The story of Andreas
Niedrig, who was a heroin addict and became one of Germany’s former best triathletes,
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functions as such (Schmitt-Kilian and Niedrig 2009). The degree of feeling an intensive
emotional high of unknown origin is often a narrative of presenting motives to engage
with the sport. Moving individual limits and crossing borders is a narrative that often
comes with endurance sport (Le Breton 1995; 2000). One triathlete describes her motivation for racing: “Once in my life I wanted to do that, once in a life, have a borderline
experience!” (Interview H., 25.11.2014) Similarly, some runners talk about their tunnel vision during the runs and how easy it felt to “just go”; others remember mainly
the suffering, the tired legs, the tightening stomach, the blood pulsing and the lack of
oxygen. Those feelings focus mainly on the body and have little to do with the sense of
sight, sound, taste or smell.12
Sumanth Gopinath and Jason Stanyek (2013: 140) show in their paper how music can
be used by athletes to “tune your run” and create sonic environments as a crucial part
of physical movement. At the press of the play button, the music kicks in and the run
starts. The tempo of the run, and the perception of movement and exertion are influenced by the rhythm and intensity of the music. A similar example of the influence of
the atmosphere is the work by Spinney on cycling up Mont Ventoux mentioned previously. A certain place transports an atmosphere, also because of how the place is known
in the cycling scene. Roland Barthes (2012 [1957]: 146–147) describes the mountain as
a place of extreme climatic conditions, a terrifying shape and a place to test the heroes.
Spinney’s (2006: 710–711) auto-ethnography refers to the iconic qualities of place. Spinney argues that the sensory experiences of landscape and surroundings are created by
interlocking with an existing knowledge of place and culture, as myths surround iconic
climbs, such as Mont Ventoux and other Tour de France stage finishes. These places
have a specific atmosphere in the sense of Gernot Böhme’s (1995) understanding that
emotions become part of the perception of things and surroundings. The audience on
the road, sometimes with frantic fans on the ‘Dutch Corner’ on Alpe d’Huez or the
‘Solarer Berg’ as part of a triathlon course in Roth, Germany, contributes to special
atmospheres. These places are crowded with fans, leaving only a small corridor for
athletes, and shouting encouragement (or abuse!).
Both examples show how specific experiences for the audience in sports exist which
also have an influence on the cyclists or triathletes. Even during training rides up
Alpe d’Huez, recreational athletes can recall the atmosphere of iconic places and are
motivated by them. When it comes to the experience of surroundings, such as specific courses, gyms, landscapes or stadiums, atmospheres are crucial. They increase the
sensory experience of spaces. While they can be perceived very differently by different individuals, there is a generally shared knowledge about them within the sports
scene, reproduced by media representations (TV screenings of stages finishes, internet
reports), stories about these places circulating among recreational athletes, or concrete
signs in these places (such as road signs indicating the ‘Dutch Corner’ or writing on the
road). The sensory awareness, thus, integrates not only what is felt, but also preexisting
knowledge about place and atmosphere. The transformation of a training course into
a competition area is caused by temporary competition architecture, such as changing tents, finish line decoration, sports clothing brands, trucks with takeaway food,
flags and audience areas. The speaker announcing the athletes crossing the finish line
in age-group competitions entertains the audience and generates a sonic atmosphere
that effects the sensory experience. The audience often joins a competition because they
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want to feel this certain ‘competition atmosphere’. Smells from the food trucks, the massage tents, walked-on soil (especially when running competitions end on a lawn during
wet weather) and sweating athletes cause a specific and very diverse race-day-smell.
CONCLUSION

There is a pervasive presence of sport in everyday contexts, and sport has become an
important practice stretching from the general perceptions of sportiveness, fitness and
health to recreational endurance sports as a time-consuming leisure activity. The ways
in which the senses play a role in such developments and processes are manifold, and
there is a need to fill the research gap on active recreational athletes regarding different
sensory dimensions. With our paper, we argue that a holistic analysis of such sensory
dimensions in sports is necessary to make sense of processes in which diverging sensory configurations and combinations of sensory perceptions appear. When specific
senses are highlighted and others are neglected in talking about doing sports, this is
partially influenced by social and cultural aspects. As cultural practice (Hitzler 1991),
sport is part of sociocultural perceptions, interpretations and ascriptions. This calls for
research not on individual athletes, but on actors in specific contexts. Making sense
of sensory perceptions, the mediation of sensations, and the relations between senses
and activity are all processes of learning; they are tied to intersubjectively shared ideas
about the senses, about specific sports and the more abstract concepts of sportiveness,
fitness and performance.
We argue that a more systematic approach to sport and the senses needs to take
into account the following aspects: sensory dimensions and sensory experiences are
not fixed, but are contingent on specific disciplines, contexts and situations (sensory
configurations). They are group-specific, influenced by audiences, such as co-present
athletes, spectators or family members and friends. Technology, such as measuring
devices, sport-specific clothing or social apps increasingly play a role in the sensory
configurations. Furthermore, sensory dimensions are subject to processes of change
over time and experience (sensory biographies or sensory careers). These include
processes of normalisation defining which sensory perceptions are normal (as part of
hard efforts in sport) and which are not (as part of unhealthy and painful practice).
Finally, sensory experiences and dimensions are always mediated, and the available registers for this are complex, contingent on social and cultural conceptions as well as on
everyday culture. This calls for a micro perspective on the senses in sport, taking into
account these dimensions and their situated character, including kinaesthetic aspects
and atmospheres. The interplay of senses, their combinations and recombinations, the
connections or interfaces between sensory perceptions, bodily practices and materialities need to be considered when researching sport and the senses. In line with current
ethnological studies on such interfaces (Niewöhner et al. 2015), we suggest that further
research is necessary to shed light on the specific processes during which sensory configurations shift, are modified or made explicit.
Methodically researching contemporary practices of recreational sport, while focusing on active athletes, requires approaches that reflect the different sensory dimensions
and perceptions. The relationship between the perception of effort and its measuring,
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the situated configuration of the senses in sport, the sociocultural mediation of body
and sport knowledge, as well as group-specific interpretations, require reflections on
how to grasp these issues methodically. Krahn (2016; 2017) has argued for the use of
“interviews in motions” and for auto-ethnographic involvement to do justice to the
ephemeral character of the senses. These methodological approaches allow insights
into deeper-lying aspects of sportive practice. This makes it possible to shed light on
sport-specific and multisensory perceptions; in this context, Groth (2014; 2017) has
illustrated how situative factors of sensory perception need to be taken into account in
ethnographic observation. Thus, we argue that an ethnological approach to sport that
focuses on active athletes needs a degree of physical involvement: the use of the senses,
physical activity and the co-presence of other athletes are essential for an understanding of sensory perceptions and experiences (cf. also Lund 2005; Hockey 2006; Keding
and Weith 2014). Not in the sense that participation renders visible concrete and clearly
delineated sensory configurations and sensory careers, but that participation makes the
mediated perceptions of athletes more comprehensible.
As sensory experiences are part of the toolkit of ethnographers (Bendix 2005: 3),
group-specific sensory configurations that are contingent on context and situation can
be analysed by researchers engaging in sporting activities themselves. The co-presence
of ethnographers during such activities is a central aspect so as not to limit research to
the mediated sensory experiences of athletes after training sessions or competitions.
In this, we follow ethnographic studies arguing for a “doing it yourself” (Ehn 2011; cf.
also Marchand 2009) and for an “observation participante” (Wacquant 2004) to grasp
the various pertinent dimensions that need to be considered. Here, further comparative
research, for example, between triathletes and road cyclists, is needed to analyse groupspecific configurations of the senses. Due to the nature of the sports and the different
training forms and regimes, runners train less than triathletes or road cyclists. Does this
result in different perceptions of fatigue and exertion?
We further suggest research on how sensory configurations from sport are transferred to everyday contexts, from work environments to other leisure activities and
health issues in general. While, for example, transfer effects from sports to the sphere
of work have been analysed regarding leadership qualities and skill (Kay and Laberge
2002), this has not been the case for sensory perceptions.
NOTES
1 Although the training volume of the athletes in our research can reach amounts of more
than twenty hours of weekly training, we still count these as recreational sport activities because
the performance level stays below the elite level. Recreational sport, therefore, excludes professional athletes, meaning that the athletes we look at do not participate in the so-called pro field of a
competition. However, hobby athletes regularly make sense of their own performances and sensory experiences by comparing themselves with professional athletes and copying many aspects
of their training, lifestyle and dietary regimes.
2 We, accordingly, do not claim that our arguments are valid for all types of recreational sport.
3 We use the term sensory perception following Constance Classen’s (1997: 401) definition
of “perception [as] a cultural, as well as a physical, act” and her assumption that it is neither
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possible nor sensible to draw a line between “physical” and “cultural” components of sensory
perceptions.
4 The 1970s in Germany marked the beginning of Trimm-Aktionen by the German Sports Association, promoting exercise and sport as recreational activities (Lutz 1989a: 18–19). Trimmen (‘to
get into good physical trim’) became immensely popular (Mörath 2005), and the term even found
its way into everyday vocabulary (Palm 1978).
5 Cf. Lutz 1989a; 1989b for the development and roots of Volkslauf – recreational running
events – in Germany.
6 This does not only relate to the prevention or avoidance of discomfort or pain, but also to
conceptions of enduring or pushing through pain and of understanding pain to be an integral
or even desired part of sport (Nixon 1993; Curry and Strauss 1994; Howe 2004), partly linked to
images of masculinity (Young et al. 1994; Smith and Sparkes 2002; Spencer 2012).
7 While approaches to fan culture are limited insofar as they do not analyse active athletes, the
focus on fan culture as performance is also fruitful for the study of recreational athletes.
8 One training platform is called The Sufferfest and advertises the “science of suffering” to
“unlock your potential as an athlete”; the platform Strava features a “Suffer Score” indicating
how hard a ride has been.
9 An example of the influence of clothing on senses in sport is swimsuits. In our research,
triathletes described how they move differently in the water when a wet suit is worn and how
swim times are improved with the help of that layer of clothing, experienced as a “second skin”
(cf. Glavac et al. 2013).
10 Such devices and apps are, in many cases, connected with social media programs, which
allow the posting and sharing of the data. Accordingly, performances can be compared to other
athletes who have ridden a course before, but are not currently present. This virtual co-presence
can feature as a motivation for harder efforts and influence the sensory perception of exertion,
capability or stamina.
11 Cf. the edited volume by Thomas Hengartner and Johanna Rolshoven (1998) for discussions about the question whether technology can be understood as an extension or a sharpening
of the body.
12 Those feelings were mentioned in diverse interviews in motion and fieldnotes, Krahn held
and collected for her PhD thesis. Cf. Siedentop 1989; Vertinsky and Bale 2004; Sparkes and Smith
2012 and Spencer 2014 for further elaborations on these aspects.
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ABSTRACT

The article* focuses on the dynamics of contemporary beliefs related to involuntary childlessness. Firstly, the methodological issues of collecting source material
on delicate matters and the advantages of anonymous and narrative presentation
modes in certain contexts will be discussed. Secondly, conclusions drawn from the
collected material, i.e. the temporary and changeable nature of those beliefs, their
relations with the mass media, the social and the individual aspects and the motifs
of guilt and supernatural punishment in the context of identity issues will be presented, concluding that such belief-based models of explanation and help-seeking
eventually function as a mental self-defence mechanism.
KEYWORDS : infertility • vernacular beliefs • the dynamics of beliefs • magic

INTRODUCTION

Involuntary childlessness occurs globally and references to it being seen as a problem
can be found in sources thousands of years old. However, the beliefs and stereotypes
related to infertility – the attitudes towards childless people, the causes of infertility and
the treatment of infertility – differ by culture, depending on the belief background and
religious traditions of each society. The culturally acceptable types of reproduction also
depend on vernacular beliefs and worldview (for example the concepts of soul or god)
(cf. Knecht 2010: 9; Franklin 2013). At the same time, the attitudes related to childlessness can shift a lot in just a couple of decades even within one culture (cf. Roberts 2012:
xxiii).
Among researchers, infertility has been viewed primarily as a medical problem in
Estonia. The issues faced by childless people coping with the role, and the belief systems and cultural interpretation models they use to adapt to this temporary or per-
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manent role have been largely overlooked. Nonetheless, subjective worldviews have
played a crucial role in the well-being and identity-building of many childless couples.
T HE A I M OF T H IS ST U DY

This study focuses on vernacular beliefs about involuntary childlessness. I argue that
various supernatural explanations and belief-based behavioural models act as coping mechanisms that, combined with medical solution-seeking, enables involuntarily
childless people to make sense of their experience and gain a subjective feeling of control and hope. I also argue that such narratives and reactions have often a temporary
character. To get an overview of such beliefs, I conducted an anonymous web survey
that generated over 100 responses. The responses showed that although involuntary
childlessness is generally perceived as a heavy psychological and social burden, the
individuals going through it do not behave as passive victims but have developed various belief-based ways of coping (for example personal stories of contact with unborn
children or angels, beliefs in supernatural causes of the situation that help to cope with
childlessness, magical interventions). Thus, one of the main goals of this study is to see
how vernacular beliefs function as a psychological self-defence strategy. The second
and more general aim of this paper is to give the belief systems related to childlessness
a more human face. On the one hand, the responses of the survey can be seen as a cultural document typical to the time period; analysing the responses, on the other hand,
can help outsiders understand what childless people are going through. Hopefully, the
study can also provide fertility doctors with some new insight on the matter. Patients’
personal beliefs and rituals are usually not discussed during the consultations and their
effect on patients’ ability to cope with the problem or manage the related fears might
remain unknown to doctors. At the same time 82 per cent of the responses indicated
that either the respondent or somebody they knew had magical beliefs related to childlessness.
T HEORET ICAL BASELI NE

There are only few specific studies on magical beliefs related to involuntary childlessness (for example Bernstein et al. 1992), it is therefore appropriate to first define the
terms ‘magic’ and ‘behaviour triggered by magical beliefs’ in this context, as the following analysis revolves around those aspects. In more general studies, some folklorists
and anthropologists have used the concept of magic as an analytical perspective to better understand and conceptualise the mental models and behaviours that – depending
on situation, context and observer – can first seem unreasonable or incomprehensible
(cf. Tjørnhøj-Thomsen and Hansen 2015: 95). The majority of such scholars agree that
magical beliefs can be characterised by the presupposition of the existence of certain
supernatural powers or causalities not yet scientifically proven but held possible by
the users of such beliefs, also understanding the users to presume that with the help of
certain manipulations such powers can be engaged for their own benefit (cf. Brückner
1970: 786; Petzoldt 2011: 20). Apart from childlessness, magical thinking can be seen
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today accompanying a number of different medical conditions and other life situations
involving insecurity and danger (cf. for instance Lloreda-Garcia 2017 about magic and
spirituality in neonatal units). In the context of this study, magical beliefs and beliefdriven behaviour are understood as repeated mental models and directing activities
with a ritual nature, that demonstrate certain parallels with traditional magic principles.
At the same time, in most cases today it is inapplicable to talk about a homogeneous magic worldview. It is characteristic to many magical approaches that they are
used for a limited time only. When life gets back to normal or the users become disappointed in magic or gain new understandings, they can distance themselves from the
approach. Additionally, people can take some of such approaches seriously or reject
them, depending on context. Therefore, I will not attempt to oppose magical belief to
science or science-based conventional medicine as both approaches can occur in combination or a person can switch from one to the other. Furthermore, in the context of
beliefs connected with childlessness a paradox applies whereby supernatural ideation
can actually arise for very rational and pragmatic reasons. The general theoretical background of this research is also based on the folkloristic and anthropological studies of
narrative medicine (for example Tjørnhøj-Thomsen 2005; Paal 2010; Briggs 2012; Briggs
and Briggs-Mantini 2016), medical anthropology and self-psychology (for example Leventhal et al. 1984; Moulet 2005). General information on the attitudes related to medical
infertility treatment from the ethnological/anthropological point of view was obtained
from the work of Michi Knecht (2010; Knecht et al. 2011), Sarah Franklin (2006a; 2006b)
and Elizabeth Roberts (2012; 2016), the reflections of medics on the magical beliefs
of childless patients can be found in the research of Joel Bernstein and his colleagues
(Bernstein et al. 1992).
METHODOLOGY

A number of medical studies on the subjective perception of childlessness view infertility as a medical experience (see respective critical overview in Greil 1997), asking the
patients of fertility clinics if they considered their condition temporary or permanent,
if they considered a cure possible or not, etc. Psychological analyses mainly focus on
the patients’ cognition of self-esteem and psychological well-being (see for example
Menning 1984; Malik and Coulson 2008). Anthropologists have written about societal
values relating to infertility and reproductive technology, describing the interaction of
the development of medical science with cultural understandings of family and parenthood (for example Rapp 2000; Thompson 2005; Franklin 2006a; Roberts 2012: 4–6).
These studies constitute a broader context to the current article. However, the main
emphasis of this study is on religious and belief-driven explanation models and magical interventions of childless people from a folkloristic perspective as only few previous
studies touch upon these topics. Infertility and some other medical conditions have
been analysed somewhat more from aspects of Christian religiosity (for example von
Garmissen 2009 on the religious reasoning of breast cancer patients; Franklin 2006b). I
agree with Roberts (2016: 209), who has recently called for a non-secular anthropology,
pointing out that when deities are part of medical practice, they should also be integral to analysis. Magical beliefs have a significant impact on the mental processing of
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the experience of childlessness and related psychological well-being – as becomes clear
from the responses to this survey.
Additionally, thus far the majority of studies regarding infertility are based on the
statistical approach and conclusions are drawn from quantitative information (yes/no
answers or numeric responses) (for example Malik and Coulson 2008; Nelson et al.
2008). One of the few exceptions is professor of medicine Helen Therese Allan’s 2009
study that quotes longer descriptions from infertility patients on their individual perceptions. The quantitative approach fails to give a representative picture of the experience of childlessness because it does not reveal the symbolic or cultural background of
the beliefs and does not enable people to understand the step-by-step embracing process
and inner logic of the conclusions that are irrational from a scientific viewpoint. Thus,
I saw a need for a women-centred folkloristic approach. I used open-ended questions
in my survey because these enabled the respondents to write narrative responses, write
as long as they pleased and focus on topics relevant to them. The narrative approach
enabled the respondents to express their feelings, perceptions and beliefs in a more
detailed, authentic and flexible way and made the unique voice of every respondent
audible. It also helped to demonstrate the temporary nature of those beliefs – something that cannot be seen in statistical presentations. Thus, the folkloristic viewpoint of
the study (such as, for example, in Paal 2010) provides an additional dimension to the
topic of infertility.
One reason why magical beliefs connected with childlessness have not been studied
enough is the unavailability of material. Survey responses confirmed my presumption
that people often do not have the courage to talk about magic, rituals or supernatural beliefs because these do not seem to fit the generally accepted rational worldview.
Other authors (for example Moulet 2005: 69, 71) have also pointed to difficulties finding people who would share their experience of childlessness in a face-to-face interview. It has also been observed that in those interviews, respondents tend to adjust their
responses to the common societal norms or keep quiet about aspects they consider inappropriate. For this reason I conducted an anonymous online survey (the respondents
were only asked to give their gender and age group). I wanted to distinguish between
the age groups to see if beliefs changed with age, but no significant differences were
detected. Respondents from all age groups were represented almost equally (only in the
youngest age group (up to 25 years) were there fewer respondents for obvious reasons
(9 respondents)). I worked with 100 completed questionnaires (later still more forms
were completed but the general outcomes did not change). As expected, the majority of
respondents were women: there were 90 female and 10 male respondents.
The topics presented in the survey related to general attitudes in society (for example regarding involuntary or voluntary childlessness, the role of a woman as mother,
in vitro fertilisation; perceived societal accusations and the feelings of guilt of childless
women). The respondents were also asked about their individual beliefs regarding the
causes (God’s will or punishment, karma, destiny, harmful magic, etc.) and treatments
of infertility (protective and healing magic, charms, healing plants, special diets, visits
to healers) and narratives about the same topics that they had heard from others. Recent
statistical surveys about magical/religious beliefs in Estonia in general, as well as recurrent motifs that I encountered in family planning Internet forums, served as a backdrop
for the choice of survey topics.1
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My survey was distributed with the help of fertility doctors who told their patients
about the possibility of participating in an online survey. A call for participation was
also published in the Internet family forum Perekool (www.perekool.ee) since only a
limited segment of childless people visit clinics. Several researchers (for example Moulet 2005: 243) had pointed out that infertility studies tend to focus only on the people
who attend infertility clinics, leaving out those who do not undergo treatment or who
have given it up. Some respondents were also found through personal contacts. Most
responses arrived from February to June 2015, later additional responses continued to
arrive in a smaller volume until May 2016.
The responses passed a qualitative analysis, in the course of which repeated belief
elements were highlighted and grouped according to thematic fields and motifs (for
example motifs related to karma, God’s punishment, the evil eye, contacts with healers, protective magic). The same keywords were used to find additional material from
the media and internet forums, combined with the frontal reading of all topics connected with childlessness in internet family and women’s forums. I will, as follows,
cite the responses by gender, response number and age group of the respondents, for
example reference ‘M20, age group 36–40’ means a male respondent who belongs to
the age group of 36–40 years; the designation F in front of the number of the response
form refers to a female respondent, the designation KOM indicates that the passage was
taken from an internet forum comment.
AT T I T U DE S ON C H I LDLE S SN E S S A N D F E RT I L I T Y
T R E AT M E N T I N S O C I ET Y

Since 1978 when the first ‘test tube baby’ was born, medical in vitro fertilisation has
become a separate field of science and medicine (Throsby 2004: 1). The social positioning of medical infertility treatment from a sensational practice to a standard procedure
has happened within a few decades. Some German ethnologists note that after the first
baby was born with the help of artificial fertilisation in Germany, metaphors like “creating Frankensteins” or “sacrilegious frozen babies” could be heard in public discussions
and there was a tendency to mix up reproductive medicine with cloning (Knecht et al.
2011: 29–30, more on these debates see Franklin 1999). In today’s Estonia such grotesque
statements are rare and within the past dozen years public attitude has become more
tolerant towards fertility treatment and childlessness (most respondents said it). However, significant discrepancies were observed between the views of the persons affected
by childlessness and the outsiders. Similar observations have been made elsewhere –
the results of a public survey conducted in Europe, USA and Australia demonstrated
that individuals who had no personal connection with the issue of childlessness did not
have adequate knowledge of the related medical causes or the percentage of successful
medical interventions (Adashi et al. 2000: 333). Although numerous scientific articles
have been published on the causes and treatment of infertility in Estonia (for example
Salumets et al. 2008; Haller-Kikkatalo and Sarapik 2009) within the past decades plus
the topic has had media coverage, the average knowledge of the general population is
still superficial, limited and simplified, as pointed out in the following response:
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I have often bumped into the opinion that when the first attempt of IVF [in vitro
fertilisation] is made, it will be an immediate success and twins or triplets will be
born. People also think that if someone gives a multiple birth, this is because of
artificial fertilisation. People don’t know who is a test tube baby and doubt if such a
child can be its parents’ child at all or will grow in the laboratory all the time. Also,
many think that test tube babies are somehow strange or different. When people
hear that someone has problems with fertility, good-hearted people who want help
suggest, as a rule, folk medicine or alternative therapies. (F71, age group 25–30)
The media has promoted an opinion whereby infertility treatment is extremely simple
(more on the interaction of simplified and sensationalised media representation, and
societal values and narratives see Briggs and Hallin 2016). Advertisements of reproductive clinics usually show only happy families with children (cf. Throsby 2004: 3). The
people who are not familiar with the topic may easily get the impression that every
childless couple can conceive a child with the help of infertility treatment or by making
adjustments in their lifestyle, and if they have not done so, it is their own choice. One
respondent describes recommendations that are based on simplified understanding:
“They accuse you of an unhealthy lifestyle, should you do anything qualifying as such,
for example ‘Just give up the beer you drink after sauna and you will immediately get
pregnant’” (F17, age group 31–35).
Some respondents noted that according to common understanding in Estonia, the
ideal family should consist of two parents and two children and people presume that
everybody should strive towards the same ideal (cf. a similar observation about Australia by Moulet 2005: 5). As motherhood is romanticised and heroicised, childless
women perceive an accusation that those who do not fulfil the motherhood function
are unnatural, non-feminine, incomplete or even pathological (cf. ibid.: 8–9). My survey
shows that women feel the prevalence of such attitudes clearly and often take them over
themselves, striving towards the family norms imposed by society.
However, according to some respondents, society also has doubts about the value
of children born from in vitro fertilisation (for example their intellectual abilities, vitality). Respondents repeatedly noted that when other children have behaviour or health
problems, it is considered normal, but when similar problems occur in ‘those’ children,
in vitro fertilisation is pointed out immediately as the cause. Among childless, but also
other people, fatalistic attitudes were strongly represented – as causes of infertility the
respondents mentioned karma, destiny, god or the course of nature that would be useless, inappropriate or impermissible to resist. One respondent said: “Sometimes indeed
the thought enters my mind that maybe I’m paying off some karma debt from a previous life or paying for the sins of my ancestors” (F99, age group 36–40).
Due to the prevalence of ambivalent attitudes, many individuals with fertility problems have developed a taboo regarding childlessness and infertility treatment and
simply avoid talking about the topic. On the other hand, they try to construct model
explanations that help them find the least painful middle ground between societal role
expectations, personal ideals and beliefs related to supernatural guilt and punishment.
The next example, despite its light-hearted manner, reflects certain inner negotiations
between the course of destiny and the fulfilment of individual dreams:
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I have been thinking that maybe my destiny just wanted that I would not pass
on my genes. But as both my [in vitro fertilisation] attempts succeeded first time,
I ‘comforted’ myself with the assertion that these attempts would not have succeeded so easily if destiny was against it :). (F1, age group above 40)
Several authors (see Moulet 2005: 11, 31) have claimed that in contrast to the perception
of motherhood as something ‘compulsory’, fatherhood is regarded as a more optional
role by the society and men cope with childlessness less painfully. The situation does
not look that unambiguous when reading the Estonian responses and some international studies have also shown that the psychological reaction of men who acknowledge they may be the cause of infertility can be more serious than in women because
men perceive their condition as socially more stigmatising (Daniluk 1997; Malik and
Coulson 2008: 18). On the other hand, the impact of infertility on men has not been
investigated enough and within my survey just one tenth of the responses came from
men. However, the responses either given by men, or describing their reactions, showed
beyond doubt that infertility can be traumatising and cause deep masculinity crises, as
described in the following response:
Childless couples who are not very young any more are regarded as weird. Usually
people quickly jump to a conclusion there must be something wrong with the man,
that he’s ‘shooting blanks’. This is a cruel attitude as men suffer a lot from their
infertility. (F73, age group up to 25)
The gender aspect is also pointed out by Tine Tjørnhøj-Thomsen (2005: 78), who says
that the feeling of not being ‘real’ – a real man, woman or family – was a prominent
topic in the stories of the infertile men and women she interviewed. Some respondents
said they went to see a clairvoyant or an alternative healer with their partner, or that
both partners shared similar views regarding the causes of infertility, thus one could
conclude that at least some beliefs described in this study also occur in men, although
in a more concealed form than in women.
C H I LDLE S SN E S S A S C R I SI S A N D L I M I NAL STAT E

It became clear from the survey that learning about one’s infertility can have a similar
effect to being diagnosed with a serious illness (such as cancer or AIDS; see for example Miles et al. 2008: 238), although infertility does not usually cause pain, physical
constraints or reduction of life expectancy. However, the individuals concerned may
perceive their situation as a matter of life and death psychologically, in the sense of
their personal identity. Involuntary childlessness is seen as a deviation from the culturally and socially acceptable life cycle; it disrupts the future perspectives of the person,
thereby causing – because of the incompatibility with the culturally pre-determined
biographical narrative model – a “narrative loss” (cf. Tjørnhøj-Thomsen 2005: 76), or, in
other words, an inability to construct a biographical narrative that would satisfy both
the society and the person. The crisis is often expressed in micro-narratives, in just a
word or phrase, that still carry cultural values and connotations related to vernacular beliefs, as with the following self-reflection: “The feeling is as if I was incomplete,
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broken, garbage” (KOM 110, perekool.ee). Behind such short statements we can often
assume a years-long narrative of decoding and defining of the experience.
Thus, involuntary childlessness is often experienced as a crisis with long-lasting
effects on those involved: for example one third of childless women develop serious
symptoms of depression (Nelson et al. 2008). Allan (2009: 97) refers to infertility as a
liminal experience and compares it to the three phases of the rite of passage described
by Arnold van Gennep (2004 [1909]), where, in our case, the final phase can be either
becoming a mother or adapting to the role of childless person. Allan (ibid.) points out
that a number of liminal states or situations (for example the death of a family member) are historically legitimised and people going through those situations are offered
help until the normal social order returns. Additionally, the society has accepted the
increased level of sensitivity of such individuals and therefore also their propensity to
magical behaviour (for example protective rituals related to funerals to avoid harmful
supernatural contact) which may accompany such periods. Involuntary childlessness,
on the other hand, is not seen by society as a liminal social experience. Yet, magical
beliefs and rituals can be viewed as a reaction to the crisis, as a mechanism to protect one’s identity: in such extraordinary situations people are more eager to use tools
they would normally not consider. Therefore, introducing the concept of liminality (see
more on it in Turner 1974) seems appropriate in this context. However, it should be
stressed once again that the above-mentioned liminality discourse does not apply to
women who have voluntarily chosen not to become mothers.
As stated before, only a few infertility studies (for example Bernstein et al. 1992)
have mentioned beliefs and belief-driven behaviour. The following papers have made
brief references to magical beliefs, but conclusions on their frequency of occurrence
vary a great deal. Tjørnhøj-Thomsen (2005: 87–88) notes in her study: “The majority of
the infertile couples in my study thus combined biomedical fertility treatments with
alternative health care, sometimes they also took to prayer or magic in order to cope
with the uncertainties of biomedicine and technology”. Other authors say in their studies that among infertile couples in some Western research settings, more than 10%
report having used alternative medicine including New Age healers, magical stones
and crystals, religious amulets, and pilgrimages to places of worship (van Balen et al.
1995). Bernstein and his colleagues (1992: 336) also refer to the occurrence of magical
thinking in infertility patients.
Howard Leventhal and his colleagues (1984) were amongst the first to list parameters that generally define how a person perceives his or her medical condition and
handles it. They observed that individual beliefs are organised around five dimensions:
the identity of the condition (driven by symptoms experienced); the timeline (long-term
or short-term); the consequences (degree of severity); the causes attributed to the condition (external or internal); and the perceived control over the condition. People form
their cognitive representations of their state and strategies of coping according to these
elements. The responses to my survey indicated that with involuntary childlessness the
duration, the alternating of hope and hopelessness as well as changes and modifications in related beliefs play an important role in the adjustment process. It can be concluded that the affected people seldom behave as passive victims; quite the contrary,
they actively focus on finding solutions – magical approaches are one amongst many
attempts to solve the problem. Thus, in the given context magical beliefs have a very
32

J O U R N A L O F E T H N O L O G Y A N D F O L K L O R I S T I C S 11 (2)

pragmatic function. Although Bernstein and his colleagues (1992: 337, 339) claim that
the magical beliefs of childless couples obstruct them from seeking rational methods,
my material did not confirm the supposition whereby people forgo medical approaches
because of their magical beliefs. Rather, it is valid to say that the longer the involuntary
childlessness persists, the more likely the affected people are to try all possible methods, including the magical ones.
T H E T E M P OR A RY NAT U R E OF M AG IC A L BE L I E FS

Little attention has been paid to the fixedness or changeability of magical beliefs related
to childlessness and other health conditions. If at all, authors have stressed that the
perceptions and beliefs related to illnesses are relatively stable (Rutter and Rutter
2007). On the one hand, the responses to my survey also implied that some explanation mechanisms (for example the concept of curses, supernatural punishment, destiny) and attempts to heal (traditional magical interventions) are similar to mechanisms
found more than a hundred years ago (for more about these see for example Kõiva
2014; Hiiemäe 2017: 25, 35). However, regarding such beliefs among my respondents as
a process, there is good reason to claim that in the individual course of events they are
often temporary and subject to change and, as such, a healthy part of a psychological
self defence strategy that helps the affected individuals overcome the emotional stress
and uncertainty related to the experience of involuntary childlessness. In the following
responses alternation of believing and non-believing and at times even their simultaneous occurrence can be clearly observed.
In difficult moments, of course you start thinking that a magic spell is cast on you,
but rationally I don’t believe it. (F5, age group 25–30)
There are many [rituals]. Such as wearing striped socks and red knickers during
IVF procedures. By the way, it seems to have worked in my case, but still the pregnancies lasted only a very short time. Actually I don’t believe it very much. Everything will be as destiny has foreseen it. (F44, age group 31–35)
Involving supernatural means for pragmatic reasons is not something specifically characteristic of involuntary childlessness, rather it can occur in many other complicated life
situations, such as, for example, the parents of a mysteriously missing son explaining
in a newspaper article:
You may think we are fools if you like, but when some pendulum magician says
you should look here or there, then we indeed go and look. I have never believed
such things, but these are our straws that we clutch at. (Eesti Ekspress 2016: 11)
Thus, the responses are in line with my preliminary argument that at times of personal
and societal crisis people are more prone to supernatural explanations and magical solutions and irrespective of the person’s education or intellectual level there is a tendency
to hope for miracles. However, when the crisis is over, people can adjust their beliefs or
return smoothly to the rational worldview, as shown in the following response:
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I had some early miscarriages and then I thought that they were caused by my
partner strongly objecting to becoming a father. Later, when I started living with
another partner who had nothing against becoming a father, we very quickly
became parents :) Although, for the time being, I no longer believe that the will of
another person can influence your fertility so decisively. (F102, age group above 40)
The authors who explain infertility through the theory of phases of grief (for example
Daniluk 2001) give the impression that the process of explaining one’s experience is
one directional, and that once all phases are passed, acceptance of the situation will be
reached, completing this definitive process. My survey responses, however, indicate
that this process is not necessarily one directional, although in some cases people can
indeed find a suitable explanation model and seek no further. However, with similar
frequency, cases of repeated defining processes occur that can spiral back to the same
beliefs or modify beliefs that no longer serve the purpose. At the same time there can be
an alternation between believing or hoping, and non-believing. Changes in the broader
belief background (for example the invasion of new beliefs through the mass media)
and the on-going development of reproductive technology both play a role in the process. Several responses that gave retrospective glimpses of beliefs revealed the rethinking of beliefs and behaviour, for example:
With the consent of a well-known fertility doctor my husband went to Vigala-Sass
[a well-known healer]. But sometimes things are such that magic spells and roots
from miracle plants don’t work and only conventional medicine can help. (F23, age
group above 40)
In the following response, competing theories again occur simultaneously and the
respondent concludes that karma debts do not exclude the possibility of getting help:
Karma or punishment... I have thought this about myself but I still think that [infertility] is like any other illness, like flu. When people get flu they don’t think that it is
punishment and they should stop taking medication and die from high fever, they
still try to cure themselves. Thus, it’s better not to make things more complicated.
You have to believe and continue trying. (F44, age group 31–35)
Negotiating different beliefs, attempting to find a common ground and redefining convictions and understandings come to a stop with the birth of a baby, in other cases there
is no clear-cut stop. Such openness seems to come hand in hand with the multiplication
of choices characteristic to postmodernism and postsecularity (Moberg et al. 2012) and
the increasing dynamism and flexibility of thinking in the light of today’s technological
development. A comparison with a more traditional village society2 a hundred years ago
shows that the supernatural explanations of that time were often more fixed and final
(it may still be the case in deeply religious populations with more traditional lifestyles,
for example see Roberts 2016: 215 about the role of God in the infertility treatment of
women in Ecuador). In modern times the continual development of new medical technologies (for example the extending of the reproductive lifespan through artificial fertilisation) makes it difficult for individuals affected by infertility to stop their attempts to
find a solution and just accept their childlessness as final, although, according to several
studies, the definitive decision to end long-term attempts can bring a strong feeling
of relief (cf. Moulet 2005: 29). At the same time, Moulet (ibid.: 119) describes how the
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women whom she interviewed continued hoping that they would get pregnant in some
miraculous way even years afterwards, sometimes even after the menopause.
The most intense defining processes are related to vernacular beliefs on identity and
the feeling of guilt. The fact that one has tried everything possible helps one fight the
feeling of guilt and potential accusations from others.
Susan Folkman (1984) has referred to two types of mental coping: emotion-focused
coping that regulates the emotions and reactions related to a situation, and problemfocused coping that aims to change a problematic situation. In the context of involuntary childlessness the former entails drawing subjective conclusions about the causes of
childlessness, while the latter to particular magical interventions that aim to enable the
affected people to become parents. The survey responses express a wide spectrum of
beliefs covering both areas.
S U PE R NAT U R AL E X PL A NAT IONS OF C H I LDLE S SN E S S

A number of psychologists have pointed out that the reaction of individuals to uncontrollable events depends on the meaning they attribute to such events. For example
Richard Lazarus (1973: 168) was one of the first authors to demonstrate that with stress
reactions objective circumstances play a lesser role than the subjective evaluations by
the experiencer. Subjective explanation found for illness offers affected individuals a
certain feeling of control: unable to choose their experience, they can at least decide
upon the meaning. The attributed meaning may, in turn, guide the choice of methods
used to overcome the unwanted condition.
With unwanted childlessness the social dimension and individual attempts to make
sense of the experience become intertwined. Folklorist Piret Paal (2010: 31) has pointed
out in the context of cancer patients’ individual narratives that their illness descriptions build a dialogue between the personal cancer experience and culturally accepted
ideas and social practices. With childlessness it is more appropriate to talk about interaction between both – personal and cultural – dimensions. Socio-cultural explanation
patterns are adapted to personal life. Supernatural explanations are encouraged by the
media, oral communication and other channels used to overcome the social identity
crisis. However, although individual beliefs are boosted by peer pressure, for instance
constant questioning by others about why a couple does not have children and might it,
perhaps, be their own fault, magical explanations are not meant to answer such questions or act as self-justification presented to others, they rather emerge to support the
affected individuals themselves.
With infertility and other health conditions, people often first take the stance that
the problem is temporary (cf. Leventhal et al. 1984). The longer the unwanted condition persists, the more likely it becomes that supernatural beliefs will be included in the
line of possible explanations, especially when there are no scientific or logical reasons.
Subsequently there are four possibilities: 1) the woman/couple becomes pregnant and
puts the belief system that was built around childlessness aside as no longer necessary, 2) infertility persists and the woman/couple comes to terms with its permanent
nature and find a belief that enables her/them to stick to her/their world outlook and
identity, 3) infertility persists and the woman/couple find a rational explanation and
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reorientation, for example deciding that their bodies are not suitable for pregnancy for
health reasons; they may go on to find their calling in career, travel or taking care of the
children of other people, 4) no satisfactory explanations are found, which is the most
difficult way of coping.
The survey responses contained numerous ideas on the supernatural causes of
childlessness, attempts to object to the absoluteness of such ideas and self-justification.
While cancer memorates often include accusations addressed to doctors (Paal 2010:
166), the doctors of reproductive medicine were only criticised in rare cases and people attempted to see their situation from a broader, metaphysical perspective. Many
responses demonstrated that attributing childlessness to karma or destiny offered
certain consolation. One respondent said that accepting the idea of predetermination
helped her to find comfort in explanations like “Everything is good for something,” or
“This is how destiny wanted it to be” (F33, age group 36–40). Destiny and karma are
often depicted as immutable forces, but with certain reservations, as becomes clear from
the following disputation: “Generally speaking, destiny is predetermined and people
can change only a little with their free will. But they still can, especially with positive
thinking” (F29, age group 36–40). There were also several responses in which faith in
destiny was combined with self-accusation, particularly with respondents who did not
connect destiny with previous lives but with mistakes made in this life (for example
with abortions or with having too many sexual partners). But even in those cases the
respondents kindled hope in supreme intervention, or a miracle:
I have often thought that maybe I have not been determined to become a mother at
all. I accuse my body – I was born as a woman but my body is unable to perform
this one female function that women should be able to. I very often come to think
that I have obviously deserved it in some way, karma or something. Of course, I
have made many stupid things in life but I would still want to hope that I would
not be punished that harshly. I have heard that it is possible to improve the situation with healing herbs and I have tried to do so. (F73, age group up to 25)
Response texts include a disproportionately high level of self-accusation for inappropriate lifestyle and sometimes rational-medical explanations are intertwined with
the supernatural ones. For example, the next response text signals that the objective
medical indicators of the husband were weak. However, the respondent still considers
supernatural punishment to be the cause of the couple’s failure to conceive:
Within two years I had several ectopic pregnancies and henceforward it was impossible for me to have children in a natural way. […] During treatment it became
clear that the sperm quality of my husband was also very poor. Now I think these
ectopic pregnancies were a punishment for abortions. (F28, age group 36–40)
The perception of causal connection between childlessness and particular behaviour is
rather characteristic. There are frequently expressed opinions that infertility is caused
by sitting on a cold stone in childhood, by a large number of previous sexual partners,
by smoking or by alcohol abuse as a teenager. It is very likely that the actual lifestyles of
childless people vary a great deal more than those black-and-white presentations may
suggest.
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Discussions over the predetermination of childlessness often get to the point of
supernatural punishment, and in such cases the personified god is frequently included
in the explanation. Barbara Eck Menning (1984: 20) points out that even the most
enlightened and educated people she has counselled have expressed a mystical belief
in their infertility being God’s punishment, and this even in the absence of other religious convictions. To give a broader cultural background, it should be noted that in
the Bible childlessness and getting over it are depicted as God’s decision. The Bible
says that when God wanted, even the hundred-year-old Jacob and his ninety-year-old
wife Sarah became parents (Genesis 17:16–20). However, in some cases the modern use
of the image of a personified God can be placed on the borderline between faith and
metaphor, as in the following figurative description: “When our first child became 1.5
years old we tried to get pregnant again, but it would be too much to expect that God
would send you a jackpot twice” (KOM 111, Perekool). However, in several folklore
studies metaphorical expressions are interpreted as remnants of mythological thinking
(for example Siikala 1992: 155) and when verbalising and interpreting an experience,
people often grasp at the models latently present in the culture. In the following sample
text psychological reasons are listed that support involving the concept of God’s will in
the explanation model:
When you have tried hard but can’t get a child by whatever means, then automatically the thought enters your mind that it is about karma and apparently God
didn’t want [it to happen]. In the end there is no big difference if God wanted or
not, you just feel better yourself when you have somehow explained these things to
yourself and don’t need to accuse yourself. (F25, age group 36–40)
Remarkably often (in more than 20% of the response texts) an evil curse was mentioned
as a possible cause of infertility. In most cases the connection was made with a curse
cast on a person in this lifetime; the viewpoint that a curse could last for several generations occurred only in some texts, for example in the following:
When clairvoyants talk about karma, they argue that one of your fore-mothers did
not want children or cursed the children born to her. Most such beliefs are about
the female lineage, because an infertile woman will leap more to the eye than an
infertile man. (F50, age group above 40)
However, several responses indicated that the respondents had no clear definition of
concepts like karma, curse, destiny, the course of nature, and used them interchangeably. The attempts to change destiny or karma can be expressed in active interventions
or counteractions that aim to even out the errors of past or present lifetime. Such logic
is illustrated in the following text:
I have had the feeling that when I do good, I will be rewarded. Say I give a donation
to an orphanage – this way I somehow deserve more, that a child will be born to
me. Or there are some spiritual rules in the world that keep record of such deeds.
(F25, age group 35–40)
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M AG IC I N T E RV E N T IONS FOR CONC E P T ION

The survey demonstrated that only one in five respondents had neither used magical or
ritual interventions nor heard of others using them. The respondents mentioned the use
of healing herbs and certain food, the blocking of unfavourable influences (for example
protective magic against bad people or energies), rituals for conception (including following certain taboos), metaphysical communication (for example seeking contact with
the soul of the child), as well as approaches of a more psychological nature, such as positive affirmations, conscious letting go and creative visualisation. Many individuals had
visited miracle healers or clairvoyants. It should be noted, however, that these methods
are not exclusively characteristic to the Estonian context; many such methods have also
been observed in other Western settings (for example, regarding Australia see Bernstein
et al. 1992: 337). Several respondents presented a long list of magical approaches they
had tried. Such descriptions indicate how hard the affected individuals are ready to try
to overcome the crisis and reach the desired outcome. The following response offers a
set of ritual approaches, where medical and psychological methods transmute step-bystep into magic:
Certain activities: before IVF breathing exercises, magic charms, massaging the
uterus in a certain way. Avoiding certain foods that could prevent success (e.g.
foods containing vinegar, acidic foods, dairy products, blue cheese, etc.). I have
also given many different promises that I said I would fulfil should my IVF succeed. Also, I have considered various comforting things to do, should the attempt
fail (e.g. me and my husband would go on an expensive trip or buy something
costly). Sometimes I think maybe it is predetermined that these promises will not
be fulfilled, and that this is the reason why the attempts fail. I have not worn talismans, but I have hidden juniper and rowan twigs in a small birch bark box and
keep it buried in the north-east corner of my house. From time to time I cradle it
(which is meant to symbolise a boy and a girl and their cradle). You have to keep it
even for 100 days after the birth of your children, every day symbolises a healthy
and strong living year for your child. (F71, age group 25–30)
Many responses revealed that conventional medical treatments, therapies with no medical status in Estonia (TCM, reflexology) as well as magical approaches were simultaneously used and certain magical rituals were even related to conventional medical
procedures. For instance, there are suggestions to change clinic after repeated failures,
although the reasons vary from purely medical (different doctors have different levels
of experience and different methods) to more metaphysical ones, for instance the idea
that the negative energy of previous failures can accumulate in the clinic and hinder
success.
Food recommendations play an important role, including instructions that qualify as
close to a magical approach. The popularity of such instructions is partly due to skewed
claims in the articles published in media and then further amplified in interpersonal
communication. There are, for example, disproportionately high numbers of references
made in Internet forums and in survey responses on certain types of food that is supposed to be good for conception (for example eating the core of a pineapple, drinking
an infusion of lady’s mantle or a daily glass of red wine). These suggestions are often
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accompanied with ritual-like instructions on when, how much and in what way to eat.
For instance it has been mentioned that a woman should eat 1/5 of the core of a pineapple for 5–6 days following the IVF procedure, but definitely no longer. Suggestions are
presented as absolute imperatives and do not specify whether following them would
just help to get pregnant or if they work as a universal miracle remedy. For instance,
one post from an Estonian Russian-speaking forum suggests that a couple who want to
get pregnant should eat grapefruit daily because fertility depends on vitamin C, which
makes the sperm properly liquid (KOM 112, Eestimamki). The following sample text is
characteristic to the dynamics of the spread of such suggestions:
Lady’s mantle plant infusion (to prepare the mucous membrane of the uterus, I
guess), pineapple, grapefruit juice, pomegranate – I don’t remember exactly when
one must consume what, but at times those foods were indeed in fashion. Somebody starts suggesting something because she has read about the good effect of it
and the others will soon follow. (F55, age group 36–40)
Methods applied to directly influence the organism of a woman are combined with
protective magic to protect the woman or, in a broader sense, the whole family against
the effects that can impede conception. Protective magic combines beliefs from different
time periods. People have the ancient fear of the evil eye and curses, but there are also
more recent perils like energy vampires or harmful energies emanating from the ambience that are rather characteristic to modern vernacular beliefs. The following response
text, for instance, lists specific protection instructions combining magical objects, rituals
and spells:
I have been thinking that the ability of some evil person to send ‘bad wishes’, so to
say, could influence your ability to get pregnant. Several people have said me what
to do for protection, for example: light a white candle – the symbol of positive and
pure thinking; watching the flame also has a calming effect that can relieve tension;
when a bad person, say an energy vampire, is approaching you, think: “You will
get no energy from me!”, but you can also think: “Between me and you there is an
invisible wall and you cannot cast a bad wish on me!” I have also been thinking:
“All bad wishes that you cast on me will come back to you. But if you wish me well,
it will come back to you double.” (F91, age group 25–30)
It is characteristic of contemporary belief-induced behaviour that only some belief elements are applied, for instance a magical object is bought (for example a semi-precious
stone, a talisman), because the buyer has heard that it helps her to get pregnant, but
she does not know exactly how such objects should be used. In the following text a
respondent describes her experience of prayer, saying that she did not know who she
should address her prayer to:
I remember that at some point I was praying in my thoughts for a child to be born,
and after that, for the health of that child. I don’t know to whom I was addressing
my prayers, but I’m sure the higher powers figured it out already themselves :).
(F30, age group 36–40)
Another respondent does not specify whether her attempts were successful because of
chance or because she wore a talisman. However, she makes a narrative connection to
the talisman:
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Years ago my mother asked a Latvian astrologist to draw me a horoscope and it
suggested I should wear a golden key to get a child. I must say that when I was
wearing the key, the IVF attempts were always successful :) Was it just a lucky
chance or something else – who knows :). (F42, age group 36–40)
The context of some responses, however, allows the assumption that there are also
involuntary childless individuals who categorically exclude any magical intervention.
The analysis of such responses is not the focus of this paper, but it should still be noted
that not everybody perceives involuntary childlessness as a major crisis; some use
rational means of coping, like adoption.
THE MEDIA INFLUENCE

The media plays a significant role in shaping the prevailing attitudes and certain magical beliefs related to childlessness. The authors of a survey that studied attitudes to
involuntary childlessness in six European countries, the USA and Australia underline
that the media likes to focus on ambiguous or extreme cases of in vitro fertilisation;
only seldom does it attempt to present balanced information about infertility, therefore
skewed or simplified presentations often reach the public (Adashi et al. 2000: 330). The
media rarely tells positive stories of couples who are happy despite of their involuntary
childlessness. Instead, success stories are published of childless couples who finally
have a child, and even in those cases there is usually no mention of any magical beliefs
or the doubts the couple had to face in the process. Talking about irrational ideas and
experiences in public is held to be culturally unacceptable and so people who hold such
beliefs can feel isolated. Several respondents admitted they do not have the courage to
share their magical beliefs because they fear they will be misunderstood or condemned.
On the other hand, the people promoting themselves as alternative healers, shamans and miracle doctors increasingly often feature in media interviews; many highlight their ability to cure even the most serious conditions, such as cancer and infertility
with just one or two sessions. Some healers even claim they know the exact number
of children born with their help. A healer named Aavo is said to have brought people
back from coma and helped couples to produce twenty children within one year (see
Naisteleht 2011). Some media articles have juxtaposed medical infertility treatment and
magical healing. In one article a healer named Volli describes his healing work:
I met people who had undergone two in vitro fertilisation procedures that failed
completely. We had just one session and they asked when they could expect a
baby. I usually say that in the first month nothing happens, but in the second or
third month women get pregnant. This couple had their long-awaited surprise
three months later. (Õhtuleht 2010)
The media’s constant highlighting of information related to so-called miracle healers
contributes to such help becoming psychologically more normalised and accepted. The
media paradoxically gives voice to the miracle healers, while the voices of people who
have doubts or are disappointed in their help are rarely made audible. Childless individuals share such experiences in anonymous Internet forums, if at all. In a number of
Internet forum discussions healers’ contact details are shared, mediated by people who
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have started believing in their abilities based on their media representation. Through
the media performances of witches and healers, new magic methods and tools reach the
public, as becomes obvious from the following response: “I know there are crystals and
amulets that help against illnesses and can influence fertility. The witch Marilyn Kerro
had a crystal on a TV show that, according to her, would help her have children in the
future.” (F51, age group up to 25) Semi-precious and magical stones are a novel feature
in the Estonian vernacular health belief system. It is very likely that those beliefs have
started accumulating in the last decade specifically because of media coverage. Crystals
(rose quartz for example) were mentioned in more than 10% of the responses.
The next action narrative describes how a childless woman successfully followed
advice presented in the media:
After a TV show where they talked about Kirna Manor (the alley of lovers, benches
that help women get pregnant, etc.), a friend who very much wanted to get pregnant went there on a group tour. I was telling her rather jokingly that make sure to
sit longer on the fertility bench; next month her pregnancy test was positive. (F16,
age group above 40)
Clairvoyants and healers, however, lay the final responsibility on the childless couple,
both in the media and in private sessions. For example, weekly Kroonika (2009) published
an online interview with two clairvoyants who claimed that every single woman could
get pregnant and have a child, should she only believe and want it strongly enough. A
healer who positions himself as a modern shaman says that the problems of childlessness will only vanish once the childless person has given up his or her feisty attitude
towards his or her parents (Antsov 2010). Thus, feelings of guilt are also reinforced in
childless people in this discourse. Analysing societal attitudes towards childlessness,
Karen Throsby (2004: 133–134) concludes that when a woman is unable to have a child,
she will be accused of something negative, yet when she finally has a child, medicine or
miracle doctors are praised.
In addition to media articles, respondents also refer to books written by healers, for
example one of the most widely quoted authors was the healer Luule Viilma, for example in the next response:
I have often come across [magical explanations]. People think that [infertility] exists
for karmic reasons, because of an evil curse or a self-curse, when somebody subconsciously doesn’t want children or is spiritually not ready and doesn’t actually
want to conceive. Luule Viilma has also said that first you should come to terms
with your own mind, find your own fears (like being subconsciously convinced
that a child would be a burden to the mother). (F17, age group 31–35)
Talking of the causes and treatment of infertility in a broader sense, the media often
gives biased information that is not directly magical but which would spread among the
people on the level of belief. A newspaper headline, for instance, claims that excessive
sleeping may complicate conception. However, in the conclusion of the same article it
is said that this is not actually clear, because there are too many factors simultaneously
in action which all affect conception (Postimees Naine 2015). Another newspaper article
makes a reference to researches saying that healthy food could increase the fertility
of men, yet consuming dairy and meat products in excessive quantities might reduce
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fertility (Postimees 2009), giving the misleading impression that just by changing one’s
diet one can cure infertility, although the article gave no information about the potentially harmful quantities of meat and dairy products. Reappearing in Internet forums,
newspaper recommendations have often morphed into imperatives (for example “If
you want to get pregnant, don’t eat red meat”). Thus, dealing with topics like healthy
diet, the causes of infertility and methods of treatment, the media has a considerable
affect on the development of vernacular beliefs and magical interventions.
T H E U N B O R N C H I L D A S A N I N DI V I DUA L :
GR I E F A N D PE R S ONAL P OW E R NA R R AT I V E S

Survey responses and respective forum posts indicate that women/couples who undergo
fertility treatment, or just try to conceive a child, can perceive a normal monthly cycle
(the start of menstruation) as yet another link in the endless cycle of failures. They feel
that they grieve for a real child when the truth is they have only lost the possibility to
conceive a child. However, the culturally acceptable ways of grieving cannot be applied
here, as the individual whose loss they grieve did not exist in the first place.
This is probably one of the reasons why narratives depicting the unconceived child
in a personified way emerge. Several respondent women described their supernatural
contact with their unconceived child in dreams, visions and imagination. Such communication gives their experience a certain new representativeness and focus, thereby
bringing a cognitive change: there is now a child who communicates with a mother.
Even fertilised egg cells, i.e. frozen embryos, are often equated to a child (cf. about this
proposition Raffler-Engel 1998–1999: 228). Supernatural contacts and related personal
beliefs give the experiencer certain independence: internalisation or direct contact with
the child becomes the woman’s personal reality independent of destiny, doctors, healers or anything else. Thus, in this context, such personifying narratives can be called
“not only structures of meaning, but also structures of power” (Bruner and Turner 1986:
144). Edward Bruner and Victor Turner use this expression to characterise the narrative presentation of human experience in a broader sense, while I use it here to refer to
the functioning of such narratives as a helping tool for regaining a personal feeling of
control. One would think that when no pregnancy follows or it spontaneously terminates in an early phase, such personified imagination would rather increase the feeling
of loss. However, in such cases the same child can take over the role of a comforter, as
described in the following text:
Once I barely had the chance to confirm my pregnancy with a test before I had a
spontaneous pregnancy loss. I felt terribly sad and depressed. Then I got a poem
from my child in a dream. I didn’t see the child, but the poem just came to my
mind. It was a beautiful poem where my child apologised for not being able to
stay and thanked me and asked me to remain peaceful. I felt better then. (F104, age
group above 40)
In the majority of cases the child is depicted as being able to talk (the child often passes
messages), the outer appearance can be that of an infant or a toddler, or an angel.
Descriptions of the children ‘seen’ by clairvoyants as dwelling in the spiritual world
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probably contribute to the personifying beliefs of the childless people. The next sample
text offers a narrative that was formulated following an unsuccessful visit to a healer:
I have been thinking about what I’ve done wrong in life that I should be punished
the way I am. Then I realised infertility is not a punishment, but a lesson I have
to learn in this life. In my mind, this is the reason for my infertility. We visited a
miracle doctor to learn more about the reasons for our infertility and when – if at
all – we would become parents. This was a year ago. The doctor unblocked my
chakras and said that within a year I would be a mother. Obviously this has not
happened... The miracle healer ‘saw’ that there were three children about to enter
our lives, two of them sons. According to him, the reason for my infertility was a
stressed uterus and the strenuous deliveries of my mother, which had accumulated
in me via my soul chakra, giving me the signal not to experience the same. (F21,
age group 25–30)
The healers have also contributed to the spreading of a popular understanding whereby
to get pregnant, the parents must first invite their unconceived children to join them, as
described in the following response: “I recommend that childless women should talk
to the soul of the child, praising it and convincing it of the great time they would have
together” (F50, age group above 40). Such descriptions often combine psychological
autosuggestion with spiritual concepts of the soul. The next level up in belief related to
the soul of the child is seeing the child as the one who makes the decision. This accords
with the belief that children choose their parents and the time they want to be born. The
following text, for example, highlights how parental intervention is useless as the child
must be able to choose when it wants to be born:
I have heard that the woman may have certain blockages that don’t let her get pregnant, like the wrong time, impatience or interfering using different methods to get
pregnant. It is believed that a woman should let her body and thoughts be free and
give the child a choice as to when it wants to come, this way the woman is more
likely to get pregnant. (F15, age group 25–30)
However, there was another category of belief that said that the free will of a child can
also be limited by external circumstances. The following longer response is illustrative,
describing the different stages of mediating beliefs and pointing out how somebody
with paranormal skills can assume the role of authority, ‘seeing’ or sensing the causes
of childlessness:
Some time ago I visited a masseuse who also practices alternative therapies and
‘knows’ various things about people. Halfway through the session, she suddenly
told me I had great tension in the pelvic area, that all my sadness, negative energy,
fears and similar were accumulating there (I never told her we were trying to get
pregnant). She added that this was the reason I have been unable to get pregnant.
Let me underline again that I had not told her about us trying to get pregnant, her
words came completely out of the blue. But it made me think whether that might
indeed be the case. Another thing: just yesterday I happened to meet a person with
supernatural powers – the power to see your aura, unblock your energy channels,
chakras, etc. Anyway, we met up and had coffee and suddenly she told me that the
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soul of a baby wants to come to me but cannot, because I have an energy blockage
in the pelvic area (I don’t remember her exact words or what was the name of the
energy blockage, I think it was a sexual channel or something) and unless I released
this blockage, the baby was unable to come to me. My mouth fell open and I had
shivers all over my body… (KOM 109, Perekool)
It must be noted, however, that in older (i.e. pre-20th century) Estonian folklore the
agency of unconceived children was depicted only minimally. When people looked for
the causes of infertility as well as magical interventions both took place on the level of
the adult world. Thus, narratives depicting unconceived children in a personified manner and as active communicators – agents – can refer to shifts in the perception of the
role of children in society in general.
PA R A L L E L S B E T W E E N M O D E R N A N D
TRADITIONAL BELIEF SYSTEMS

The aim of this study is to cast light at modern vernacular beliefs on infertility in Estonia. However, in order to place these beliefs into a wider historical context, the following subsection was written to give an overview of the beliefs on infertility in the collections of the Estonian Folklore Archives reflecting the tradition of the 19th and early 20th
centuries.
Societal attitudes towards childlessness have probably been non-accepting and condemning throughout history (except religiously grounded childlessness, such as with
monks, nuns and some priests); childlessness has been considered a deviation from
the norm. The female monsters of Ancient Greek mythology (for example the moirai,
gorgones) where characterised by their childlessness and destructiveness. According to
historian Linda McGuire (2010: 135) these images were later reflected in the European
woman-as-witch stereotypes. In the Late Medieval period, when witch hunting was
spreading in Europe, one of the main evils that witches were accused of was making
women infertile and men impotent. However, this was not the first instance of associating infertility with witchcraft, which came in Antiquity with the sexual impotence of
men being explained by many contemporary authors as having supernatural causes
such as curses or witchcraft (cf. Ruff 2003: 217). Cultural historian Angus McLaren
(1985: 31; see also chapter 2) notes in his study on the reproductive behaviour of women
in 17th- to 19th-century England that “childlessness was one of the most severe maladies of women and people used potions and charms to prevent it”.
A hundred years ago in Europe it was common to think the evil eye, a curse or some
other witchcraft had caused infertility. Looking at the modern belief system, the same
beliefs were repeatedly mentioned in the responses. Similarly to older texts, evil interference was held possible, as becomes obvious from the following response: “The existence of black magic is beyond doubt. I have no personal experiences but I don’t exclude
there being someone wishing other people bad luck.” (F93, age group 36–40)
Seeing infertility as an unwanted and condemnable condition is also reflected in
several traditional internationally known fairy tales in which the blame is more often
laid – again – on women, emphasising, for example, that it was the queen who was
unable to give the king an heir. Such fairy tales also make clear that infertility was a
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problem for all social classes alike. There are plenty of fairy tales in the international
tradition that have also spread to Estonia in which (an old) couple wants a child, be it as
small as a thumb, and finally has the child, who then later becomes a hero (for example
Tom Thumb in English folklore, see more in Green 2007). Fairy tale type ATU 441 tells
the story of a couple unable to conceive because of a curse. The woman finally gives
birth to a hedgehog who, after winning the heart of a princess, turns into a wonderful
young man. Thus, yearning for a child, and supernatural solution phantasies, are well
represented in the older fairy tale tradition.
As the status of being infertile was openly dreaded, it was only natural that people
tried to prevent it with magic. Fertility rituals were part of traditional wedding ceremonies; several manuscript texts say that the bed of the newly-weds must be made wet in
order to avoid a childless marriage. While in the modern belief system verbal charms
have a rather modest role, they are mentioned more often in the older tradition. For
example, a book on Estonian customs in the 17th–19th centuries says that newly-wed
women used to address the new moon, saying: “Let my womb swell as you will swell”
(Boecler and Kreutzwald 1854: 25). Binding ribbons on a stork’s nest to guarantee the
couple plenty of children is still very much part of the wedding ceremony. As most
families today do not wish to have more than two children, the implicit purpose of the
ritual is not to have many children but rather to avoid infertility.
Medicinal herbs, too, have always had an important role in curing infertility, and
their use is interesting because it often blurs the border between medical and magical
function. For example, in Estonian folklore the rowan tree, which has a broad role as a
magical plant is mentioned in a number of older and modern texts. In the next manuscript text, the use of a rowan tree is combined with ritual whisking:
This was what my father, born in 1830, told me when I was a grown man: When a
woman is unable to get pregnant, you must make a whisk from rowan twigs and
bring it secretly to the sauna. There you must whisk her between the shoulder
blades but in a way she would not see that you are holding a rowan whisk. See,
soon there is hope that she will become a mother! (E 52649 (2) < Paistu, 1938)
Many objects with a broader role as magical tools in the old Estonian tradition (for
example a stick that had been used to kill a snake, an oblation, mercury) were also
believed to cure infertility, although today these traditional objects are generally
replaced with new ones (for example manufactured talismans, crystals). Many old and
new rituals are based on analogy and contact magic. Old texts repeat that pressing a
childless woman with a bottle cap or a cask bung or tucking a needle in her clothes will
help against infertility. In addition it is claimed that slapping a childless woman with a
garment (especially an apron) belonging to a pregnant woman will help her conceive.
On the other hand, a fertilising effect was also expected from the symbols of potent
male energy, such as slapping a childless woman with an oxen whip or with men’s
trousers. A similar effect was expected from bringing a bear or a hedgehog into the
bed of a childless married couple. As today, there are numerous references to visits to
a village healer in the archived folklore texts from the 19th and beginning of the 20th
centuries. Thus, it can be concluded that many principles of magical intervention have
remained largely the same, although their specific application – partly due to the influence of the media – has changed.
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It must also be noted that there are many pre-20th century folklore texts on inducing
an abortion or avoiding pregnancy, but these should not be regarded as proof of many
women not wanting children. The need to limit the number of offspring arose when
there were already plenty of children in the family and the family could not afford to
feed any more.
CONCLUSION

I have attempted to describe how models of explanation and reaction built of elements
of belief can function as means of psychological self-defence. The experience of every
childless person is unique; however, in the responses to the survey, certain time and
culture related metaphors, explanations and intervention methods could be observed
and the magical dimension they possess has an important role. Although outsiders and
often even the people themselves might consider such beliefs and explanations a sign of
inadequacy, they should still be regarded as a healthy attempt to define one’s situation
and actively seek solutions. Such beliefs have the potential to become counterproductive only when they start inducing irrational fears or affect rational life choices (for
example, convincing oneself that infertility is the result of a curse and seeking help is
therefore pointless, or not using the possibilities of conventional medicine because a
miracle healer said so). Although such cases cannot be ruled out, my survey did not
find any. Rather, it showed that those seeing their childlessness as a problem are willing
to try all possible solutions available, with magical intervention being just one of them.
Contemporary material shows unprecedented pluralism, combining elements of
the older (19th and the early 20th century) tradition, the esoteric philosophy and New
Age spirituality and that of the canonical religions (Christianity, Buddhism) with an
obvious influence from the media. Individual beliefs trigger changes in diet and lifestyle hoping that this will help the woman to conceive or giving the couple confidence
knowing they have done everything humanly possible. Seeking help from practitioners of alternative medicine (miracle healers, clairvoyants) was repeatedly mentioned.
Although childlessness was described as a difficult experience, the attitude towards
help was largely optimistic.
(Quasi-)magical beliefs and perceived supernatural contact with the unconceived
child help maintain a healthy self-image and transcend the role of helpless sufferer, as
the self-analysis given in the following response confirms: “I guess these tricks all help
at times of hesitation to maintain mental balance. Believing in something is grasping at
straws and that cannot do any harm.” (F33, age group 36–40) At the same time these
coping methods are often temporary and change as necessary.
NOTES
1 According to general statistics, some supernatural and magical beliefs are rather widespread
in Estonia: a 2015 poll found that 90% of respondents believe in some sort of karma (41% totally
agreed, 49% rather agreed), 62% thought that some people can magically cure illnesses. 54% of
respondents agreed that angels protect and help people, and 54% believed that the constellation
of the stars or planets at the moment of birth has an effect on one’s character or fate. Every fourth
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respondent said she or he had a talisman or other object of magical protection (Saar Poll 2015).
A 2010 poll found that 38% of respondents believed that it is possible to influence fate and other
people with the help of magic (Saar Poll 2010; for an overview of contemporary religious beliefs
in Estonia see Uibu 2016). Thus, personal explanation models and help-seeking strategies against
involuntarily childlessness could be built on this foundation of belief.
2 Here and below I draw comparisions with the manuscript folklore materials stored at the
Estonian Folklore Archives that have been collected mainly in the second half of the 19th and
beginning of the 20th centuries.
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ABSTRACT

Northern countries are facing the challenges of declining human capital, and
admitting immigrants, many of whom belong to religious minorities, to satisfy the
demand for labour. If northern societies accept multiculturalism and immigrants,
they should not disregard the cultures and religious practices (for example, ritual
slaughter) of immigrants, as they need to survive and integrate as a minority community in a secular society. However, there is clash between secularism and religions permitting animal slaughter, which is prohibited by some and allowed by
other European countries. Community viability and sustainability depend partly
on the exercise of community beliefs and ideology that support identity behaviour. This study will present an ethnographic analysis of the religiosity related to
ritual slaughter and Muslim cultural identity in the European Arctic region and
explore how religious relativism and practice sustain the community and support
the overall integration of the Muslim minority in the North.
KEYWORDS : religious practice • community • sustainability • North • identity •

religious minority

INTRODUCTION

Small communities in a dominant society are always vulnerable groups. The North is a
sparsely populated area in which human capital is declining. Circumstances highlight
the importance of making small communities viable and sustainable by effective communication with the dominant society, by community commitment and by group effort
across and within communities. There is considerable potential in determining the common features of small communities and affording them common sources of livelihood
and opportunities to practice their cultural activities (Larsen and Fondahl 2014). In this
paper, I will discuss the cultural and religious sustainability of Muslim communities
in the context of ritual slaughter as an instance of relativism. This paper also explores
how religious and cultural factors affect the well-being of religious communities and
© 2017 Estonian Literary Museum, Estonian National Museum, University of Tartu
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community cohesiveness (see also Yeasmin 2014). I have chosen ritual slaughter as a
religious belief and aspect of the cultural identity of religious minorities and as a factor
that helps religious minorities be viable as communities in the North. In this connection, I also discuss animal welfare ethics from secular and religious perspectives.
Ritual slaughter means the slaughter of an animal according to a faith. It is a collective action of community members to ensure that the community will get meat that is
pure, wholesome and suitable for health. Instead of using industrial methods, a ritual
slaughter is carried out by believers until the death of the animal. Within Islam this cultural action must be done by a mature Muslim in order to maintain the human–animal
relationship (Downing 2015: 4). Ritual slaughter by Muslims involves slitting the throat
of the animal and draining the blood in line with religious customs while the animal is
still conscious (Gradin 2010). A problem here is that ritual slaughter without stunning
is prohibited by law in northern countries (FAWA 33b). Some believers among religious
minorities are of the view that the perceptions of animal slaughter are largely based on
emotional values in these societies (Valenta 2012). According to the planned behaviour
theory, immigrants try to cope with the environment they find when arriving in the
host country. However, low levels of interaction with the majority society, confusion
and misunderstandings, uncertainty in the labour market, and extreme weather creates
social pressure. Immigrants try to find their identities and individual beliefs during
this transition period. They feel a belonging to a certain group and accept a certain
behaviour that conforms to the norms of that group. Subjective norms are a function of
the beliefs of individuals (Bonne et al. 2007). Their perceived behavioural control suppresses the performance of behaviour intentions. Food comes first as part of cultural
identity, since it is a daily and basic need – immigrants consume identity through food.
Thus, attitude, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control are constituents of
intention when consuming halal food. (Hall and Sevim 2016)
According to Geert Hofstede (1984: 81–99), management is man-made and people
engage in it according to their own values and interests, with dominant values given
priority within a culture and community. In this paper I point out that practicing freedom of religious practice is a vast field of research, even practicing religious freedom
does not have a dominant value in a community in the same way that human rights do.
However, every religion takes a position on animal ethics and animal welfare figures
prominently in Judaism and Islam (through the Qur’ân). Religious minorities are concerned with efforts to protect animal rights. Similarly, they believe that ritual slaughter
is conducted in the least painful way, without unnecessary suffering, and is the quickest
death. (Sehada 2009; Rahman and Aidaros 2012) Muslims also believe that stunning an
animal before slaughter causes unnecessary pain, which is unethical.
Muslims cannot form native communities in the North. They have emigrated from
Asia – both the Near East and Far East – and Africa and are the minority among a
minority. The North is a sparsely populated area and full of challenges and hopes.
The northern countries need skilled and low-skilled immigrants to meet the demand
for labour (Yeasmin 2014; 2016). The northern region is vulnerable to climate change
and relies on only a few economic sectors. Thus, the region needs different communities from outside for social collaboration and cohesion. Diversity could be a source of
strength for northern societies as a whole (Giordan 2014; Larsen and Fondahl 2014).
Several studies indicate clearly that the North needs to attract young immigrants
and retain a skilled workforce, as demographic decline is one of the biggest challenges
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that the region faces (Yeasmin 2016). Religious communities are rather vulnerable, as
they face problems in practicing the faiths and cultures that give them strength (Yeasmin 2014).1 Lack of opportunities to interact with locals, labour market exclusion and
social exclusion are all barriers to Muslims practicing their own culture and religion
and this to some extent constitutes a barrier to the immigrant minorities integrating
properly. Communities are very small in number but increasing all the time while the
cities welcome quota refugees each year. Most of these refugees are from Muslim countries, although still the percentage of Muslims is small and they are scattered throughout the region. On the basis of planned behaviour theory and this ethnographic study,
Muslims also believe in maintaining their cultural faith and maintaining social cohesion
within the community.
According to Muslims, ritual slaughter has cultural and religious significance. In
principle, the practice of ritual slaughter creates binding requirements for a certain
group of people with a particular faith. It is difficult for immigrant religious minorities to survive in the North, as geographical remoteness and lack of knowledge about
the host society tend to isolate them in this part of the world. Religious minorities who
come from outside the region face problems in practicing their livelihoods. Food identity as an integral part of a wider culture facilitates the process of integration, well-being
and survival. (Stajcic 2013: 8) Many European countries have abolished ritual slaughter,
although a derogation permitting it is found in Article 10 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU (Downing 2015: 8). The abolition of ritual slaughter restricts food
consumption. Halal food practices validate Muslim truths: their forms of slaughter are
equally, or more, conducive to animal welfare than normal methods based on science
and modern industrial technology (Valenta 2012: 30).
For the purposes of integration, traditional people among religious minorities
around the world try to maintain close ties with their cultural and traditional knowledge, which is important for the management of society (Almerico 2014; Burack and
Schmidt 2014). Collaborative management approaches are needed to secure the exercise of religious customs and cultural rights, strengthen community organisations and
generate livelihoods from well-managed resources (Burack and Schmidt 2014; Stevens
2014). This article examines the integration and assimilation of minor religious communities into the majority and dominant community in the North, where societies are very
much based on community identity. According to the Qur’ân, consuming halal meat is
a significant aspect of community identity among Muslims. This study explores why
ritual slaughter is potentially important to keep cultural identity among Muslims in
terms of the human–animal relationship. The author also argues that the animal ethics
associated with slaughtering in the modern way constitutes a political agenda which
gives no allowance for faith and the challenges of maintaining community sustainability. The study followed qualitative methods of ethnographic study.
ST U DY MET HODOLOGY

Ethnographic observation was conducted in the 2013–2016 period. The author spent
these years with immigrant communities in the northern cities of Finnish Lapland,
Northern Ostrobothnia (the Oulu and Kainuu region; 2013–2016) and Luleå, Norbotten
in Sweden (2013).
Yeasmin: Cultural Identities in Sustaining Religious Communities in the Arctic Region
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These regions are full of natural Arctic
resources, but the labour market offers
better opportunities in Norbotten than
in Finnish Lapland and Ostrobothnia.
The unemployment rate among immigrants in Finnish Lapland is about 30%
with Muslim in a vulnerable position
in the labour market. Ninety percent of
informant families are out of the labour
market and several of them are longterm unemployed. They depend on
social welfare benefits. Some of them
work partly in pizza shops despite
having professional backgrounds and
educations. This research began by
observing the increasing number of
religious immigrant group in those cities. They are Muslim refugees who are
facing challenges with the viability of
their community and getting access to
halal food in the North. The practice of
religion is an emblem of their identity.
Unstructured data was collected
from direct engagement through informal conversations, community meetFigure 1. Map of the study region. Image by the author.
ings, individual family histories, and
through my involvement with their
daily activities to some extent. Some other religious communities such as the Baha’i,
Mormon, Catholic, Orthodox and Pentecostals (Yeasmin 2014) took part in in-depth
interviews. The other religious communities were interviewed to identify the role of
religiosity in determining the cohesion and integration of minorities. However, as a
case study I have chosen Muslim minorities and their cultural identities in practice.
In data analysis, the study emphasises and categorises themes and key issues. The
main themes are narrated in accordance with theoretical explanations based on empirical insights. After triangulation of data, the study highlights the data that relates to the
integration of the Muslim community in the North and how integration related to the
religious and cultural identities of Muslim minorities. The data collected from interviews of other religion minorities also suggests that religiosity can facilitate and open
up nodes of integration (Yeasmin 2014). The Muslims under observation for the study
are from Palestine, Iraq, Iran, Somalia, Afghanistan, Turkey, Bangladesh, and Pakistan.
The Islamic denomination of one informant family is Shia and another Ahmadi. The
rest are followers of Sunni Islam.
The theological aspects and argumentation relating to cultural identity as part of
sustaining community have been outlined in the literature review below. The social values of a diverse community are a combination of a miscellaneous set of human needs.
Ensuring a quality of life for all segments of the population is one aspect of social sus54
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tainability that encompasses all kinds of human rights and social justice with human
dignity. The data and empirical materials from ethnographic observation is assessed
and argued based on existing concepts and theories.The data and material from ethnographic observation is justified by the concepts and theories of the philosophy of
human mind in sustaining community. A motivated human behaviour could be the
cause of prior satisfaction or dissatisfaction to control humans’ ultimate or basic goals
rather than partial or superficial ones. (Maslow 1943). The basic and unconscious goals
of Muslims in their customary notions about moral relativism towards animals come as
a psychological need that encourages them to be integrated into a host society (ibid.).

Figure 2. Research Process. Image by the author.

PE RC E P T IONS OF S L AUG H T E R : L I T E R AT U R E R E V I E W

In modern society, slaughter without stunning is considered cruelty to animals: modern emotions require that all animals should be made unconscious by stunning prior to
slaughter. In contrast, according to religious belief, stunning involves unnecessary pain
and suffering for an animal. The different methods of stunning that have been identified over the years as causing stress for animals include electric stunning, casting with a
rope, hoisting by hind legs, half inversion in a rotary pen, full inversion in a rotary pen,
restraint while standing upright and carbon dioxide stunning (Gregory 2005; Grandin
2010; 2013; Lambooij et al. 2012a; 2012b). Stunning before slaughter is inhumane to
animals. Carbon dioxide stunning is used to stun pigs in many countries. The method
irritates the respiratory tract (Becerril-Herrera et al. 2009 ) while the animal is still conscious and increases the anaerobic oxidative metabolism, which in turn causes glucose
levels to rise in the blood stream (Becerril-Herrera et al. 2009; Nakyinsige et al. 2014 ). It
cannot be ethical to cause extra pain and stress to animals (Grandin 1992). Electric stunning of cattle has been successfully used in many countries. It is a two-stage method in
which the first stun is designed to stop the heart and the second one the brain. Grandin’s study shows that immobilisation of conscious, sentient animals is very detrimental to animal welfare (ibid.)
All methods of slaughter cause stress, fear and pain in animals. According to Irwin
H. Putzkoff and his colleagues (2012), stress causes several disease processes in humans
who eat the meat. Slaughter preceded by stunning causes stress in animals and the
production of stress-induced hormones and corticoids, which are harmful to human
health. Most of the methods of stunning affect critical blood constituents such as catYeasmin: Cultural Identities in Sustaining Religious Communities in the Arctic Region
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echolamines, lactate, glucose, calcium, magnesium, and proteins (Becerril-Herrera et
al. 2009; Nakyinsige et al. 2014). According to Nakyinsige et al. 2014, stunning before
slaughter can reduce the stress associated with slaughter. However, these changes may
not in fact translate into an improvement in animal welfare (ibid.). Other research also
finds that it is good for animal welfare to reduce as much as possible the waiting period
for pigs between the time they leave the stunning chamber and death (Bolaños-López et
al. 2014) as they have psychological responses after stunning as well. In sum, it is good
to slaughter animals as fast as possible.
On the other hand, according to Muslim dietary prescriptions, ritual slaughter without stunning is a less painful way and death is quicker than in modern slaughter practice. It is an ethical way to slaughter an animal. In halal, slaughter requires a sharp
knife, as well as a trained Muslim man who can slaughter the animal in one attempt by
cutting its throat in the name of Allah. This fast method causes the animal no pain and
brain function is lost immediately (Levinger 1995; Rosen 2004; Qur’ân, Surah 2:172–
173 and Shechita). Accordingly, the animal cannot suffer for a long time and bleeding
should be complete (Nakyinsige et al. 2013). Pre-stunning is accepted by some Muslim
authorities (see Salamano et al. 2013), for example in Turkey and Malaysia. They have
some requirements, such as the animal should be alive at the moment of slaughter (Anil
2014). However, on the other hand, some other groups of Muslims do not accept this, so
it is a controversial issue. Some Muslims believe that the animal suffers if the transition
between stunning and death is long (Nakyinsige et al. 2013) and that extra suffering is
caused by pre-slaughter handling of animals (Anil 2014).
T H E E VA L U A T I O N O F I N T E G R A T I O N A N D
R E L IG IO U S P R AC T IC E S

The sociology of religion is the most significant factor that influences whether immigrants are integrated into the host society. Religion can become more and more important in a phase of an individual’s life when he or she faces great social change in a host
country (Berry 1997; Baumann 2002; Borup and Ahlin 2011; Pace 2014; FM 2016). The
possible relationship between religion and social integration varies according to adaptation perspectives (Borup and Ahlin 2011; FM 2016). Successful and sustainable integration depends on institutional arrangements, religious engagement, type of religion and
the general relationship with the host culture, as well as the geographical location of
the minority (Borup and Ahlin 2011; Yeasmin 2017). Coexistence of different ethnic and
cultural groups entails awareness of identity, persistence of relationship, the concept
of communal society and participation in civic activities. Anti-immigrant discourses
based on ethnicity and an imbalance between the religiosity of the immigrant and the
native hinder any eagerness to participate in mainstream society (Cesari 2013), even
though many factors other than tolerance of the religiosity of the immigrants also affect
harmonious coexistence (Reed et al. 2013; Shameem et al. 2014). There are many other
options and opportunities to increase quality of life, for example adaptive management,
transition management, social learning and earning, social inclusion, equivalence in
cultural activities and cultural identity (FM 2014–2016; see also Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Religious practice facilitates integration. Source, author elaboration from FM 2014–2016.

Some important factors like extreme cold, social exclusion, socio-economic status and
identity crisis influence informants to adopt different adaptation strategies in the North
(Reed et al. 2013). Vulnerability of livelihoods affects a community’s micro level livelihood options (Singh and Gilman 1999).
T H E N E E D - B A S E D T H E O R Y O F M O T I VA T I O N

Muslims in the North try to integrate themselves through religious practice and cultural activity. Food as a daily need is a priority and the need for halal food became an
issue of food security. According to Abraham Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory (see Figure 4), needs such as food, water and other biological needs are psychological. Although these needs are basic, they become more urgent when someone is lacking
these resources and is searching for them. From the Muslim point of view people tend
to become concerned about food safety based on Islamic dietary instructions. This later
becomes seen as a social need related to religious and cultural practice. Social exclusion
pushes them to think about their identity as a matter of self-esteem. Ultimately these
needs manifest themselves and bring new challenges to ritual slaughter.

Yeasmin: Cultural Identities in Sustaining Religious Communities in the Arctic Region
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Figure 4. The need-based theory of motivation. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs combined with the
author’s fieldwork materials from 2014 to 2016.

However, in light of Hofstede’s (1984) value dimension of community belief, and
Edward Hall’s (1966; 1976) findings on geographical location, consumer demand and
the context of community sustainability, it would make sense to protect ritual slaughter
to maintain cultural and religion diversity and freedom.
Muslim cultures vary from country to country, although to encourage participation and avoid social isolation Muslims from different countries try to put aside their
differences and form a community bond, finding micro-level livelihood options. Peer
involvement through ritual slaughter is an effective indicator of informants’ beliefs and
sensitivities towards their community and the potential to organise and mobilise for
collective action (Kavanaugh et al. 2007; Brunton-Smith et al. 2014). Halal food is considered safe for Muslims to eat. However, as the literature review below indicates, ritual
slaughter considerable significance for the cultural and religious beliefs of a particular
community, a finding which is strongly supported by the holy book, the Qur’ân. Ritual
slaughter is part of the worldwide Muslim religious festival that takes place after the
pilgrimage to Mecca. Religious minorities believe that collective social action and ritual
slaughter are part of social collectivism. Thus, ritual slaughter has a significant value in
Islamic culture, where it is a form of animal assisted mental therapy. (FM 2013–2014)
Some herders have the opportunity to slaughter sheep, which is generally a hidden
practice according to some informants and unknown to others in Finnish Lapland. Ritual slaughter is a facet of the human–animal bond and forms part of spiritual belief as
it relates to human health and wellbeing. (FM 2014) Muslims demonstrate the collective
viability of their religion through ritual slaughter. Those who have the opportunity to
slaughter, practice it even though it is difficult, illegal and more expensive than buying
commercial non-halal meat. They would like to handle the animal themselves, show
respect to the animal and apologise before the act of slaughter. Although they use prestunning, they are satisfied. The only problem is that they only have this opportunity
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during the summer. Slaughtering the animals is a collective action for some families,
they ritually slaughter together if possible. Ritual slaughter is a social means for and
collaborative source of interaction between people and society. Rituals of a religious
community encourage people to engage with one another in similar environments in a
similar manner. (FM 2014) Many of the similarities in codes, conduct, rituals, and folklore are the result of cultural interactions (see Bledsoe) that could ensure the viability
of particular religious communities, for example the Sami indigenous community, and
the Jewish community.
Above all, the motivation for having halal meat is animal welfare. Animal rights are
an example of animal ethics. Scientifically, there is no universal truth in ethics (Hinman
2003). Accordingly, the standards by which scientists make their decisions on animal
ethics is also diverse and interpreted diversely when applied to different cases. Ethics pertaining to animals depends on different issues, for example, a healthy animal
population or ecosystem, and so on (Fraser 1999). Different ethics are also applied to
farm animals and wild animals. Many of our practices focus attention on our needs,
demands and societal values. Some of the societal issues get attention because of the
appeal of cultural relativism. Many of the social practices and attitudes that we think of
as natural law are only cultural products. Every society should try to keep this in mind
if we are to avoid being arrogant and want to have open minds towards such community beliefs. (Hinman 2003)
Nevertheless, every community expresses moral concern about animals and identifies the significance of empirical analysis in decisions about animal practices (Fraser
1999). Islamic communities are not unanimous on the modern approach to slaughter.
Severe doubts exist among enough followers of Islam (and Judaism) about accepting
the current approach to slaughter, which necessitates animal unconsciousness by prior
stunning (Schyff 2014). There is a preconception about the rights and wrongs of ritual
slaughter in the member states of the European Union. In fact, where ritual slaughter
is allowed, it can be seen as historical recognition of religion in the contemporary secular political world (Valenta 2012). This is particularly important because it is religious
minorities that are affected when ritual slaughter is banned, which is not a suitable way
to integrate such minorities into European host societies. Some Muslim people south of
the Arctic collectively work for northern Muslims, and slaughtered animals in Estonia
are distributed among Muslims residing in the North (FM 2014), since according to the
peoples of the North ritual slaughter is not banned in Estonia. Halal food was not available in some cities in the North, especially halal beef, and halal reindeer is also rare.
Therefore, some Muslim families collect halal food from other bigger cities where it
was available (FM 2013). For instance, some families from Rovaniemi collect halal foods
from the next city, Oulu (about 250 km south), or from Luleå (in Sweden) (FM 2013).
Even if some of the families do not have any knowledge of human–animal relations in
Islam, they just follow the basic and unconscious goal of eating halal food (FM 2015).
Although there is now a halal food shop in Rovaniemi, Muslims are not satisfied as all
halal food is not always available in the shop and there is doubt about the quality of
frozen meat. The taste of the frozen meat also differs from fresh meat. Sometimes they
have to wait for a long period to get some halal food since the transnational supply of
halal meat is not frequent. (FM 2016) Therefore, a few Muslim families consume locally
produced non-halal meat both for food safety reasons and because of the irregular supYeasmin: Cultural Identities in Sustaining Religious Communities in the Arctic Region
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ply of the halal product. According to their interpretation a Muslim can consume nonhalal if nothing else is available; the people who follow this interpretation are generally
Ahmadi. On the other hand, Ahmadi also believe that by whispering Qur’ânic words at
the time of cooking or processing they are permitted to consume non-halal meat. This is
indeed controversial among informants.
COM M U N I T Y SUSTA I NA BI L I T Y I N T H E ST U DY REGION

Ritual slaughter is a matter of religious freedom for minorities. It is argued by many
concerned Muslims in the region that this dilemma is a barrier to practicing religion in
the North and a hindrance to community viability and sustainability. Muslims who are
refugees practice religious culture more actively than for example Muslims who arrived
as students. Muslim refugees are growing in number in the region. On the other hand,
the local working-age population is declining as the population ages and the youth
move to the southern parts of the countries seeking better opportunities. Members of
small religious communities are moving from or within their region, from city to city
looking for comparatively larger religious communities of their own (Yeasmin 2014; FM
2014 Catholic church).
Statistically, the overall net figures of internal and international migration are negative for the North. Finnish Lapland, for example, has been losing around 1,000 inhabitants per year in recent years (Finnish Statistics 2012). The European North thus needs
immigrants for future economic development of the region and to address the emerging labour shortage as the local workforce declines (Yeasmin 2013; 2014). Economic
activities in the region are diverse and regional development depends on Arctic fishing,
underground technology, oil and gas extraction, mining, forestry, reindeer husbandry
and the tourism industry (Röver 2014). The North is a developing region that needs
extra human capital for the exploration and exploitation of gas and energy, with no less
than 80% of the world’s technology for underground mining expected to come from the
Norwegian and Russian North (Bildt 2011). An influx of people means rising demand,
innovation and diverse new ideas. Social networks and group thinking develop common values and comprehensive visions (Luthe 2014). If it is to achieve sustainable
development, the region needs to attract minorities who will stay there.
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Figure 5. Religious slaughter in the context of societal sustainability. Image by the author.

Figure 5 depicts the role of ritual slaughter within the broader context of sustainable
development. The issue of sustainability has been approached through a variety of conceptual frameworks and tools (Fiksel 2006; Zhang and Bakshi 2010; Burns 2012). It has
value for sustaining small minority communities in the North, which are geographically
isolated in global terms, and is thus crucial for the northern economy, which depends
on human capital from outside the region (Larsen and Fondahl 2014). Diverse religious
communities rely on their religious and spiritual norms, beliefs, and practices to cope
with difficulties, challenges, and stressors in the host country (Edgell 2012; Diller 2014;
Hisham and Pargament 2015). Religious practices can offer a sustainable framework
for adjusting to many other important dimensions of a new host society, such as diversity, equality, social justice and intercultural competency (Kolan and Sullivan TwoTrees
2014).
Sustainable development focuses on three major pillars: boosting the economy,
protecting the environment, and promoting social equality. Critics argue that Arctic
policies are often at best developed for the people of the North (Röver 2014). My study
argues that religious communities should not be overlooked in Arctic policies. Social
equality should be ensured in the case of religious communities in the region. The
region should provide equal treatment and development policies for all religious and
immigrant communities as minorities. A variety of development projects have been
put forward to move the region towards more sustainable development (Atkinson
2004). Religious communities must be developed likewise. In this transitional situation,
human interests based on religion and tradition can override animal interest at least as
it relates to their suffering.
There is a lack of knowledge in northern society of religious animal welfare. The
main concerns of Muslims are to get meat and food conforming to their religious dietary prescriptions. Allowing the exercise of religion among immigrants in the North has
considerable value in the accommodation of new minorities, which can contribute to
the increase in population needed and boost the region’s economy, helping to solve its
Yeasmin: Cultural Identities in Sustaining Religious Communities in the Arctic Region
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demographic challenges (Yeasmin 2014). I argue that ritual slaughter is a cultural freedom and strongly supports the acculturation process in the North. Apparently, integration is a more suitable term than assimilation when dealing with religious communities
(Jupp 2011). Religion is one of the measures used to determine the status of immigrants.
Religious discrimination does not encourage immigrants to be integrated in and commit themselves to their host societies. Supportive integration strategies reduce immigrant involvement in crime and increase the involvement of immigrants in the host
society. As many previous studies have argued, a sense of belonging and citizenship
stops them joining negative social cliques and from engaging in criminal behaviour
(Ngo et al. 2017)
If northern societies accept immigrants and multiculturalism, they should not ignore
the culture and religion of immigrants. Immigrants form minorities that desire to survive and integrate into secular communities.
In the North, religious communities find their identity by practicing religion. Northern minority communities need the kind of mental support that would motivate them
to take responsibility for a sustainable future. They need collective engagement with
other communities to create the conditions for a sustainable economy (Yeasmin 2014).
Local communities need knowledge and information about what can be done at the
local and regional levels to preserve and protect the environment, nature and human
capital in the Arctic region (Rasmussen and Olsen 2014).
If they are to respect human rights, establish democracy and ensure religious freedom and equality, societies in the North should become more tolerant and welcome
religious minorities (Barna 2014). However, animal rights come before human rights
in the cases of Norway, Denmark and Sweden, which have banned ritual slaughter
(Barna 2014; Lavi 2014). Finland requires post-cut stunning (Lavi 2014; Schyff 2014).
Slaughterhouses need to apply stunning before slaughter according to the law. On the
other hand, Finland’s current Animal Welfare Act (FAWA 33b) requires that in religious slaughter animals should be stunned and bled simultaneously. There is hesitation
about ritual slaughter in Sweden. In any event, meat can be found in markets in the
North with the label “halal meat” on the package. According to the merchants, the meat
comes from Sweden, which prompts the question how is this halal meat produced, and
how ethical this kind of business is if ritual slaughter is banned in Sweden? Sweden is
losing credibility in halal meat production.
Secularists have said nothing about how unethical false labelling is towards believers. Muslims in the southern parts of northern countries somehow succeed in importing
halal meat with the help of other Muslim communities in nearby countries where the
law permits ritual slaughter, for example, Estonia and Germany. However, Muslims in
the North face problems with halal meat due to their geographical location. Some Muslims in the North accept pre-slaughter stunning if the animal is still alive at the time of
slaughter, while other Muslim communities in the region do not accept pre-stunning.
In a similar way pre-stunning is not allowed in kosher slaughter, so this practice is not
currently possible in Nordic countries due to animal welfare regulations, which thus
raises questions of religious rights and religious discrimination.
The region has plans to enhance its business cooperation with non-Arctic partners
from China, India, South Korea and Singapore (Röver 2014). Therefore, equal socioeconomic and religious access and participation in the host society for all communities
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could attract stakeholders from outside to invest in the region. It should be noted that
Islam is the second largest religion in India and Singapore, practiced by about 15% of
the population in both countries; ritual slaughter is permitted in both places.
CONCLUSION

The human–animal relationship offers a psychological framework that casts light on
the dominant society, minority communities and individual believers. I have found that
ritual slaughter is a psychological facet of the attachment between religious believers
and animals. In this study, the human–animal relationship was assessed by discussing
religious believers’ attitudes towards slaughter and the importance of such attitudes in
religious belief. The findings of this paper indicate that the human–animal relationship
is relevant and could support community sustainability in the region.
This is a conflict area between animal rights and human rights: on the one hand,
there are considerations of freedom of religious practice, on the other, animal welfare
in secularism. This is a big issue that should be considered in the region. It is a conflict
between religious and secular values as well. However, it is critical to point out that it
is not possible to find the truth or measure the truth of religious believers’ and secularists’ emotions by the methods of science. It is an ethical issue that cannot be settled by
any universal and absolute prescription. As a particular method of truth finding, science itself has no social and political values that could serve all interests, positions and
projects (Valenta 2012). A minority community is part of society and prohibiting ritual
slaughter is a dubious intervention in the religious identity of minorities in northern
countries. As Markha Valenta (ibid.) has stated, religious minorities do not have strong
political representation through which they can provide voters with factual and practical knowledge about ritual slaughter. In a society, people of all beliefs should have
equal treatment before the law, and the rights of those with all beliefs to hold and live
by these beliefs should be reasonably accommodated within a legal framework, which
should set minimum common legal standards (BHA 2012: 2).
How can protection of animals at the time of killing take precedence over human
beliefs and the sustainability of a community and human rights (ECHR; Zoethout 2013)?
This protection is in any case not for the lives of animals, but for animals that will be
slaughtered for human consumption. It is not a topic of ethics to make pronouncements
about animal welfare at the time of killing an animal. There is a spiritual bond between
humans and animals in religious relativism. Ritual slaughter is still not an issue that is
debated in the North, as the religious groups are minority communities and try to solve
their problems within the communities (Yeasmin 2014). However, the issue of ritual
slaughter relates to human rights and the integration of religious communities in the
North. These concerns should be addressed within any strategy for the sustainability of
community management in the North.
NOTES
1 Yeasmin 2014 encompasses 4 northern municipalities in Northern Finland and Sweden.
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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to investigate the relevance of metaphor and metonymy to ancient
dream interpretation in Islamic-Iranian culture. To this end, a most-referenced
book of dream interpretation is analysed according to the conceptual metaphor
theory. The results show that metaphor and metonymy play an important role
in this ancient discourse. The metaphorical dream is based either on a resemblance between the dream as the source domain and its interpretation as the target
domain, or on some symbolic metaphors arising from cultural conventions. The
metonymic dream is formed by a contiguous relationship between the dream as
the vehicle entity and its interpretation as the target entity. Concerning metaphorical dream interpretation, it can be argued that the overt content of the dream is
mapped onto the latent content by resemblance or cultural convention. As regards
metonymic dream interpretation, it can be said that the overt content of the dream
is mapped onto the latent content by a conceptual metonymy based on socio-physical context. In addition, there are two other procedures of dream interpretation
based on realistic representation and the technique of reversion. These cases do not
apply figurative devices like metaphor and metonymy. Also, the dreamer’s personal knowledge of his or her life does not play a significant role in the discourse
of dream interpretation in Islamic-Iranian culture.
KEYWORDS : metaphor • metonymy • conceptual metaphor theory • dream

interpretation • Islamic-Iranian culture

INTRODUCTION: DREAM RHETORIC FROM
SIGM U N D FREU D TO GEORGE LA KOFF

Sigmund Freud was the first person to discover the rhetoric of dreams. He considered
the dream as a rhetorical work composed by various techniques such as ellipsis, repetition, apposition, allegory, antonomasia, metaphor and metonymy (see Lacan 2006: 221).
In this regard, Freud (2010 [1955]) distinguishes two kinds of dream formed by two
different figurative devices: the work of condensation, and the work of displacement.
He regards dream-displacement and dream-condensation as “the two governing fac© 2017 Estonian Literary Museum, Estonian National Museum, University of Tartu
ISSN 1736-6518 (print), ISSN 2228-0987 (online)
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tors to whose activity we may in essence ascribe the form assumed by dreams” (ibid.:
324). The rhetorical structure of dreams and their latent meanings are simultaneously
codified and unravelled by these devices. The condensation is a process by which different features of two or more entities are united to form a kind of collective figure. As
regards the displacement process, the impulse of a specific target is shifted towards different targets. Consequently, the meaning of an item is transformed to a new target. By
the agency of these two devices, different desires, anxieties, various people and objects
appear as disguised players in the rhetorical scenario of the dream. The Freudian heritage of dream interpretation was reinterpreted in the light of structural linguistics by
Jacques Lacan. Using the Jakobsonian approach to metaphor and metonymy (see Jakobson 2002), Lacan (2006: 425) identifies condensation and displacement with metaphor
and metonymy respectively. Thus, condensation is related to paradigmatic relations,
and displacement to syntagmatic ones. As two structural transformations of meaning,
they play a central role in the structure of dream.
Presenting conceptual metaphor theory (CMT), George Lakoff (1992; 2007) tries to
shed new light on the relationship between the metaphor and dream interpretation.
Conceptual metaphor as a cognitive phenomenon is composed of two conceptual
domains, the source and the target. The source domain (such as a boxing match) is used
to conceptualise the target domain (such as business competition) through some conceptual correspondences; mental correspondences make a conceptual metaphor such
as ECONOMIC COMPETITION IS A BOXING MATCH (see Lakoff and Johnson 2003
[1980]; Lakoff 2007; Kövecses 2010). This conceptual metaphor may provoke various
linguistic expressions such as “Sony knocked out Samsung” and “the president could
not stand the final punch by his opponent”. Lakoff (2007) believes that conceptual metaphors can be realised in different ways like ordinary language, cartoon, literary work,
myth, etc. Dreaming is another manifestation of the omnipresent phenomenon of the
metaphor in human life (ibid.: 306). Illustrating the relevance of metaphor to dreaming,
Lakoff presents a cognitive account of the pharaoh’s dream. In biblical tradition, it is
said that Pharaoh dreamed of seven fat cows that were eaten by seven thin ones, and
seven full ears of corn devoured by seven withered ones. Joseph the prophet interpreted
this dream as follows: there will be seven good years followed by seven famine years;
and the famine years will consume what is produced in the seven years of abundance.
From a cognitive point of view, this dream and its interpretation are based on some
conceptual metaphors, including TIME IS A MOVING ENTITY, ACHIEVING A PURPOSE IS EATING, and RESOURCES ARE FOOD. Lakoff (1992: 8) describes Freud as the
pioneer in the field of dream interpretation, although he criticises Freud’s achievement
for overemphasising the sexual aspects of the dream. He tries to investigate different
dimensions of the symbolism of the dream. In this regard, Lakoff (ibid.: 9) presents a
formula for the role of metaphor in dream interpretation as follows:
D........M

I, given K

In this formula, D is the overt content of a dream while I as the meaning and interpretation is the latent content. M as the collection of conceptual metaphors relates the overt
content to the latent. The interpretation is not done in isolation but is presented according to the knowledge of the dreamer’s life history (K). By way of illustration, Lakoff
(ibid.) interprets a repetitive dream with which an academic became obsessed. Every
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night the academic dreamed of being blind. This academic was obsessed by the phobia
of having insufficient knowledge in the university. Blindness is a metaphor for lack of
sufficient knowledge. Then according to this metaphor, “I can’t see” maps onto “I don’t
know” (ibid.: 9). Therefore, metaphor (M) is the device by which D (overt content) is
mapped onto I (latent content or interpretation) according to the dreamer’s life history
(K).
D R E A M A N D I T S M E A N I N G I N I S L A M I C -I R A N I A N P H I L O S O P H Y

Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi (1154–1191 AD) was the first Iranian philosopher who
explained the phenomenon of dream from a philosophical perspective. He is well
known as the founder of the philosophical school of Hikmat al-Ishraq (see al-Suhrawardi 2001). Explaining the phenomena of dream, revelation, and mystical experiences,
al-Suhrawardi distinguishes three ontological modes, more specifically reason, idea and
material worlds. The reason world as the highest and the most transcendental world
is completely devoid of material entities. It includes abstract and immaterial entities
and truths. The material world, as represented by the earth, is formed by material and
physical entities. The idea world in between is also empty of any material content, however it includes abstract images and geometric schemata. The pure images of the idea
world are derived from objective entities belonging to the material world. Nevertheless,
the question is, what is the relevance of this metaphysical ontology to the cognitive phenomenon of the dream? The answer lies in the abstract nature of the reason world. The
truths and the ideas existing in the reason world are abstract and inaccessible to human
beings. However, they can be tangible to human beings when embodied in the mask
of pure image and schemata existing in the idea world. This means that human beings
conceive the abstract truths of the reason world in terms of pure images of the idea
world. In other words, the idea world combines images and abstract truths in order
to visualise abstract ideas for human beings. The abstract truths of the reason world
are manifested in dreams, revelations and mystical experiences by using the images of
the idea world (Sheykholeslami 2011: 30). Accordingly, every kind of understanding is
allegorical. When a human is asleep, he or she is released from the material world and
gets closer to the idea world. As a result, they can see some truths and news from the
reason world in the guise of some images allegorically or metaphorically. (Ibid.: 44–45)
Muhammad Husayn Tabatabai (1971: 141), a contemporary Iranian philosopher,
tries to explain the dream phenomenon according to this ontological system. He
believes that if human beings become completely free of their bodies, they can perceive
the abstract truths of the reason world. While trapped in their bodies, human beings can
observe the abstract truths in the mask of imaginary disguises of the idea world. What
can be inferred from this philosophical discourse is that, in Islamic-Iranian philosophy
not only the dream and revelation but also the idea world has a kind of metaphorical
nature. In other words, the truths belonging to the reason world are mapped onto pure
images that belong to the idea world by virtue of metaphorical correspondences.
In contrast to the modern discourse of dream interpretation, the dreamer’s personal
knowledge about her or his life has no efficient role in Islamic-Iranian dream interpretation. The interpreter interprets the dream only by making a correspondence between
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the imagery of the dream and ancient symbolism. Similar images in different dreams
seen by various people with different personalities can have the same interpretation in
this ancient discourse. This attribute is the distinctive feature determining the discourse
of the ancient books on dream interpretation. That is to say, these books provide a stable symbolism of dreams in the absence of the dreamer’s personal knowledge of his or
her life.
Dream interpretation books in Islamic-Iranian culture, just like dictionaries, include
many entries arranged in alphabetical order. Each of the entries indicates a visual phenomenon that is seen in the dreamer’s dream. Under each specific entry, there is an
interpretation, meaning that anyone could find out the meaning of their dreams by
checking the entries in the book. For example, if a dreamer sees a specific fruit in dream,
he or she can check the entry of that fruit in the interpretation book in order to find its
interpretation. Accordingly, the traditional books of dream interpretation supply an
unvarying symbolism for deciphering the dreams (see Akbari 1991; Teflisi 1992; Ebne
Sirin 2002). These books apply some figurative devices for presenting the relationship
between the visual structure of the dream and its interpretation. This paper aims to
investigate these figurative devices from a cognitive perspective. It will shed light on
the ways the entries and their interpretations are related to each other. For this purpose,
a book of dream interpretation will be analysed according to the conceptual metaphor
theory. Finally, the formula for ancient dream interpretation will be presented from a
cognitive perspective. The objective of this analysis is to unravel the differences between
the traditional and modern procedures of dream interpretation.
M ET HO D A N D M AT E R I AL

The data of the present study is based on one of the most referenced books of dream
interpretation Kamelo Tabiir (Teflisi 1992), written in Persian in 1164 AD by Abolfazl
Kamaladdin Habishe Ebne Ebrahim Ben Mohhammad Teflisi (1105–1205 AD). Since
this book is the first Persian dream interpretation book, and also most of the succeeding
books published thereafter are just copies, it was chosen as the only source of data for
the present study. In addition, this book is considered by the researcher as an IslamicIranian cultural phenomenon for several reasons: first, it is based on the spiritual and
religious tradition of Islamic culture that was established long before the emergence
of the book itself; second, because it was written in Persian it had a great effect on the
succeeding Persian books of dream interpretation in Iran. Accordingly, it is considered
an Islamic-Iranian cultural phenomenon in the present paper. This book involves 730
entries along with their interpretations. As mentioned above, each entry (like an entry
in the dictionary) refers to an entity or an event (such as a sword or a game) seen in a
dream, with the interpretations presented under each entry.
Investigating the relationship between the entries of this book and their interpretations, the present paper tries to illustrate the rhetorical devices employed by this discourse to interpret the dreams. The data is analysed according to the conceptual metaphor theory, conceptual metonymy theory (see Lakoff and Johnson 2003 [1980]; Lakoff
2007) and the method of metaphorical identification procedure (MIP; see Pragglejaz
2007). According to MIP, if the contextual meaning of a word is different from its basic
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meaning, and also if they are understood in comparison to each other, the word may
be marked as metaphorical. The basic meaning refers to the literal sense of the word
as recorded in the dictionary; and the contextual meaning refers to the meaning of the
word in the sentence. Illustrating the methodology of the paper, the following examples
are analysed according to the CMT and MIP.
qæssɑːb – didæne qæssɑːb dær xɑːb dælil bær mærg ʔæst. ʔægær dær xɑːb binæd ke qæssɑːb
be xɑːne jɑː kʊːtʃeje ʔu ʔɑːmæd, dær ʔɑːndʒɑː kesi bemiræd (‘butcher – seeing a butcher in a
dream signifies death, if the dreamer sees that a butcher comes to his or her home or to
an alley, someone will die there’). In this example, the relationship between the entry
(butcher) and the interpretation (death) is based on a conceptual metaphor. Regarding
MIP, the basic meaning of the entry (butcher) is different from its contextual meaning
(death). In addition, they are understood in comparison to each other. Accordingly, this
entry may be categorised as a metaphorical one. In this example, the entry of butcher
as the source domain is mapped onto the entry of death as the target domain. Accordingly, seeing a butcher conforms to seeing death. Then, the source domain of qæssɑːb
(butcher) is used to conceptualising the target domain of mærg (death). DEATH IS A
BUTCHER as an ontological metaphor maps the entry onto its interpretation. The presence of a butcher in a place is the overt content (D) and the event of death in that place
is the latent content (I). Therefore, the metaphor of DEATH IS A BUCHER (M) maps the
D onto I. However, the knowledge about dreamer’s life is not important here.
The next example illustrates a non-metaphorical dream interpretation: jɑːftæne
noqre – be hæmɑːn ʔændɑːze noqre mjɑːbæd (‘finding silver coins – he or she will find the
same amount of silver coins in reality’). In this example, the basic meaning of the entry
(silver as a metallic element) does not contrast with its contextual meaning (interpretation: silver coins). In other words, the literal meaning of the entry remains intact in
the sentence. Accordingly, this entry cannot be categorised as a metaphorical one. The
technique of realistic representation underlies this kind of interpretation.
Apart from metaphorical and realistic techniques of dream interpretation, the conceptual metonymy has a significant role in ancient dream interpretation. The primary
function of the conceptual metonymy is a referential one by which something is applied
to refer to something else. The conceptual metonymy includes many types, involving
part of a thing for the whole thing, producer for the product, object for user, etc. (Lakoff
and Johnson 2003 [1980]: 36–38) Different kinds of conceptual metonymy are characterised by a contiguous relationship between two objects (Kövecses 2010: 173). In other
words, the first object as the vehicle entity refers to the second object as the target entity;
consequently “a vehicle entity can provide mental access to a target entity, when the
two entities belong to the same domain” (ibid.).
The following example illustrates a case of dream interpretation that is based on a
conceptual metonymy: tʃini ʔɑːlɑːt – dær xɑːb dælil bær zæni xɑːdeme ʔæst (‘chinaware – in
a dream it signifies a female servant’). In this example, the tool (chinaware) is used to
refer to the user (female servant). The female servant uses this tool to serve food for the
guests. Both the vehicle entity (chinaware) and the target entity (female servant) belong
to the mental domain of housekeeping.
Analysing the data, the present paper shows that there are four types of relationship
between entries and interpretations. In the first group, there is a metaphorical relationship between the entry and the interpretation. In other words, the entry as the source
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domain is mapped onto its interpretation as the target domain in a metaphorical way.
In the second group, there is a metonymic relationship between the entries and the
interpretations. More specifically, the entry as the vehicle entity refers to the interpretation as the target entity in terms of a socio-physical contiguity. In addition, the third
group is characterised by a realistic representation according to which the entry is interpreted literally as a real event in the future. No figurative device is used in this group.
Finally, in the fourth group there is a reverse relationship between entries and interpretations. In other words, the entry and the interpretation are opposite in meaning.
Accordingly, the metaphorical group is about 77%, metonymic dreams 13%, realistic
dreams 8% and reverse dreams 2%. In the following sections, we try to investigate these
groups in details.
M ETA PHOR IC AL DRE A M S

As mentioned, the metaphorical group of dream interpretations forms a large percentage (77%) of the data. In this group, the entry as the source domain conceptualises its
interpretation as the target domain in terms of a similarity. Therefore, an underlying
conceptual metaphor brings the entry and the interpretation together. It can be argued
that the metaphor relates the overt content of the dream to its latent meaning. To clarify
this issue, the following examples are presented.
ɣɑːr – ʔægær kæsi dær xɑːb binæd ke be ɣɑːri ræft, zendɑːni miʃævæd (‘cave – if someone
sees in a dream that he has gone to a cave, he will be put in jail’). In this example, the
entry of cave has been used in a metaphorical way because its basic meaning (a natural
hole) is in contrast to its contextual meaning (a building where criminals are kept), and
because the two meanings are also understood in comparison with each other. Accordingly, the entry of cave as the source domain is employed to conceptualise the meaning
of jail as the target domain. JAIL IS A CAVE maps the entry onto its interpretation.
Being in the cave is the overt content (D), and being in the jail is the latent content (I).
The metaphor of JAIL IS A CAVE maps D to I in the absence of K (personal knowledge).
In this case, the dark, wet, and closed environment of the cave is compared to the dark,
wet, and closed place of the old jail.
tærɑːzu – tærɑːzu dær xɑːb qɑːzi ʔæst. ʔægær dær xɑːb kesi be ʔʊː tærɑːzu dɑːd, qɑːziːje
pærhizkɑːr ʔɑːndʒɑː bɑːʃæd (‘scale – scales are the judge (jurist) in a dream. If someone
gives the dreamer a scale in a dream, there is a just judge in that land’). In this example,
the entry of scale is applied metaphorically, mainly because its basic meaning (a device
to measure weight) is in contrast with the contextual meaning (judge); additionally,
they are comprehended in comparison with each other. The entry of scale as the source
domain is mapped onto the interpretation of judge as the target domain, whereby the
conceptual metaphor A JUDGE IS A SCALE is made. Seeing a scale is the overt content
that is related to seeing a judge as the latent content via the metaphor of A JUDGE IS A
SCALE. The situation of evaluating the objects’ weight using the scale is compared to
that of the judge evaluating the deeds of people.
ɑːruːɣ zædæn – ʔægær binæd ke ʔɑːruɣ zæd dær bidɑːri soxæni gujæd ke zeʃt ʔæst (‘belching – if he sees that he belched (in a dream), he will say obscene words (in reality)’). In
this example, the word belch is a metaphorical word: its basic meaning (an unpleasant
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sound through the mouth) is comprehended in comparison to its contextual meaning
(obscene words said by a person). Accordingly, the entry of malodorous belch is mapped
onto the interpretation of obscene words. Then, the metaphor OBSCENE WORDS ARE
MALODOROUS BELCHES links the overt content of the dream (malodorous belch) to
the latent content (obscene word) without using the K component. In this example, the
unpleasant sound of a belch and people’s negative reaction to it are compared to the
displeasing sound of obscene words and the addressee’s negative response.
ʔæstær – didæne ʔæstær dær xɑːb dælil bær zæne nɑːzɑː ʔæst (‘mule – seeing a mule in a
dream signifies an infertile woman’). In this example the mule is used metaphorically.
While its basic meaning refers to a kind of four-footed animal, its contextual meaning
refers to an infertile woman; in addition, the shared property (being infertile) leads the
interpreter to understand the latter against the former. Accordingly, there is a metaphorical mapping between mule as the source domain and infertile woman as the target
domain. The overt content of the dream (D) is mapped onto the latent content (I) by the
metaphor INFERTILE WOMAN IS A MULE. Through metaphorical analogy, the infertility of mule is compared with that of infertile women.
dær dɑːm ʔoftɑːdæn – dælil ke be mækro hileje kæsɑːni gereftɑːr miʃævæd (‘to be trapped –
signifies that the dreamer will be deceived by someone’s ruse (trick)’). Concerning this
example, the word trap is metaphorically interpreted as a kind of trick. In other words,
being trapped refers figuratively to being deceived by a trick. Accordingly, it can be
argued that the basic meaning of trap (a device for catching animals) is in contrast to
its contextual meaning (a technique for deceiving people); in addition, the latter is conceived against the former. Trap as the source domain is mapped onto the ruse as the
target domain. The metaphor RUSE IS A TRAP relates the overt content of a trapped
animal (D) to the latent content of a deceived person (I). In this example, the situation
of being trapped like an animal in a hunter’s trap is compared to being deceived by a
person’s ruse. The similarity and parallelism between these situations give rise to this
metaphor.
In what follows, some other examples of metaphorical dream interpretation are presented.
guzːidæn – guːzidæn dær xɑːb dælil bær soxæne ze ʃt ʔæst (‘to fart – to fart in a dream
signifies obscene words’): SPEAKING OBSCENELY IS FARTING.
qæfæs – didæne qæfæs dær xɑːb dælil bær zendɑːn ʔæst (‘cage – seeing a cage in a dream
signifies jail’): JAIL IS A CAGE.
ʔɑːb dɑːdæn be bɑːɣ – dær xɑːb dælil bær dʒemɑːʔ kærdæn bɑː zænɑːn ʔæst (‘watering the
garden – in the dream, this signifies intercourse with a woman’): EJACULATION IS
WATERING.
bɑːz kærdæne qofl – ʔægær dær xɑːb binæd qofli bɑːz ʃod, dælil bær ʔin ʔæst ke ʔomuræʃ
goʃɑːjeʃ jɑːbæd (‘opening a lock – if a dreamer sees that a lock is opened, it signifies that
his or her problems will be solved’): PROBLEMS ARE LOCKS and SOLVING A PROBLEMS IS OPENING A LOCK.
guːr – guːr dær xɑːb dælil bær zendɑːn ʔæst (‘grave – grave signifies jail’): JAIL IS A
GRAVE.
In regard to these examples, it is apparent that the source domain shows a resemblance to the target domain in certain aspects. The dream interpreter makes an analogy
between the source and the target domains by considering the perceived similarity.
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Metaphorical mapping by analogy is based on similarity between two different situations at different levels including attribute mapping between two objects, relational
mapping between two relations, and system mapping between two situations (see
Holyoak and Thagard 1995; Freeman, 2003). All of these metaphorical mappings are
based on similarity. By regarding the distinction between resemblance metaphors and
metaphors based on experiential correlation (see Grady 1999), one can conclude that
the metaphors in the above examples can be regarded as resemblance metaphors. As
far as the experiential metaphor is concerned, the metaphor should be motivated by a
cognitive experience in the context. For instance, the metaphor of ANGER IS HEAT is
motivated by some physiological experiences (blood pressure and body heat). However, resemblance metaphors cannot be explained according to physiological or natural
experiences. Nevertheless, they are based on a kind of similarity between the source
domain and the target domain. It may be argued that these metaphorical dreams are
interpreted by the resemblance metaphors made by iconic parallelism between the
overt content of the dream (D) and the latent content (I). As a result, the formula for
metaphorical dream interpretation is as follows:
D........M

I (perceived similarity)

In this formula the resemblance metaphor (M) maps the overt content (D) to the latent
content (I) by making an analogy between source and target domains according to a
kind of similarity.
In contrast to dream interpretations based on resemblance metaphors, there is a different type of metaphorical dream containing no resemblance between the domains.
The relationship between the source and target domains is motivated by neither resemblance nor experiential correlation. The following examples illustrate this group.
ʔesfenɑːdʒ – ʔægær dær xɑːb ʔesfenɑːdʒ binæd dælil bær ɣæmo ʔænduːh ʔæst (‘spinach –
seeing spinach in a dream signifies grief and sadness’). In this example, spinach has
been used metaphorically; since its basic meaning (a kind of vegetable) is radically different from its contextual sense (sadness), and they are also understood in comparison
to each other in the ancient symbolism according to its cultural convention. Spinach
as the source domain is employed to conceptualise sadness as the target domain. The
metaphor SADNESS IS SPINACH maps the overt content of the dream (spinach) onto
the latent content (sadness). There is neither resemblance nor experiential correlation
between spinach and sadness. This metaphorical correspondence is only made by virtue of a cultural convention.
ʔɑːtæʃ – didæne ʔɑːtæʃ dar xɑːb, ʃɑːh ʔæst (‘fire – fire is the king in a dream’). In this
example, fire is also a metaphorical word because its basic meaning (flame and heat)
is comprehended in contrast to its radically different contextual sense (king) according
to cultural conventions. Accordingly, the entry of fire as the source domain is mapped
onto the interpretation of king as the target domain. The overt content (D) is connected
to the latent one (I) by the metaphor KING IS FIRE. This metaphor is motivated by neither experiential correlation nor resemblance.
gætʃ – didæne gætʃ dær xɑːb dælile dʒængo doʃmænist (‘plaster – seeing plaster in the
dream signifies war and enmity’). The contextual sense of plaster (war) as a metaphorical word is completely different form its basic meaning (a white substance); additionally, they are understood in comparison to each other in virtue of cultural conventions.
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There is a metaphorical mapping between the entry of plaster as the source domain
and the interpretation of war as the target domain. The overt content of the dream is
mapped onto the latent concept by the metaphor WAR IS PLASTER.
kæmɑːne hællɑːdʒiː – kæmɑːne hællɑːdʒi dælil bær mærde monɑːfeq dɑːræd (‘cotton carding tool– cotton carding tool signifies a hypocritical man’). In this example, the entry
of cotton carding tool is a metaphorical word. In other words, the basic meaning (a
specific tool) contrasts the contextual meaning (hypocritical man); in addition, they are
understood in comparison with each other with regard to conventional symbolism.
Cotton carding tool as the source domain conceptualises the hypocrite as the target
domain. The metaphor HYPOCRITE IS A COTTON CARDING TOOL makes a connection between the overt content of the dream and the latent content without using the K
component.
xærguʃ – dær xɑːb dælil bær zæne fɑːsed ʔæst (‘rabbit – in dream, a rabbit signifies a
perverted woman’). In this example, the entry of rabbit is used as a metaphorical word
because its basic meaning (a kind of animal) is different form its contextual meaning
(a woman); and they are understood in comparison with each other according to cultural symbolism. The entry of rabbit as the source domain is used to conceptualise the
interpretation of perverted woman as the target domain. Accordingly, the metaphor
PERVERTED WOMAN IS A RABBIT maps the overt content of the dream onto the
latent content.
There are some other examples, as follows.
ʃekuːfe – dær xɑːb dælil bær bimɑːrist (‘blossom – in dream blossom signifies sickness’):
SICKNESS IS A BLOSSOM.
tʃuːb – dær xɑːb nefɑːq ʔæst (‘wood (stick) – wood is hypocrisy in the dream’): HYPO
CRISY IS WOOD.
pærdeː – ʔægær kesi dær xɑːb binæd pærdeʔi rɑː, dælil bær ɣæm ʔæst (‘curtains – seeing a
curtain in a dream signifies sorrow): SORROW IS A CURTAIN.
ɑːjene – ɑːjene dær xɑːb færmɑːnrævɑːʔi ʔæst (‘mirror – mirror in the dream is sovereignty’): SOVEREIGNTY IS A MIRROR.
hævidʒ – dær xɑːb dælil bær ɣæmo ʔænduːh ʔæst (‘carrot – it signifies sadness and sorrow in the dream’): SORROW IS A CARROT.
As mentioned, the metaphors that underlie the above examples are not motivated
by resemblance or experiential correlation. Despite the first metaphorical group being
made by a similarity between the source and target domains, metaphors in the second
group are produced by cultural conventions. The distinction between similarity-based
and conventional metaphors was firstly noticed by Ivor Armstrong Richards (1936).
As Richards says, there is grounds for perceiving similarity between the tenor and the
vehicle in some metaphors, but some others do not include any kind of similarity; in
which case the tenor and the vehicle in the second group are just put together “to see
what will happen” (ibid.: 123). Considering the Peircian distinction between iconic
signs in which the sign bears a kind of resemblance to its object, and the symbolic sign
in which the sign denotes its object by virtue of convention (see Peirce 1998: 143; Merrell 2001: 29; Hiraga 2005: 31–33; Short 2007: 214–220), it can be argued that, the first
group of metaphors, which is based on analogy, can be described as iconic metaphor,
whereas the second group, which is based on convention, can be described as symbolic
metaphor. Symbolic metaphors are made by the conventions of the discourse of dream
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interpretation in Islamic-Iranian culture. Consequently, the dreamer can find the meaning of his dream just by having faith in the symbolic conventions. Symbolic metaphors
are a kind of ontological metaphor in which two different domains are imposed on each
other without a fine-grained correspondence. Revising the Lakoffian (1992) formula for
symbolic dream interpretation, one can conclude that the overt content of the dream (D)
is mapped onto the latent content (I) by the symbolic metaphor (M), which is supplied
by the Islamic-Iranian discourse of dream interpretation:
D........M

I (cultural conventions)

Finally, let’s review some interesting animal metaphors in metaphorical dream interpretations.
ʔɑːhuː – ʔægær dær xɑːb bebinæd ke ʔɑːhuːʔi gereft, kæniz jɑː zæni zibɑː bedæst miʔɑːværæd
(‘deer – if a person has a dream in which he catches a deer, he will take a beautiful
woman or a female slave’): BEATIFUL WOMAN IS A DEER.
Kæbutær – didæne kæbutær dær xɑːb dælil bær zæn ʔæst (‘pigeon – seeing a pigeon in a
dream signifies a woman’): WOMAN IS A PIGEON.
ʔeʒdehɑː – ʔeʒdehɑː dær xɑːb dælil bær doʃmæni bozorg væ niruːmænd ʔæst (‘dragon – seeing a dragon in a dream signifies a great and powerful enemy): POWERFUL ENEMY
IS A DRAGON.
pælæng – pælæng dær xɑːb dælil bær doʃmæni qævi va tævɑːnɑː dɑːræd (‘leopard – a leopard in a dream signifies a powerful and forceful enemy): POWERFUL ENEMY IS A
LEOPARD.
bærre – bærre dær xɑːb dælil bær færzænd ʔæst (‘lamb – lamb in a dream signifies a
child’): CHILD IS A LAMB.
In the above examples, an animal as the source domain is used to conceptualise the
human as the target domain. There are some other animal metaphors used in the book
of dream interpretation: THIEF IS A WEASEL, A LEWD PERSON IS A CROW, FAMILY MEMBERS ARE LICE, A WEAK ENEMY IS A SCORPION, A WEAK MAN IS A
BUTTERFLY, A PERVERTED WOMAN IS AN ELEPHANT, AN UNCIVILISED MAN
IS AN OSTRICH, A THIEF IS A CAT, A CHILD IS A CALF, and A RICH PERSON IS A
SQUIRREL.
METONYMIC DREAMS

As mentioned, the second group is characterised by a metonymic relationship between
the entry and the interpretation. This group is about 13% of the data. In this group, the
item seen in the dream (which appears as the entry in the book) and its interpretation
(which is presented under the entry) have a contiguous relationship with each other.
Since they belong to the same mental domain, the interpreter associates the entry with
the interpretation. Thus, the entry as the vehicle entity provides a kind of mental access
to the interpretation as the target entity.
A considerable number of metonymic dreams were about women. Accordingly,
we prefer to mention them first, followed by the others. It should be noted that the
dream interpretation book by Teflisi belongs to a traditional and non-modern society
(12th century AD), therefore the typical woman in this book is probably a housewife
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or a female slave (kæniz). These women worked in the kitchen, washed the clothes and,
briefly, were responsible for the housekeeping affairs. Some of the relevant examples
are as follows.
tɑːbe – dær xɑːb dælil bær zæn ʔæst (‘frying pan – in dream, it signifies a woman). In
this example, it can be argued that woman and frying pan belong to the mental domain
of housekeeping. The frying pan is used by a woman as a housewife. Therefore, the first
item (frying pan) can provide mental access to the woman as the second entity. The former is the vehicle entity and the latter is the target entity. It should be noted that in the
traditional society of Iran, the main job of the women was housekeeping. Consequently,
it can be said that the frying pan and the woman are in a contiguous relationship with
each other.
ʔɑːʃpæzxɑːne – dær xɑːb zæni xɑːdeme ʔæst (‘kitchen – in a dream is a female servant’).
In this example, the entry of kitchen as the workplace of the female servant is used
to refer to the interpretation of female servant. The place is the vehicle entity and the
person who works there, the target entity. The two objects are related by a conceptual
metonymy.
diːg – dær xɑːb kædbɑːnuje xɑːne ʔæst (‘pot – pot in dream is the maid of the home’).
In this example, the pot refers to the interpretation of the maid of the home. The pot as
the vehicle entity is used to refer to the woman (user) as the target entity. Both of them
are in a metonymic relation. The first object supplies mental access to the second one.
tæʃt – tæʃt dær xɑːb zæni xedmætkɑːr ʔæst (‘washtub – in dream, the washtub is a female
servant’). In this example, a tool that is used by women is used to refer to its female
users. The washtub is the vehicle entity and the female servant is the target entity. Both
are parts of the mental domain of housekeeping.
pestɑːn – pestɑːn dær xɑːb doxtær ʔæst. Hær moʃkel væ noqsɑːni ke motavadʒehe ʔɑːn
bɑːʃæd, motavadʒehe ʔɑːnɑːn ʔæst (‘breast – breast in the dream signifies a girl. Any problem or deficiency of the breast in the dream is related to a deficiency of the girl’). In this
example, the entry of breast and its interpretation of girl have a contiguous relationship
to each other. The body part as the vehicle entity (breast) is used to refer to the whole
person as the target entity (girl). Accordingly, the conceptual metonymy of ‘a part for
the whole’ is used to map the dream onto its interpretation.
Regarding the above examples, one can conclude that the entry as a visual phenomenon in metonymic dreams is the vehicle entity providing mental access to the interpretation as the target entity. Both the vehicle entity and the target entity are included in
the same mental domain. Apart from metonymic dreams about women, there are other
different metonymic dreams that have different topics.
hædʒæræl ʔæswæd – ʔægær dær xɑːb binæd ke be hædʒæræl ʔæswæd dæst besuːd, xæbæri
ʔæz mærdome hedʒɑːz be ʔʊː resæd (‘holy black stone in the Hejaz region – if the dreamer
sees in the dream that he or she touches this stone, the people of Hejaz region will
give him a message’). The holy black stone is a holy stone situated in the Hejaz region.
Accordingly, this stone is in a contiguous relationship to people from Hejaz. The entry
of stone is the vehicle entity and the interpretation of people from Hejaz are the target
entity. These items belong to the mental domain of Hejaz region. The first entity (a stone
in Hejaz) provides mental access to the second entity (people form Hejaz).
tɑːdʒ – didæne tɑːdʒ be sæltænæt mærbuːt ʔæst (‘crown – seeing a crown in a dream is
related to kingship’). In this example, the crown as the vehicle entity supplies mental
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access to kingship as the target entity. The crown as the first entity is used by the king
as the second entity.
bordʒo bɑːruː – didæne bordʒo bɑːruː dælil be hɑːkem væ pɑːdeʃɑːh ʔæst (‘castle – seeing a
castle in a dream signifies rulers and kings’). The entry of castle as the place where kings
live, is the vehicle entity that provides mental access to the king as the target entity.
dɑːruːforuʃ – didæne dɑːruː foruʃ dælil bær tæbib ʔæst (‘pharmacist – seeing a pharmacist
signifies a doctor’). The pharmacist as the doctor’s assistant gives rise to mental access
to the doctor. So, the pharmacist is the vehicle entity for the doctor as the target entity.
dɑːs – didæne dɑːs dær xɑːb dælil be mæʔiʃæt ʔæst (‘scythe – seeing a scythe signifies livelihood’). The entry of scythe as a tool for working and earning money is used to refer
to the idea of livelihood. The scythe is the vehicle entity that provides mental access to
livelihood as the target entity.
lebɑːse ʒende – lebɑːse ʒende dar xɑːb dælil bær fæqro felɑːkæt ʔæst (‘worn out clothes –
worn out clothes signify poverty and misery’). The entry of worn out clothes as the
clothes worn by poor people provides mental access to poverty. The worn out clothes
as the vehicle entity and the poverty as the target entity belong to the same mental
domain.
In the above examples, the entry as the vehicle entity supplies mental access to the
interpretation as the target entity. The entry and the interpretation have a contiguous
relationship with each other. Both of the items belong to the same mental domain.
Concerning Lakoff’s (1992) formula for dream interpretation, one can maintain that in
metonymic dream interpretation, the overt content of the dream (D) is mapped onto
the latent content (I) by a conceptual metonymy. Background knowledge of contiguous
relationships in the socio-physical context is necessary to recognise these relationships.
Consequently, the formula for metonymic dreams is as follow:
D........M (metonymy)

I (knowledge of socio-physical context)

At the next section, we briefly discuss two different groups of dream interpretations
that are based on neither metaphor nor metonymy.
REVERSE AND REALISTIC DREAMS

As mentioned earlier, the group of reverse dreams is about 2% of the data. In this group,
the entry and the interpretation are opposite in meaning; accordingly, they are called
reverse dreams. The rhetorical device underlying this group is the technique of reversion. Therefore, the dream is interpreted by being reversed by the interpreter. There are
some examples, as follows.
dæst zædæn – ʔægær binæd ke dæst mizænæd væ ʃɑːdi mikonæd, be ɣæm dotʃɑːr miʃævæd
(‘applauding – if a person sees in a dream that he applauds happily, he will be sad’).
xænde – xænde dælil bær ænduːh ʔæst (‘laughing – laughing signifies sorrow’).
ɣæm – ɣæm dælil bær ʃɑːdi væ soruːr ʔæst (‘sorrow – sorrow signifies happiness and
pleasure’).
ʔærʊːsi – dælil bær mærɑːseme ʔæzɑːst (‘a wedding ceremony – a wedding signifies a
ceremony of mourning’).
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tævællode doxtær væ pesær – tævællode doxtær dælil bær tævællode pesær væ tævællode
pesær dælil bær tævællode doxtær ʔæst (‘birth of a boy, birth of a girl – birth of a girl signifies that of a boy, and the birth of a boy signifies that of a girl’).
As regards the above examples, the rhetorical device of reversion supplies the
dreamer with the interpretations. The following formula illustrates the hermeneutic
procedure for this kind of interpretation. In this formula, D is transformed into its contradictory proposition using the reversion technique:
D........technique (reversion)

I (–D)

In contrast to reverse dreams, realistic dreams literally conform to their interpretations.
In other words, the dream predicts an event in the future. No technique or figurative
device is employed in this group. The realistic dream group is about 8% of the data. The
following cases exemplify this group.
jɑːftæne kiseje pulː – ʔagær dær xɑːb binæd ke kiseje puːl yɑːft, be hæmɑːn ʔændɑːze puːl
myɑːbæd (‘finding a purse with money – if a person sees in a dream that he or she has
found a purse with money, that person will find money to the same extent’).
hædʒ ræftæn – dælil be ʃæræfe residæn be hædʒ dɑːræd (‘make the Hajj pilgrimage – this
signifies that the dreamer will have the honour of making the Hajj pilgrimage’).
dʒængidæn bɑː kesi – ʔʊː bɑː færdi xɑːhæd dʒængid, væ ʔægær dær xɑːb bær ʔʊː piruːz ʃod,
dær vɑːqeʔ piruːz miʃævæd (‘fighting with a person – the dreamer will fight with someone,
and if the dreamer wins in the dream, he or she will win in reality’).
moʃrek ʃodæn – ʔægær dær xɑːb binæd moʃrek ʃode ʔæst, gomrɑːh væ moʃrek miʃævæd (‘to
become a polytheist – if a person sees in a dream that he or she has become a polytheist,
he or she has been misled and will become a polytheist’).
xɑːndæne ʔɑːjeje beʃɑːræt – ʔægær dær xɑːb ʔɑːjeje beʃɑːræt xɑːnd, ʔɑːn beʃɑːræt be ʔʊː
miresæd (‘reading a verse of good news [in the Quran] – if the dreamer sees in a dream
that he or she reads a verse of good news [in the Quran], then that good news will happen to him or her’).
Regarding these examples, it is evident that the entry and its interpretation correspond to each other. Therefore, this group includes those dreams that are supposed to
happen in reality. There is no figurative device in this group. The following formula
illustrates the underlying technique of realistic interpretation:
D

I (D)

CONCLUSION

The dream interpretation books in Islamic-Iranian culture are composed of many different entries under which their interpretations are presented. Each entry refers to the
image, entity, or event that can probably be seen in a dream, and the interpretations
convey the meanings of the dreams according to some hermeneutic devices. The primary question of this study was what is the relationship between a specific entry and its
suggested interpretation? The paper tried to answer this question from a cognitive perspective. The results show the agency of four hermeneutic devices including metaphor,
metonymy, reverse representation, and realistic representation in the Islamic-Iranian
discourse of dream interpretation.
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As far as the metaphorical dream is concerned, an underlying conceptual metaphor
makes a relationship between the entry and its interpretation. In other words, the entry
as the source domain is mapped onto the interpretation as the target domain in virtue of a visual similarity. This similarity motivates the metaphorical correspondences
between the source and the target domains. The resemblance metaphor maps the overt
content of the dream (entry) onto the latent entry (interpretation) according to iconic
parallelism. However, there are some metaphorical dreams in this discourse that are
not motivated by visual and conceptual similarity. They were described as symbolic
metaphors, because the entry and the interpretation are mapped together in terms of
cultural conventions. Therefore, the similarity and the established symbols in this discourse provide the meanings of the dreams. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the
personal history of the dreamer’s life does not have an effective role in the traditional
approach to dream interpretation.
Concerning the metonymic dreams, the entry as the vehicle entity provides mental
access to the interpretation as the target entity. In the metonymic dream, the entry has a
contiguous relationship to its interpretation. In other words, the entry can associate the
interpretation in terms of metonymic relationships such as ‘the part for the whole’, an
instrument for the user, etc. The underlying conceptual metonymy links the overt content of the dream to the latent content. The metonymic relations are perceived according to the historical–cultural context of the dreamer or the interpreter.
As regards the reverse dreams, the basic meaning of the entry is changed to its opposite meaning by the interpreter. In other words, the reverse dream pictures an event in
the future in a reverse way. In this group, the basic meaning of the entry and the sense
of the interpretation are opposite. Finally, the realistic dream supplies a realistic representation of the dreamer’s life. It means that the dream represents a forthcoming event
realistically. The basic meaning of the entry remains unchanged in the interpretation in
this group.
The results also show that the metaphorical dream is about 77% of all the data; while
the other groups taken together (metonymic, realistic, and reverse dreams) cover only
23% of the data. This statistic fact reveals that the Islamic-Iranian discourse of dream
interpretation is mainly based on metaphorical imagery. In other words, it can be
argued that this discourse on the whole is a metaphorical discourse.
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INTRODUCTION

Leisure activities play a significant role in young people’s lives as it is during adolescence that many lifestyle habits are formed and, not infrequently, their future socio-cultural status is founded. The concept of leisure activities depends on the epoch, includes
ethnical and national features within social groups.
The paper aims to describe traditions in the joint leisure activities of young people in
traditional Karelian culture in the second half of the 19th and early 20th centuries. The
mechanism of cultural socialisation becomes most visible in initiation rituals, which set
a conditional border between age periods. Northern European peoples did not have
rituals similar to those in Africa. Initiation rituals (for example girls’ spring rituals) were
organised to show the transition to a new age status, although it was not looked upon
as a separate ceremony (Bernshtam 1988; Bayburin 1993: 60). Meanwhile, the adolescent development stage was traditionally restricted by specific social norms, different
for girls and boys, with local variations across the territory of Karelia. Investigation
into this subject allowed us to systematise youth leisure activities through an account
of social seasonal leisure traditions, understand cultural and gender socialisation, and
acquire deeper knowledge of the local ethnic history and traditional culture.
We do not make unjustified conclusions and agree with Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1991)
principle of the “ethnography of the particular”, in which she postulates the presence of
various traditions within local cultures. Youth customs and mantic practices (for example fortune telling) have been left out of the scope of the paper as they might become the
subject matter for independent investigation.
HISTOR IOGR APHIC REFERENCE AND SOURCES

Russian rural leisure time is widely represented in the ethnographic literature devoted
to the study of social life and rural cultural traditions. Publications by Ivan Snegiryov,
Alexandr Tereshchenko, Dmitry Zelenin, Petr Efimenko made in the 19th and early
20th centuries deserve special mention. They describe the rural leisure activities of the
Russian population of all age-groups on the basis of the evidence collected. In the 20th
century, Vladimir Chicherov, Vladimir Propp, Vera Sokolova and Tatyana Bernshtam
studied rural leisure pastime in the context of local public opinion. The study by Bernshtam (1988) deserves special mention as it reports on the place and role of young people and defines their functions in household labour and ritual spheres of life in prerevolutionary rural Russia.
Some Karelian ethnographers who studied adolescent leisure pastimes in connection
with the lifecycle customs of rural communities considered them to be the first phase of
wedding ceremonies (Surkhasko 1977; Ivanova and Mironova 2014; A. Konkka 2015).
Material gathered among the Livvi-Karelian population coincide with some examples from the Vepsian data due to their mutual cross-cultural influence (Vinokurova
1994). Publications by Finnish ethnographers describing earlier empirical evidence are
thought to be of considerable importance for the present investigation (Virtaranta 1958;
1964; Koponen et al. 1983; Joki and Jeskanen 1993). The complex study by Matti Sarmela
(1989), devoted to Finnish folklore, with accounts of linguistic, ethnographic and folk86
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loristic sources, is of special value. Our paper also considers the gender approach used
in publications by Finnish folklorists who studied bodily and cultural aspects of sexuality and the female magical power (väki) of lempi (Apo 1998; Stark 1998; Keinänen 2003).
Studies by historians on Karelian youth socialisation mainly consider marriage age,
peculiarities of wedding markets and inter-confessional marriage (Hämynen 1993;
Smirnova 2002; Chernyakova 2003; Shikalov 2010; 2013). Olga Ilyukha (2007) has reconstructed childhood in the Karelian villages. This interdisciplinary study uses historical,
ethnographic and anthropological data, and contains valuable material concerning people’s descriptions of childhood and adolescence.
According to the purpose of the study, the sources have been divided into three
wide-ranging categories: legal documents, ethnographic and folkloristic sources, and
linguistic data. The first category includes the official legislative acts that regulated the
legal capacity of young people in the Russian Empire, as well as the rules of common
law for Karelians, which prescribed a wider scope and variation of rules.
Ethnographic and folkloristic records present the second group and describe some
of the leisure activities of young people. These were recorded by Russian and Finnish
ethnographers in the second half of the 19th and early 20th centuries and were published either as separate volumes or as articles in local Karelian periodicals. This group
also includes field materials gathered by researchers from the Institute of Linguistics,
Literature and History during expeditions to various Karelian regions in the first half of
the 20th century. These materials can be found in the Scientific Archives of the Karelian
Research Centre, RAS (further, SA KaRC). The materials are of special value as they
contain complex evidence concerning history, culture and everyday life in the Karelian
population. Recordings of the field trips remained unstudied by researchers for a long
time as they had not been systematised.
Linguistic data are included in the third group, represented by Karelian dictionaries (Koponen et al. 1983; Makarov 1990; Joki and Jeskanen 1993; Fedotova 2000) and
by a specific kind of source – samples of Karelian dialects. Samples were collected to
study the primary Karelian language. However, they contain other linguistic data, and
ethnographic and folkloristic recordings, because of the wide range of topics that were
touched upon during the open interviews.
The materials are organised diachronically and reveal transformations in patterns
of youth social activities. The groups of sources above were interpreted using textual
analysis and the method of complex examination of folklore. The latter combines different types of source, and data from various fields of the humanities, in order to study
folkloric plots, motifs and images. While analysing folklore related sources relevant
to this study, linguistic and ethnographic data were also applied. Neonila Artemovna
Krinichnaya’s (2014) scholarly works devoted to Russian mythology were written in
the same vein. Including the categories of ethnos, gender, age and status in the analysis
allowed us to improve our understanding of Karelian youth community, study norms
and prescriptions, as well as identifying variations thereof.
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THE TER R ITORY UNDER SCRUTIN Y

Before 1917 Karelia did not exist on the administrative and territorial map of Russia.
In the 19th and early 20th centuries, this name was informally applied to areas mainly
inhabited by the Karelian population. Karelia is traditionally divided into three ethnocultural zones: Southern, Middle, and Northern Karelia. The first ethno-cultural zone
was formed in close contact with Russian and Vepsian cultures; Southern Karelians (ethnic sub-groups livvi, livgilaizet ‘Karelians-Livviks’ and lyydi, lüüdi ‘Karelians-Ludiks’)
lived in Olonets and Petrosavodsk Uezds (counties); Northern Karelian culture (the territory known as Vienan Karjala in Finland and as Belomorskaya Karelia in Russian) was
influenced by the Sami and Pomors. Northern Karelians (ethnic sub-group karjalaižet
‘Karelians proper’) populated the western part of Kem’ Uezd of Archangelsk Gubernia
(region). The territory of Central Karelia which included the north-western part of Povenets Uezd of Olonets Gubernia served as a transitional zone between Northern and
Southern Karelia.
A unique historical, cultural and religion landscape with its specific norms and
standards of behaviour is thought to be formed due to administrative and territorial
isolation and the variety of environmental and climatic conditions in Karelia, as well as
the contact zones between ethnic groups. Meanwhile, Karelia was part of the Russian
Empire and formally had to observe its laws and regulations. The official legislation
and rules of common law of the time make it possible to define the scope of ‘young’
and to determine the matching degree of law to local variants within Karelian culture.
THE FRAME OF ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT

Russian law in the late 19th century (1870–1899) stated that individuals younger than 21
were considered children: they were called maloletniye, ‘young children’, until they were
17, and between 17 and 21 they were called nesovershennoletniye, ‘minor children’ (Kantorovich 1899: 1). Transition from one stage to the next was accompanied by increased
legal capacity. As a whole, Russian legislation differentiated the property rights of parents and children (just as with the property rights of spouses). Thus, parental authority
over a child ceased when the parents died or were deprived of possession. Personal
parental authority over a daughter ended when she got married. Parental authority
over son became limited after his separation from the family.
The study of the childhood frameworks by Ilyukha (2007: 52–53) illustrates inconsistency in the law. In a Karelian village, for example, the growth of the second teeth
was looked upon as one of the markers of a child beginning adolescence. The older age
limit of childhood was not clearly defined and had quite a number of local variations,
within the age range of 13–16. In Karelian culture socialisation of children younger than
5–7 years (livv. ilonaigu ‘fun game stage’) generally occurred through games, folklore,
and communication with parents, grandparents and contemporaries with the purpose
of learning family and social traditions and norms. During the ‘fun game stage’, children probably unconsciously copied the patterns of adult activities, while 5–6-year-olds
were trained purposefully, directly and systematically to play ‘male’ and ‘female’ social
roles (Pushkareva 2003: 15).
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Children of 7 and 8 years were taught to be responsible for their behaviour. When
they reached the age of 15, new elements were added to their clothes. Younger children
wore only long printed cotton and canvas shirts (in the summer). Seven-year-old boys
tied their shirts round the waist with a belt. In wealthier families, the 7-year-olds began
wearing high boots, waistcoat and neckerchief. Having ploughed the field, an adolescent boy could change his pair of white shorts for dyed trousers. The girls’ clothing of
that time had a more complicated, bright, trim. In joint games, children were united
by gender (Ilyukha 2007: 52). However, 7–8-year-old children did not form a separate
social group, as they were closely connected with the family. This is reflected in the folk
lexis. Boys were called poika (K.p.), brihaččuine (Livv.), poige (Lud.), which denoted ‘boy’
or ‘son’. Girls were called tyttö ‘a girl’, ‘daughter’, or neižlapsi (Livv.), literally, a ‘female
child’. Girls’ childhoods were usually shorter than the boys’ as they were involved in
household chores and care for their siblings sooner. Girls were prepared for maternity
from an early age.
Official legal norms stipulated that it was at the age of 21 that both males and
females acquired full legal capacity. In the Karelian folk tradition, a 16-year-old boy or
girl might be considered täyšivartini, ‘full-grown’, i.e. a person who enjoyed full social
capacity (ibid.: 42). Sometimes, 13–14-year-old young adolescents, mainly girls, could
also join this category.
The girls were allowed to participate in youth festivities from the age of 13, but
for peasant girls only if they suited some informal criteria such as being strapping or
active, or otherwise if they belonged to a well-to-do family (Surkhasko 1977: 43). It
should be noted that Finnish and Veps young people at about the same age, 13–16 years
old, started to form a separate social group: they jointly spent more time at entertainment and birthday parties, danced, participated in swing games and made bonfires.
Moreover, boys and girls went jointly to church, to fairs, and to weddings organised in
nearby villages (Sarmela 1989: 250; Vinokurova 1994: 62).
Local groups of Karelians defined the male and female adolescents who joined the
older social group differently. Thus, unmarried males were called priha (K.p.), briha
(Livv.), or brihač (Lud.). Moreover, the term briha was further used to define a young
man after he was married, until his wife gave birth to a son. The word tyttö continued
to be used for girls, but more often they were addressed as neičyt (K.p.), neidine (Livv.),
neid, neičud (Lud.) – ‘a maiden’. They were talked about in typical fashion: on neikoidu
talois vai olis sulhasi vastah (‘there are maidens in the house, if only there were suitable
grooms for them’) (Koponen et al. 1983: 466).
The onset of menstruation was probably considered the age for a girl to obtain
the status of ‘girl of marriageable age’. Yuriy Shikalov (2013: 93) studied the aspect of
young female’s marriageable age in the Belomorskaya Karelia region and concluded
that northern female Karelians and Sami reached puberty at the age of 15. Jussi Lukkarinen (1933: 162) obtained similar data: the age of menarche depended on the habitat,
ethnicity and socio-economic conditions (including diet). Precise statistics are not available due to the fact that the subject under discussion was taboo in peasant culture.
Physiological changes found their reflection in clothing symbolism: with the onset of
menstruation, the girl was to wear an apron with pockets showing her ability to bear
children (Keinänen 2003: 74).
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Male and female adolescents participated in traditional rural festivities and specific
youth fun activities connected with their transitional phase. Bes’odu (Livv., K.p. < Rus.
беседа ‘conversation’, ‘chat’), illačut, illaništujašet, iltakisat, iltatanssit (K.p.) – referred to
below as besyodas – ‘evening gatherings and dancing’ indoors and open-air strolls were
common leisure activities. It could be said that besyoda, as viewed today, became popular with Karelians at the same time as the quick assimilation of the lyric song tradition
(Russian and Finnish), i.e. approximately from the first half to the mid-19th century.
Before that, Karelians organised working day, or so-called ‘spinning’ get-togethers and
päyvykečoi, literally ‘day time get-togethers’. Participating in such kinds of amusement
was an important phase marking the transition of the adolescent to a new status, that of
marriageable girl or bachelor. It should be noted that these were different stages within
one age period.
Vivid characteristics of the unmarried period of neisaika (K.р.), nеizaigu (Livv.) for
girls and prihassusaika (K.р.), or brihastanduaigaine (Livv.) for young men are reflected in
quite a number of folklore texts. Thus, in Karelian joiku,1 which are performed during
wedding ceremonies, the time of courtship (the unmarried period) is represented as
kultani aika, ‘golden age’, laatnoini lauluaika ‘pleasant singing time’, šoma šulhaissušaika
‘wonderful courtship period’, katrilliaika ‘quadrille time’, etc. Girlhood is most colourfully described in wedding laments: nuorukkaiset iloaikaiseni ‘young girl’s times of joy’ or
nuorukkaiset vuakloaikaiseni ‘young girl’s short times’, ihalmot igäizet ‘wonderful years’,
iz’umnoit igäzet ‘sweet raisin years’, kaunehet igäzet ‘beautiful years’, etc. (Lavonen et
al. 1993: 220–221; Stepanova 2004: 79). The use of these epithets during wedding ceremonies was symbolic: they described the different positions of youth before and after
marriage. The ‘time of joy’ and the ‘wonderful years’ gave way to hard labour. Indeed,
this was the period of common practice when young people were released from some
household chores and were supposed to participate in youth festivities and amusements to follow the traditional norms. Older people kept a watchful eye on the fulfilment of such customs (Konkka and Konkka 1980: 99).
The leisure structure included both joint pastime and separate male and female
activities, for example päivükečoi (women’s gatherings) where girls and married peasant
women did their needlework. The objective of the current study is to investigate only
joint gatherings as their analysis may reveal special young male and female behavioural
patterns through the prism of norms and social practice.
Karelian tradition defines besyoda as a youth social gathering, commonly held
indoors. Such get-togethers were year round events, regardless of the season. Traditional winter gatherings started after the end of autumn work in the fields (Blagoveshchenskiy 1876: 135). More commonly, however, they started after the Orthodox Pokrov
holiday (the Feast of the Intercession of the Theotokos) and lasted until Maslenitsa.2
Adolescents could gather for besyoda every day but Saturday, or three times a week, on
Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday (SA KarRC Fond 1, inventory 50, file 1, p. 26; Konkka
and Konkka 1980: 123). The days for gatherings were chosen following the Orthodox
Calendar according to which some days were banned for joyful activities for religious
reasons.
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In winter, male and female adolescents gathered in a log house (mainly at the house
of a single old person), village barn, or bathhouse. Girls were responsible for finding
and renting a room for the gathering, while the boys’ duty was to pay for it (Georgievskiy 1890: 733). In the early 20th century, there was a fixed room rent of 5 kopeks per
bachelor, in a large village Prokkoilu (Prokkoyla) of Syamozero Volost’ (District). At the
same time, the price depended on the connections of a village with the town (for example, some villages in Southern Karelia), and on the prestige of the seat location in the
house. For example, seats below the iconostasis were most expensive, costing 1 rouble;
seats in the middle of the bench cost 50 kopeks and the cheapest seats were closer to the
door (Nikolskiy 1906: 3; Surkhasko 1977: 50). These examples illustrate the establishment of monetary relations in the peasant community, including young people.
Regardless of the method of payment, girls were responsible for arranging the room
and maintaining order in the house. This related to different ways in which communities of girls and boys were localised. Girls’ space was more often in the home, or in
summer outside on a hill, or in a meadow where swings were set up or where they sang
and danced in a circle. Young men strolled, or, as they said, wandered along the streets,
went to visit other villages. The girls’ space was stationary, while the boys’ space was
mobile (Shchepanskaya and Shangina 2005: 13).
For weekday get-togethers, Karelian girls came with their spinning wheels, but
for holiday gatherings they left their needlework at home (Georgievskiy 1890: 743). In
remote villages, the tradition remained unchanged until the 1960s. It should be noted
that in villages located closer to cities and trade routes, the tradition of coming to gatherings with handiwork had already been lost by the early 20th century.
Girls asked their parents’ permission to go to festive besyoda. Karelians-Ludiks
recalled: “In the old days, we were not allowed to go to the besyoda: ‘Father, mother
will you allow me to go to the holiday, or not?’ Father/mother answer: ‘Go with God.
Know how to behave yourself in public.’” (Virtaranta 1964: 39) This practice was the
result of patriarchal traditions, which implied the responsibility of the family for the
girl’s honour and reputation. The phrase “know how to behave yourself in public”
uttered by the parents of a rural peasant girl reminded her that she should behave well
and not lose face even during joyful games. The example illustrates the role of prearranged communicative practices in the upbringing and training of young girls, who
were in this way encouraged to follow the traditions and behavioural prescriptions of
the peasant community. Such prescriptions for boys have not been found in folklore
collections.
A gathering of young people in spring and summer had its own name, kisa, kiža,
which can be translated as ‘dances’, ‘games’ or ‘summer besyoda’. The similarity of
these terms can be explained by the fact that initially the numerous youth games laid
the basis for Karelian besyoda. The most common games among Karelian youth were
puaroil istundu (‘sitting in a pair’) and pitkykiža (‘long game’). Later on, dances and songs
came to dominate the leisure structure. These games were aimed at choosing a partner
and further joint communication activities. In Russian society, the terms igra ‘play’ and
igrat’ ‘to play’ defined the youth lifestyle and behaviour in practically all everyday and
sacral situations, as well as in joint labour and associated amusement practices (in the
field or forest, or at gatherings). Singing was also defined as igra, mainly of the young
people, with acting out: pet’ igraya ‘to sing by playing’, igrat’ po pesne ‘to play according
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to the song’ (Bernshtam 1988: 11). The existence of similar terms shows the typological
similarity of this phenomenon in neighbouring peoples, in this case Russians, Pomors,
Veps and Finns.
A contemporary of such events in late 19th century described this Karelian tradition
as follows:
Young maidens dressed in their best clothes walk in pairs, hand in hand, in a long
line. Gradually, young males join their line, and then maiden’s pairs become split.
[…] The best of them, most fashionably dressed and wealthy, head the line. Then,
there go poorer and poorer pairs. The most miserable conclude the line. In the
course of the event, the girls leave the line several times to change their clothes, so
that some of them have to change as many as six or more times during the evening.
(Minorskiy 1879: 732)
This may suggest that the wealth and welfare of the parental family played a great role
in defining young female and male peasant status and allowed the ‘best’ girls and boys
to be leaders of the youth community.
T H E B E H AV I O U R O F Y O U N G P E O P L E :
NO R M S A N D S O C I A L P R AC T IC E S

The norms of joint youth leisure behaviour depended on the time of gathering (weekday and festive get-togethers, open air festivities), also on local ethnic tradition, and
had gender variations. Weekday get-togethers were, as a rule, modest, and rarely visited by boys. As reported by Karelians from Seesjärvi (Segozero), boys came “with idle
hands”, i.e. without work, sat close to their favourite girls and chatted: “And a lad who
likes a girl is sitting close to her spinning wheel, guarding, talking” (SA KarRC Fond
1, collection 5, file 265, p. 5). Sometimes a boy sought to distract a girl from handicraft.
Thus he did not only show his interest in the girl, but also observed whether she was
skilful at work.3 Judging by the recordings from Southern Karelia, young female and
male adolescents were to sit in different corners of the room: “Open meetings and bes
yoda on weekdays were considered to be indecent and compromised the girl’s dignity”
(SA KarRC Fond 1, inventory 50, file 3, p. 20; Bogdanov 1930: 37).
Festive besyoda were different. Southern Karelians told ethnographers that the
appearance of young men changed the girls’ behaviour: “[T]hey expressed their joy,
became spirited and cheery”. Some would sit together “as a pair, close to each other”,
and “hugged and kissed each other” (SA KarRC Fond 1, inventory 50, file 4, p. 18; ibid.:
file 5, p. 44; Virtaranta 1964: 31). Young people sitting next to each other was looked
upon as the heart of the gathering, the quintessence of the besyoda. A young man could
openly kiss his lass and hug her in all possible ways. During breaks between games, a
girl would sit on her boy’s lap, and he kissed and fondled her. Moreover, if a pair did
not follow this kind of behaviour, they were laughed at (Lukkarinen 1933: 82).
Mikhail Georgievskiy (1890: 743), a teacher in the village of Pühäd’ärvi (Svyatozero)
in Southern Karelia, wrote: “[D]uring besyoda the youth are in their small world: here
they have freedom of speech, there are no constraints, so they can freely express themselves”. Meanwhile, it should be said that there were local variations in the traditions
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of Karelian youth behaviour. Thus, in Pomorye and in Belomorskaya Karelia, relatives
came to keep a watchful eye on games and manners, especially of girls. Finnish ethnographer Into Konrad Inha (1911: 134–136) reported in 1894 that during dances, men, married women and the elderly climbed up onto the seni (a small area between the porch
and a living space in a log house) partition, observing and gossiping. Such considerable
differences in behavioural patterns can be explained by the impact of the Old Believers
in Northern and Middle Karelia as these strict canons also affected youth gatherings.
In villages with strong Old Believer4 traditions, youth gatherings were also noted by
restrained behaviour and were under close supervision of elder women (Bernshtam
1988).
In addition to local variants reported above, there were also gender differences in
young male and female behaviour. Thus, during festivities, young male adolescents
were to show such features as boldness, masculinity, physical force. It is interesting
to note that there was an unspoken division of young people into ‘ours’ and ‘outsiders’ as young people from nearby villages came to participate in festive besyoda and
open-air amusements. Some young men were noted to show ‘group bravery’ during
festivities. Young males from the village that organised the besyoda were looked upon
as the hosts. Attack on their authority could provoke fighting. The old timers recollect:
“Earlier, men would often fight” (Makarov 1990: 384). Such acts were a characteristic
element of festive behaviour of young men as they proved their strength and boldness.
Young females, on the contrary, tried to keep their reputation and dignity, which
is reflected in the Karelian proverbs: Ei ole besodas muidu gu minä iče da kuldaine kassu,
‘there is nobody but me and my golden braid at the besyoda’ (Miettinen and Leino
1971: 29). The braid served as a symbol of maidenhood, was the synonym of beauty and
embodied the girl’s honour, innocence and dignity. On the one hand, girls were supposed to stay modest and behave with dignity, while on the other hand feeling at ease
to some extent. Or, put another way: public opinion and future marriage prohibitions
demanded that a girl should stay modest and have good morals, while the behavioural
norms of youth group games required liberty of action.
Apart from certain behavioural patterns in Karelian culture, there was also a set of
rituals and magic actions for young girls to get married when the time came. The magic
of increasing lempi in the period of maidenhood was of special importance. The study of
expressions in the Karelian language and folklore as well as ethnographic evidence has
shown that lempi was initially gender neutral, i.e. applied to both young girls and boys.
Only from the late 19th century did the ritual to increase lempi narrow and started to be
applied only to young girls. Following folk beliefs, a young peasant girl whom young
men invited to play and dance possessed lempi (K.p.), lemmekäs (Livv.), lembekäz (Lud.).
The notion denoted not only physical beauty and sexual appeal, but also a maiden’s
dignity and good name. There was a whole set of ways to increase lempi, described
in detail in archival sources and publications (Surkhasko 1977; Stark 1998; Keinänen
2003; Konkka 2015: 276–288; Ivanova and Mironova 2014: 11–107). As a whole, there
was cumulative ritual codes including spatio-temporal features (midnight – home,
bath, slashed field), particular actions (taking a steam bath), objects (broom) and verbal
magic (spells). Many of those codes were erotic in character, but were approved by the
peasant community as they were leading the maiden to what had been traditionally
predestined.
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The research indicates that young female and male adolescents behaved differently
regarding the tasks they were to realise in the future. Young males were supposed to
develop such qualities as boldness and strength as in future they were supposed to take
responsibility for household economics. Young female behaviour was characterised by
multitasking and increased variability within the framework of prescribed social norms.
Socialisation with boys on weekdays in public was considered indecent and compromised the girl’s dignity. Alongside with this, the unmarried girl could enjoy loose interpretation of the rules during festivities. The girl put on her best clothes, became active
to attract the attention of as many boys as possible. In the village of Pühäd’ärvi, for
instance, there was a notion that if another girl entered a room where another girl was
getting ready for the besyoda, then that girl would not be invited to the dance (kadril’),
which was thought of as a dishonour. Conversely, if a boy or a man entered a girl’s
room then the girl could hope that a boy would ask her for dance. Being lonely during the besyoda was considered humiliating and shameful (Georgiyevskiy 1888: 164;
Blagoveshchenskiy 1878: 1135). These behavioural strategies adopted in the society
were the symbolic capital of young people – the reputation not only of the young people, but also of whole rural communities.
Y O U T H G A T H E R I N G S A S A WAY O F F I N D I N G
A M A R R I A G E PA R T N E R

The main purpose during the premarital period was to find a worthy mate. A widely
used Karelian proverb says: Vesillä venosen mieli, tytön mieli miehoillah, which can be
translated as ‘a boat needs water and a girl needs to get married’ (Miettinen and Leino
1971: 569). Publications and archival sources describe some criteria for choosing a marriage partner, for example social position and wealth were considered essential, and to
get married, the young female and male should be healthy for procreation. Complexion was also considered, especially the girl’s appearance. The Karelian ideal of female
beauty was as follows: strong but flexible constitution, briskness, a round face, big blue
eyes, a rather small nose, thin lips, blond hair (Shikalov 2013: 94). However, diligence
was appreciated above all: Sit on kačo neidine näbei, ruadau kui värtin vieröy, ‘the girl is
beautiful only when she works as the spindle twirls’ (Miettinen and Leino 1971: 308).
Overall, household economics was likely to play the most important role in marriage
as it was looked upon as a certain economic act: accepting a new family member as a
person to work and continue the family line.
‘Older’ young people who remained unmarried were grouped separately as spinsters and bachelors. Local Karelian groups had their own criteria of transition from the
stage of unmarried girl to the stage of spinster. In Southern Karelia as of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries, the girls usually married for the first time at the age of 21,
while for young men the average age was 24; in Northern Karelia, the female and male
average ages were 23 and 28 respectively. It was found that the further north a settlement was located the higher was the marital age. This can be explained by a whole set
of socio-economic and cultural factors (Litvin 2013). Unmarried woman were called
vanha tyttö, vanhu neičyt (K.p.) ‘an old girl’, neizakku (Livv.), literally ‘a woman-girl’, isänpenkin istuja (Livv.), literally ‘the one sitting on the father’s bench’ (Makarov 1990: 224).
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In Northern Karelia, it was said of spinster’s that kašša hartiella happanou, i.e. her ‘braid
would rot on her shoulder’ (Fedotova 2000: 71). As was mentioned earlier, the braid was
a symbol of maidenhood that would become ‘rotten’ or ‘lose its power’ if the girl was
not married at a proper age. Thus, rural society gave names with negative connotations
to the unmarried girls. This tradition survived into the 20th century.
What concerns unmarried young men, a smaller number of negative names was
recorded. Such young men could be called vanha poika (K.p.) ‘old boy’, vahnu briha (Livv.)
‘old chap’, brihamies (Livv.) ‘man-guy’ or akatoi ‘the one without wife’. The image of the
man without a wife has been reflected in Karelian proverbs, for example Akatoi elos ku
kellotoi lehmy (‘a man without a wife is like a cow without a bell’); Akatoi elos ku löylytöi
kyly (‘a man without a wife is like a bathhouse without steam’); Аkatoi elos ku päčitöi perti
(‘a man without a wife is like a house without a stove’) (Sinitskaya et al. 2007: 5). These
examples show that a bachelor or a widow was compared with an object that lost its
value and essence in the absence of the other object. Unmarried young men were a rare
case in a traditional village. If a man remained unmarried for a long time, then this was
considered the effect of evil forces, a curse or spoilage. A man’s personal qualities were
seldom taken into account when explaining his unmarried state (Prokopyeva 2005: 669).
Sanctions of the rural community were expressed not only in certain verbal forms
of communication but also had definite economic consequences. The rural community
could dispossess an unmarried young man of the plot of land that was usually allocated
to a male family member. Research suggests that the young community had its own
stages of female and male development with the main purpose being to get married.
Karelian folk vocabulary fixed this transition to a new status. After matchmaking, the
girl was given the ‘title’ of bride. However, the final farewell to girlhood came at the
wedding ceremony. The ‘temporary death’ symbolised change of identity. During the
wedding ritual the bride remained in the suspended state between life and death; she
was passive, dressed by others, led by the arm, lamented over (Konkka 1992; Olson and
Adonyeva 2016). A young boy was also addressed in a different way. He was named
sulhani, sulhoi, ženihhu – ‘groom’. Unlike the girl, the young man remained in his family and did not change his kinship. This can explain why wedding rites focused on the
groom were less complicated.
CONCLUSIONS

Karelian folk culture developed its own adolescent age frames. Along with mastering
household skills, participation in the youth amusement was a significant stage that
marked adolescent transition into a new status, neičyt and priha (‘maiden’ and ‘bachelor’, young people who are not yet married). Karelian folk culture can be characterised
by its own age framework which differed from the official legislation. At the age of
between 13 and 16, young females and males ceased to be called children, they became
adolescents, or ‘full-age young people’. It should be said that the girls’ childhood was
somewhat shorter than the boys’ as they were introduced to housekeeping and looking
after their siblings at an early age. The transition to a new status is reflected in the folk
lexis, clothes, specific youth communication forms and behavioural patterns.
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Young female and male leisure time consisted of participation in traditional rural
festivities, and in youth gatherings connected to their transitional status. Leisure structure included joint pastime and get-togethers separate for girls and boys. In the autumn
and winter, besyodas, get-togethers, were commonly organised indoors, while the
summer and spring period was associated with outdoor amusement and games. This
was the period when young people were released from household and fieldwork.
The youth behaviour rules during gatherings and besyodas depended on a set of
factors, i.e. the time of the gathering, as well as regional and religious traditions. There
were also distinct gender related variations between Karelian female and male youth.
This research revealed that boys tried to show their courage, boldness and physical
strength, while girls were more active in games and dance. At the same time, girls had
to remember that they should protect their honour and dignity, qualities indispensable
to the reputation of the Karelian peasant family. In other words, the young Karelian girl
had to strike a balance between social prohibitions and active play, between modesty
and liberated behaviour.
The choice of behavioural patterns adopted in rural society and the observation of
these patterns were considered symbolic youth capital, i.e. the reputation of a girl or
boy both in the youth community and in the wider rural community of the village. In
contrast, refusal to participate in the traditional action algorithm, i.e. marriage, assumed
the imposition of certain sanctions by the rural society because a young man or a girl
had not yet completed their transition to the status of married man (muzhik) or married
woman (baba).
Abbreviations
K.p. – Karelian Proper dialect
Livv. – Livvi dialect of the Karelian language
Lud. – Ludic dialect of the Karelian language
NOTES
1 A genre of the Karelian folklore, musical and poetic solo improvisation.
2 Pancake week/Shrovetide, an ancient Slavic holiday celebrated during the week before Lent.
In the folk calendar of eastern Slavic and neighbouring peoples it is marked as the end of winter
and the beginning of spring.
3 Testing the housekeeping skills was organised during the matchmaking ceremony: the
matchmakers (svaty) tried to distract a young peasant girl’s attention when she was making
dishes for guests by interrupting her and interfering in the process of cooking.
4 A set of religious movements in the Russian Orthodox Church that rejected the church
reform undertaken between the 1650s and 1660s.
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rayons of the Republic of Karelia, 1965–1970. [Фонд 1, опись 50, дело 3 – Полевая тетрадь
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1965–1970.]
Fond 1, inventory 50, file 4 – Field notes no. 3 of Yu. Yu. Surkhasko. Materials of expeditions.
Medvezh’egorskiy, Muyezerskiy, Pryazhinskiy, Prionezhskiy, Kondopozhskiy, Olonetskiy
rayons of the Republic of Karelia, 1965–1970. [Фонд 1, опись 50, дело 4 – Полевая тетрадь 3
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ABSTRACT

Nellie Sloggett (1850–1923) was a Cornish novelist and, under the name Enys Tregarthen, a folklore writer. This article* has four aims. First, to bring together all the
biographical information about Sloggett. Second, to make the point that Sloggett’s
writing is useful for folklorists: she has, since her death, been neglected even by
south-western scholars. Third, to situate her work in the broader British and Irish
folklore movement: her corpus offers some unique challenges. And, fourth, to provide a hand-list of her books and her other writings to facilitate further research.
It is hoped, too, that some of the reflections on the geography of folklore collection
will have a wider application.
KEYWORDS : Cornish folklore • Cornwall • Enys Tregarthen • fairies • theosophy

INTRODUCTION AND SOURCES

Nellie Sloggett (1850–1923) was a prolific author who spent her entire life at Padstow in
north Cornwall. Miss Sloggett (henceforth Nellie)1 only began writing for a wider public at 35. Yet before she died, 38 years later, she had published eighteen books, several
with prestigious publishing houses, under two different pseudonyms: Nellie Cornwall

I would like to thank a number of friends and colleagues for assistance in writing this article: Laura Coulson, Jim Cunningham at the British Library (and those who helped Jim there);
Ffion Dash; William Donovan M.D.; Ron James; Jeremy Harte; Helen Kästik; Stephen Lees; Silvia Meggiolaro, Lynn Miller M.D.; Zach Nowak; Mike and Tina O’Connor; Oliver Padel; Mick
Rawle; Jason Semmens; Ergo-Hart Västrik; Chris Woodyard and three anonymous readers. I am
particularly indebted to John Buckingham, a Padstow historian, who answered literally scores of
questions on his hometown: this article would not have been written without John’s help. This
also seems the right place to flag up the extraordinary achievement of the Cornwall Online Parish
Clerks (see OPC and COCP), for which volunteers have written up not only the Cornish censuses
but also Cornish birth, death, marriage, burials and other certificates from earliest records to the
20th century. No other British county benefits from such splendid coverage. The phrase in the
title “Her room was her world” is borrowed from Elizabeth Yates (1942: 9).
*
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and Enys Tregarthen.2 This would have been impressive enough for any provincial
writer in late Victorian and Edwardian England. But Nellie laboured under a significant
disadvantage that makes her achievement all the more remarkable. “The little cripple”,
as she was known in her home town (Yates 1940: 9), had suffered, in her teens, from an
illness that had left her paralysed. From the onset of this illness, to her death at 73, she
never took a step. Indeed, she spent most of her life prone, looking out over “Padstow’s
storied land and water” (Wright 1978: 94): “the Camel River to the St. Minver sand
hills” on one side of her bed, and “the rocky tors of Bodmin Moor” on the other (Yates
1940: 10–11).3
The two different pen names employed by Nellie were matched to two different
styles of writing. Fifteen books, published under the name Nellie Cornwall, were Christian novels for adolescents and young adults, most of which were set in the Archduchy.
Six books of Cornish folk stories, written as Enys Tregarthen, were, meanwhile, written for “many besides children”. Nellie is remembered, today, because of her works as
Enys Tregarthen. Indeed, Enys Tregarthen is, with Robert Hunt and William Bottrell,
one of the three most important writers on Cornish lore; while Hunt and Bottrell dealt
predominantly with the west of the county (Bottrell 1870–1880; Hunt 1881), Nellie concentrated on the little investigated northern coast and partially plugged a gap in our
knowledge.
This article has four aims. First, to bring together all the biographical information
about Nellie. Such information as we have is disappointingly slight, often inaccurate4
and, as she is just within living memory, perhaps some details can still be added. Second, to make the case that Nellie’s writings are useful for folklorists, particularly southwestern folklorists. Third, to situate Nellie’s folklore writing in the broader British and
Irish folklore movement – her corpus, the reader should be warned, offers some challenges. And fourth, to provide a hand-list of her books and of her folklore stories to
facilitate further research (‘hand-list’ because it is possible that this list is incomplete).
Before setting out, however, it would be wise to explain the sources available for the
study of Nellie’s life. There are four types of sources. Most obviously there are Nellie’s
books, listed in Appendix 1. It is true that these works are not autobiographical in any
conventional sense, but the subject matter, the dedications, the prefaces and the evidence of wider reading give precious glimpses into Nellie’s life. Second, there is a single
letter from Nellie: it is possible that other letters survive, certainly letters survived as
late as the 1930s, but I have been unable to find any trace of these (WMN 1923 claims
that she was in “constant correspondence with prominent people”; see also Yates 1940:
11). Third, there are the memories of various witnesses who came into contact with Nellie herself or with her family. Four of these memories originated in the south west, but,
there were also American ‘fans’, one of whom travelled to see Nellie in the last months
of her life (Wright 1978), and one of whom (Yates 1959 [1940]) visited, after her death,
Nellie’s cousin, Alice Maude Rawle.5 Fourth, there are official and ecclesiastical documents (census returns, death certificates, gravestones, etc.) that provide an objectivity
that the memoirs, for very understandable reasons, lack. The censuses, that give us a
snapshot of families every ten years from 1841–1911, are especially useful.6
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The mother of Nellie Sloggett, Sarah Carter, 24, married Moses Sloggett, 35, in Padstow,
December 5, 1848.7 Sarah had been born in Newquay, and her family had moved to
Padstow between 1828 and 1831.8 Her father, William Carter, was, according to the
marriage certificate, a master mariner.9 Moses, on the other hand, was from St Minver
across the Camel Estuary: he had been born in 1813.10 His family included labourers
and miners from Polzeath: and his mother and father – Ann (Nancy) and Moses Sloggett – would both find themselves on parish charity by the end of their lives. Moses was
illiterate (like his father and at least one of his brothers)11 and signed his wedding certificate with a mark, in contrast to Sarah’s signature. In the 1841 census Moses Sloggett
was working at Trevorder in the parish of St Breock about ten miles from Padstow.12 A
fifteen-year-old Sarah Carter, whose age corresponds exactly to Nellie’s mother, was,
meanwhile, in service, just five miles from Trevorder at Trelawder.13 Both were away
from home and this may have been the period in which they met, perhaps at a local
dance or prayer meeting: though a seven-year courtship is rather long for a workingclass couple in 19th-century Cornwall.
Whatever the circumstances of her parents’ meeting might have been, Nellie was
born on December 29, 1850.14 On the June 6, 1851 census she lived on Duke Street with
her mother and her father was presumably at sea; Sarah is described as a “sailor’s wife”.15
The only event we know of from Nellie’s first ten years is the death of Moses, June 26,
1857. He passed away, aged 44, after “a second seizure”: which suggests epilepsy or a
stroke.16 We have been unable to locate his grave at Padstow, though he died and was
buried there.17 Sarah Sloggett, in any case, found herself, at 31, with a single child and
no husband and she had to work to make ends meet. By the 1861 census, when Nellie
was eleven, Sarah is recorded as a char-woman.18 But Sarah’s household had, strangely,
got larger. As well as Nellie, there were two other children living in the house, Vinnie19
and Kate Rawle. These were Sarah’s nieces, the daughters of her younger sister, Lavinia
and, as the Rawle family play an important part in Nellie’s story, it will be necessary to
trace this family’s history, too.
Lavinia had been luckier in love than Sarah. She had married (when pregnant) a
sailor, one Charles Rawle from Trevalga and while Rawle was not from a wealthy background, he proved himself able.20 In 1851 he was a ship’s mate working out of Padstow:
Lavinia lived just four doors away from her sister Sarah on Duke Street, an important clue that the sisters, who had only two years between them, were close.21 By 1861
Lavinia and Charles (still a mate) were living in Liverpool.22 In 1871 Charles’s family
was back in Padstow and he was a Master Mariner: we have several records of him sailing to Quebec.23 Then, in 1874, ‘Captain’ Charles Rawle opened a shipyard in the town
(WBCA 1874) and by 1881 he was employing 27 men and 14 boys and was living with
his family in Marine Villa near the shipyard.24 In the 1890s he would become, with his
“world-wide experience” (RCG 1895d), a central figure in Padstow public life. He was
a champion of the Padstow free marketers (RCG 1894); active in the Primrose League
(RCG 1895b); a freemason (RCG 1895c); an auditor of the Padstow Institute (RCG 1890);
a member of the church council (RCG 1895a) and the lifeboat committee (RCG 1899a);
would be head of the urban council for four years;25 and, in 1901, he climbed still higher
on the south-western cursus honorum and was made into a magistrate (Cornishman 1901):
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not bad for a lad who had set out to sea from the ‘badlands’ of northern Cornwall some
fifty years before.
Why were Lavinia’s two eldest daughters with Sarah in 1861? We do not know how
long Lavinia and Charles spent in Liverpool, but the only child with them, in the 1861
census, was the four-month-old Marina. Possibly they felt that their elder children
would do better in familiar Padstow with a trusted aunt: money probably also changed
hands, money that Sarah may have badly needed.
At the time of the 1861 census Nellie was a healthy ten-year old and we get glimpses
of this ten-year-old playing in Padstow and environs in later sources. An American,
who spoke to Nellie in old age, described three gargoyles on Padstow Church: “Those
figures had been [Nellie’s] special delight since early childhood when she could walk
along the church lane, then through the penthouse gate into the hallowed precincts of
the churchyard” (Wright 1978: 95; see Figure 1). Elizabeth Yates who edited Nellie’s
posthumous works recorded (Nellie’s cousin, Alice, was presumably the source for this
memory) that Nellie “had loved the golden beaches and open moorland where she
had run and played” (Yates 1942: 9). Any reader going through Nellie’s writing will be
struck by the energy of some of her child protagonists and the frequency with which
they sprint from place to place something that, remembering her paralysis, needs no
comment (for example Tregarthen 1942: 23, 35, 40–42, 54, 63–65, 76). Nellie seems to
have been permanently paralysed, from her waist down, when she was just 16: we do
not know what caused the condition (see Appendix 2).
By the census of 1871 the family situation had been inverted. Instead of two of Lavinia’s daughters living with Sarah on Duke Street, Sarah and Nellie had gone to live with
Lavinia on the North Quay.26 Charles is not recorded, presumably being absent at sea:
but there were nine women living in the same house. There were the five Rawle daughters: Vinnie, Kate, Minnie, Annie and Alice. Lavinia and Sarah’s mother Maria Carter,
now 75, had also come to take up residence: she had long lived on Duke Street with
her daughters. And, of course, there was Sarah and Nellie, who was twenty. There can
be no question that, by this date, Sarah is the vulnerable Carter, being protected by her
younger sister, and Nellie would benefit from this protection while Lavinia was alive,
and after her death Uncle Charles (who had himself lost his father while young), then,
Vinnie and, finally, Alice would step in. By the 1881 census, when Nellie was thirty, the
Rawle family had moved to Marine Villa, a prestigious complex, next to the Rawle’s
shipyard.27 The sisters, Lavinia and Sarah, were both there and in their fifties. There
were also three daughters and two grandchildren. The absence of live-in servants is
curious, particularly given Nellie’s paralysis, yet it is a constant up until 1881. We have
just one chance reference to an unnamed “nurse” for Nellie in the 1870s, who probably
lived off property (Gregory 1888: 216).
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1. Broad Street (home of Carters, 1841 census)
2. Duke Street (home of Rawles and Sloggetts, 1851 and 1861 census)
3. North Quay (ome of Rawles and Sloggetts, 1871 census).
4. Marine Villa on St Edmund’s Lane (later Horsmill 1881, 1891, 1901 census)
5. Tregonna, Little Petherick (two miles to south), 1911 census

Figure 1. Nellie Sloggett’s Padstow. Source: NLS. Reproduced with the permission of the National Library
of Scotland.

N E L L I E ’S L E A R N I N G

Had Nellie been paralysed in a family without resources then any schooling would have
come to an abrupt end. She would have been trained up to needlework or some other
form of manual labour: alone with her mother the workhouse door might have yawned
open (Cornwall 1897: 142 for hostile remarks on workhouses; were these teenage fears
or typical evangelical criticisms of that institution Cutt 1979: 99–102?) However, Nellie
found herself from her late teens or early twenties in the orbit of the Rawles, an increasingly wealthy Padstow family. Instead of working, she was able to concentrate on pursuits of the mind to an extent that her illiterate father would have found incredible.
That she was well-read is confirmed by a letter of Nellie’s that survives in a book, Consecrated Culture (Gregory 1888). This book was a memorial for a gifted young Methodist
preacher, Benjamin Gregory who had died in Padstow on December 14, 1876. Soon after
arrival in that town in 1875 he had visited the Rawles and had been taken to see Nellie
in her room. He taught her Greek and judged her to have “exceptional mental gifts” and
thanks to Gregory’s attentions, wrote his biographer, Nellie “developed unsuspected
literary power” (ibid.: 204). Nellie herself seemed to have shared this gratitude: “it was
the opening of a new life for me”; “he helped me as no one else ever did”; “he helped
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me to gather up the fragments of my own broken life”. She remembers with much
gratitude not just Greek but “delightful talks about books and their writers”. (Ibid.: 217)
There is a danger that we overstate Gregory’s influence on Nellie’s life. Nellie,
after all, was writing for a still grieving family and was bound to talk up her one time
teacher. What is striking in this letter, composed in 1884, is that Nellie seems to have
been a keen reader before Gregory arrived. When Gregory first walked into her room,
Nellie remember him taking down her Hebrew grammar: she was teaching herself the
language (Gregory 1888: 215). He read, before leaving, a hymn by Kemble, that she
appreciated as never before; she clearly already knew it (ibid.). They spoke, in future
meetings, meanwhile, of Charles Lamb and George Herbert: if she was not conversant
with these authors she quickly became so; she quotes Herbert in her writing (ibid.:
215–216, see also Cornwall 1886: 74). She confessed to being “very nervous at meeting
[Gregory]” the first time because of his intellectual reputation. She, then, repeats that
she enjoyed the lessons “in spite of nervousness” (Gregory 1888: 215). This may have
been anxiety over being in a man’s presence (perhaps a rare experience for Nellie in
an almost entirely female family); or the novel experience of coming face-to-face with
someone whose identity, like hers, was based on intellect. Benjamin Gregory seems to
have been a major influence on Nellie and he comes across as an inspirational figure:
she was also an influence on him, “My Greek pupil repays me” he wrote in one of his
letters home (ibid.: 203). But it is clear that Nellie was already a reader before this mentor ever came to Padstow. She would remain so all her life. When Harriet S. Wright
visited Nellie in her last summer in 1923, “[Nellie] longed to know about new writing”
(Wright 1978: 95).
Nellie’s library does not survive. But reading her books and other sources we can, at
least to some small extent, reconstruct that library.
She was a lover of poetry, particularly modern poetry. Most of the great Romantic and Victorian poets were known to her: Elizabeth Barrett Browning (apparently a
favourite) (Cornwall 1886:167; 1887: 127; 1891: 7, 18; 1896: 74, 91, 92; 1902: 96), Robert
Browning (Cornwall 1886: 92; 1901: 83; 1902: 15, 120, 205, 221), Robert Burns (Cornwall 1886: 154), Arthur Hugh Clough (Cornwall 1902: 224), Samuel Coleridge (Cornwall
1887: 295; 1896: 77), Thomas Hood (Cornwall 1891: 59), Fanny Kemble (Tregarthen 1911:
68), Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (Cornwall 1887: 21, 37, 198, 243, 295), Samuel Lover
(Cornwall 1887: 79), Nicholas Michell (the Cornish poet, see Cornwall 1886: 28), Samuel Peck (Tregarthen 1911: 52), Christina Rossetti (Cornwall 1896: 127), Arthur Salmon
(Cornwall 1891: 31), Horace Smith (Cornwall 1891: 29), Tennyson (another favourite;
see Cornwall 1886: 35, 109; 1887: 221; 1891: 154; 1901: 25; 1902: 33, 107, 125, 214), Mrs C.
B. Wilson (Cornwall 1902: 125), William Wordsworth (Cornwall 1886: 7, 128; 1887: 168;
1902: 27) and William Butler Yeats (Tregarthen 1906: 2).
Unsurprisingly religious poets and hymn writers featured. Many are in sympathy
with the non-conformist tradition or had been recycled by that tradition in the 1800s.
These include Cecil Frances Alexander (Cornwall 1891: 74), Horatius Bonar (Cornwall
1887: 151), Richard Crashaw (Cornwall 1902: 84), Philip Doddridge (Cornwall 1887:
110), Mary Howitt (Cornwall 1887: 94; Tregarthen 1911: 109), John Keble (Cornwall 1887:
21, 151), Thomas Ken (Cornwall 1885: 59), Frances Ridley Havergal (Cornwall 1885: 63;
1887: 1, 187), Marietta Holley (Cornwall 1885: 62), Barbara MacAndrew (Cornwall 1887:
271), Isabella Fyvie Mayo (Cornwall 1886: 138), Adelaide Anne Procter (Cornwall 1901:
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94), Rev. Henry Augustus Rawes (Cornwall 1891: 138), Eben Rexford (Cornwall 1891:
198), John B. Tabb (Wright 1978: 95), Jeremy Taylor (Cornwall 1886: 186–187), Martin
Farquhar Tupper (Cornwall 1886: 53), Henry Vaughan (Cornwall 1902: 174–175), Isaac
Watts (Cornwall 1885: 39), Charles Wesley (Cornwall 1886: 114), Henry Kirke White
(Cornwall 1901: 27), and John Greenleaf Whittier (Cornwall 1891: 190).
There is evidence of her reading contemporary or near contemporary prose. The prose
of others, of course, tends to be less visible than verse in the 19th-century novel: there
appear, though, citations and mentions of Thomas Carlyle (Cornwall 1902: 98), Lewis
Carroll (Cornwall 1902: 40), Oliver Goldsmith (Cornwall 1887: 50), Nathaniel Hawthorne
(Wright 1978: 95), Charles Lamb (Gregory 1888: 215), James Russell Lowell (Cornwall
1896: 79), Arthur Norway (Tregarthen 1911: 2), Walter Pater (Cornwall 1902: 39), John
Ruskin (Cornwall 1902: 74–75, 83, 113, 187) and Walter Scott (Cornwall 1887: 79).
Nellie had evidently read many European classics: Francis Bacon (Cornwall 1902:
80), John Bunyan (Cornwall 1902: 63–4, 91), Geoffrey Chaucer (Tregarthen 1911: 202),
Dante Alighieri (Cornwall 1897: 121; 1901: 102; 1902: 81, 113), John Dryden (Cornwall
1887: 50), George Herbert (Cornwall 1886: 74; Gregory 1888: 215–6), Martin Luther
(Cornwall 1887: 75, 239, 265), John Lyly (Tregarthen 1911: 170), John Milton (Cornwall
1887: 146; 1891: 136), Plato (Cornwall 1902: 7), William Shakespeare (Cornwall 1886: 44;
1897: 12; 1902: 102) and Johannes Tauler (1901: 12).
There is, also, proof of readings in folklore and mythology: Arthurian legends (Cornwall 1886: 31–34), Hans Christian Anderson (Cornwall 1889: 28–29, 38), the Edda (Cornwall 1887: 94; 1889: 13, 38), Geoffrey of Monmouth (Tregarthen 1911: 33), Heimskringla
(Cornwall 1887: 95), John Rhŷs (Tregarthen 1911: 20) and an anonymous masque of
Robin Goodfellow (Tregarthen 1905: inside page; 1911: 192). This is, of course, only a
fragment of her library, collected haphazardly. But it shows someone with a voracious
literary appetite. It might also be noted that there is evidence for familiarity with Ancient
Greek, French and Norwegian (for Greek Cornwall 1902: 98; and for Norwegian, see
endnote 34). She was clearly conversant with art history (Cornwall 1902: 74–75). She, on
one occasion, includes musical notations in her works (Tregarthen 1911: 71): the Rawles
were a musical family.28 She also speaks with a special passion about flowers and her
use of the Latin names for plants suggests a knowledge of botany (Cornwall 1885: 20).
It would be a critical mistake, as this list of her reading suggests, to imagine Nellie
isolated alone in her room on the secluded Cornish coast: a writer with no antecedents.
But Nellie’s books tell us not only about her reading but also about her contacts: some
with prestigious men and women. We learn from the letter of 1884 of her association
with Benjamin Gregory and his family, a quite natural relationship based on shared
interests and pastoral concerns. It will come as no surprise that she had contacts with
the Prideaux-Brunes, Padstow’s first family and one with which Charles Rawle was on
very friendly terms (RCG 1883; and more strikingly RCG 1899b: 5).29 But there are other
names that crop up in association with Nellie that show that she was connected into
wider currents of Victorian and Edwardian life: as one witness noted at her death, Nellie “enjoyed the friendship of many prominent people and high ecclesiastics” (WMN
1923). An admittedly late reference from the 1970s refers to Nellie having “many literary
friends”.30 We can demonstrate that she knew Caroline G. Cavendish, a philanthropist
who dedicated her life to the education of working class children:31 Nellie’s interest in
children’s education is also suggested by links with Dr Barnado’s.32 Her correspondents
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included, though, the letters seem not to have survived: the Cornish naturalist Howard
Fox (of Falmouth) (Tregarthen 1906: xi–xiv); Thurstan Peter, the Cornish historian (Tregarthen 1911: vii–viii); and George Stubbs, Bishop of Truro, an Anglican liberal (ibid.:
v). We know that these contacts existed because of her books: the first two named here
wrote prefaces. We cannot, frustratingly, judge the depth of the relationships, though.
N E L L I E ’S E A R L Y W R I T I N G

Nellie’s first published work (of which we know something) was Daddy Longlegs (Cornwall 1885); this was followed, in 1886, by Grannie Tresawna’s Story and Hallvard Horlesen,
in 1887.33 However, her writing career may predate Daddy. The letter that she sent in 1884
to the Gregorys shows an accomplished prose style and we learn, in Benjamin Gregory’s
(1888: 204) memoir, in 1888, that she had “done some thoroughly good, fresh work for
religious periodical literature”. This does not seem to be a description of her books. Nellie had perhaps written some more conventionally religious reflections in article form.
If so they will be hard to track down. There are two problems with creating a full list for
Nellie’s writing. First, Nellie had a tendency to use pseudonyms; and second she wrote
so many books, most in the ephemeral field of late 19th-century children’s literature,
where often no year of publication is given (on the problem of dating and multiple editions in Christian children’s literature from this period, see Davin 2001: 72).
Nellie’s first fictional writing (of which we know) was published under the name
Nellie Cornwall. There are, as we have already noted, fifteen Nellie Cornwall books. Of
these, two are set in London, nine in Cornwall, one in an unnamed part of provincial
England, and rather disconcertingly, three in Norway.34 The Cornwall books, despite
their changed settings, are similar in their essentials. They were written primarily for
adolescents: in the second-hand copies I have collected there are often dedications
showing that they were given as gifts for Sunday School work.35 They belong very much
to the ‘evangelical tradition’: perhaps the most difficult and certainly the least studied
part of Victorian children’s fiction today (Bratton 2016: 63–100). “With the widespread
20th-century repudiation of religion and systematic religious training, the whole basis
for understanding this sort of literature has gone” (Cutt 1979: 66). Many are what could
be described as ‘waif’ novels, where children are neglected or inadequately protected
and must fend for themselves, until God steps in. Nellie, it should be remembered, had
the ultimate waif back-story. She had lost, as a child, her father and an important part
of her central nervous system: but she and her mother struggled through, in Christian
faith, and God – at least this is how Nellie will have seen it – provided for them in the
person of Charles Rawle.36
A key theme in Nellie’s writing is religious simplicity trumping what might be called
‘schooled’ Christianity and Nellie’s favourite character is the young child who converts
adults, by example, exhortation and innocence. The most striking thing to a 21-century reader is the didactic Christian character of the texts: Biblical quotations, hymns
and pious sentiments crowd out these works. So chapters in Tamsin Rosewarne (1892)
include: “Tamsin Bring the Orphans to Her Home”, “True Riches”, “Miss Admonition
Kernick”, “Alsey is Resolved to Seek the True Gold”, “A Trial of Faith”, “Loving Ministry”, “Unselflishness”, and “The Donkey-Cart Proves a Blessing”. Of course, many
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very good 19th-century British writers, Charles Dickens or Anthony Trollope, among
them, made frequent, enthusiastic and effective appeals to Christianity. But, in the case
of Nellie Cornwall, the Christian charge is so strong that it overwhelms even her most
delicately drawn protagonists. As one contemporary reviewer noted, “religion is made
much more prominent in the conversation than is likely or desirable to be the case in
ordinary life” (RCG 1892). Perhaps the easiest Nellie Cornwall book to read today is
the Little Don, because, written in the first person as a diary, this kind of sermonizing is
muted.
Nellie’s Christianity is an interesting point of her biography. Nellie had herself been
baptized among Bible Christians, a Methodist breakaway group with a strong base in
North Cornwall and North Devon (Shaw 1965). One of her parents (Sarah?) had maybe
encountered the Bible Christians, as neither the Sloggetts or the Carters had any obvious non-conformist loyalties: their children were all baptized in Anglican churches.
The Rawles were, likewise, solidly Anglican and as Tories, perhaps high Anglicans.
The Nellie Cornwall books suggest that Nellie’s Christianity was a happy compromise
between Non-Conformism and low Anglicanism: though note that she had described
herself as a church-woman (an Anglican) in 1884 (Gregory 1888: 215). Methodism is
praised – one heroine comes face-to-face, as a child, with John Wesley (Cornwall 1886:
55, 148–149) – but there are also sympathetic Anglican figures (for example Rev. Tredarrup in Cornwall 1897, especially p. 9). The book that captures this compromise best is
Twice Rescued where Granfer Lamelegs runs what is effectively a non-conformist prayer
group out of his house: but he and his ‘congregation’ go to the established church on
Sunday “wet or shine”; while the Anglican vicar Wordsworth comes to learn life lessons
from Granfer (Cornwall 1888: 107–114). At the end of Twice Rescued a small local chapel
is built that brings the two traditions together in one place: Granfer’s pulpit and Wordsworth’s preaching (ibid.: 212–217). Perhaps the character, meanwhile, that best does it
justice is Frailty Allen and her Quaker Christianity: “she is one of those broadminded
women [… who] can take off her sectarian shoes wherever that Faith is preached and
God worshipped in Spirit and truth” (Cornwall 1902: 84). Frailty ultimately, however,
becomes an Anglican: “I believe in the Sacraments. I have been brought to see that one
cannot, with any safety to one’s soul, neglect those outward means – Baptism and the
Supper of the Lord – our Dear Lord’s commands.” (Ibid.: 209)
Nellie was animated, it seems, by her faith in a way that was perhaps not true of the
rest of her family. Her Christian passion is clearest in the 1884 letter to the Gregorys.
There she describes, for example, grave concerns about the salvation of someone close
to her before Gregory’s death. Benjamin Gregory had also been concerned and had
written a letter reminding this unnamed person (a family member?) of her responsibilities: a letter that was by Nellie’s account, and to her obvious satisfaction, successful
(Gregory 1888: 217–218). This passion is also there in her Christian prose, which has, at
times an almost mystical bent. For instance, when consoling Gregory’s kin she writes
this marvelous sentence: “It would be awful would it not? [sic] if we did not know it
was the light which hides our holy dead from our sight” (ibid.: 218). Nellie might have
become more Anglican with the years: she was ultimately buried on the Anglican side
of Padstow cemetery37 and her final book is dedicated to the Bishop of Truro; one of her
last Nellie Cornwall books also suggests an interest in Communion that seems more
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Anglican than Methodist (Cornwall 1897: 159). (Methodists do, of course, believe that
Christ is within the bread and wine, without believing, however, in transubstantiation).
N E L L I E ’S F O L K L O R E W R I T I N G

The Rawle and Sloggett ménage, towards the end of the 19th-century, started its inevitable decline. In the census of 1891 there were seven family members and, for the first
time, a servant.38 Nellie’s mother Sarah died in 1894: the death certificate gives cerebral
apoplexy as cause of death. The Rawle children, for the most part, moved out. By 1901
only one daughter, the unmarried Alice was left with her father, now 76, and there was
Nellie, aged 51. Nellie was still writing her children’s fiction but publications were no
longer annual. An interested neighbour in Padstow might have assumed that she, like
her family, was winding down. But, in fact, Nellie was about to write her most important works, those concerning the folklore of North Cornwall. In 1905, aged 55, Nellie brought out what was to be her favourite book (Wright 1978: 95), The Piskey Purse:
Legends and Tales of Northern Cornwall. These were traditional stories or at least stories
with traditional motifs, primarily for children. It is as if the earnest heroes of her earlier
works had strayed into a late 19th-century legendary by Hunt or Bottrell. Piskey Purse
was her most reviewed book to date and was followed in 1907 by North Cornwall Fairies
and Legends. As if to underline this departure in subject matter she published both books
under a new pen-name, Enys Tregarthen.
Nellie Cornwall had been a more attractive version of Nellie Sloggett, which also
pushed her Cornish identity: Cornwall is the setting, after all, of most of the Nellie
Cornwall novels. However, if Sloggett and Cornwall are unmistakably Anglo-Saxon,
then Enys Tregarthen is Celtic.39 There are, of course, a number of cases of Victorian
and Edwardian writers who either adopted Celtic names or Celtified English-sounding
ones, including Sir Arnold Bax, who became Dermot O’Byrne (Room 2010: 355); while
in the 19th-century William Bottrell wrote his journalism as “The Old Celt” (Young
2013a: 75); and Cornwall’s own Margaret Pollard masqueraded as Arlodhes Ywerdhon
in the 1940s (Room 2010: 33). Perhaps Fiona MacLeod (née William Sharp) is the most
interesting parallel: William Sharp had created not just a pen-name but a Highlander
alter ego, one capable of taking part in the Irish Celtic Twilight movement from the
grimy streets of Glasgow (Sharp 1910: 221–241, especially 223). Nellie Sloggett seems to
have been laying claim to what might be called the pan Celtic Twilight movement from
an upstairs room in Padstow. Nellie Sloggett was certainly aware of Cornwall’s Celtic
past: she showed an occasional interest in Cornish in her writing (Cornwall 1886: 94;
Tregarthen 1906: 103), she also had opinions about “the Celts” and “the Celtic character”.40 She begins her second Tregarthen book, meanwhile, with a quotation from Yeats,
the magus of the Celtic twilight, someone who it is difficult to imagine appearing in a
Nellie Cornwall volume.
The change from Cornwall to Tregarthen marks not only a change in name, but also
in style and subject matter. The characters are still sensitively drawn, they are still often
the ‘common’ folk, and these folk still experience reverses and disappointments. But
now their lives are intersected not by God’s grace (and kindly aristocrats) but by the
supernatural. The Cornwall books were as much sermons as they were novels. The Tre110
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garthen stories have, for anyone accustomed to Nellie Cornwall’s prose, a jarring lack of
references to Christianity. (For a moving exception, see Tregarthen 1906: 98, where the
pixies try to order Phillida’s dreams on Christmas Eve: “Somebody far greater that we
little Piskeys is ordering Phillida’s dreams […] which are much more beautiful than we

Figure 2. The pixies try to order Phillida’s dreams (Tregarthen 1906: 91).

can order.”) Perhaps the most interesting question is whether this change represented
merely a switch in interest or, rather, a change of attitude on the part of Nellie. Had
her ‘low’ Protestantism relaxed into something different by the time she became Enys
Tregarthen?
E A R LY F O L K L O R E R E F E R E N C E S

There had, in fact, always been references to Cornish folklore in the Nellie Cornwall
novels. When, for example, at the beginning of her first book, Daddy hears an abandoned baby crying, he tells his donkey: “It must ’a been a screeching owl, a piskey or
something” (Cornwall 1885: 9). In Grannie Tresawna’s Story an old woman, Mrs Nancarrow tells four children about when Tintagel folk had frightened off a French raid by
masquerading as Red Coats on the cliff tops (Cornwall 1886: 117–127).41 Nellie presumably borrowed this tradition from the Obby Oss festivities at Padstow (Courtney 1890:
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30; E. T. 1923; and a wider discussion in Rawe 1971, 13–14). In The Maid of the Storm,
meanwhile, there is a reference to piskies stealing (Cornwall 1897: 60 and, more importantly 61). These references are almost always ‘local colour’. They do not affect plot,
they do not, or only rarely, lead to changes in character: this is in contrast, as we shall
see, to the Enys Tregarthen stories. However, neither should these early references be
discarded by folklorists. Sometimes the references are localized and would be of interest to Cornish scholars: these are glimpses of now vanished traditions. Here, for example, are three passages about Cornish mermaid caves. First, comes a description of the
Cavern of Screeches near Padstow, a location that is not described, in any other work,
but which I suspect exists. We learn that the mermen’s cat-o’-nine tails, are to be seen on
the rocks, “if only you use your eyes”.42
“I hope the triplets won’t wake up whilst Jack is away”, remarked Warwick, when
the fisher-lad had gone […] “If they do and treat us to some of their music, we must
put them into the Cavern of Screeches to keep the mer-babies company. What do
you say, Sallie?” “They ent going to wake up,” said Sallie confidently. “I trust not.
But if they do, you know what to expect. The cavern is close under here and is just
the place for young howlers, as my old nurse, Mary Kempthorn, was kind to tell
me when I did not behave. The Cavern of Screeches is the abiding place of the merpeople, who are fond of whacking their unruly infants with their cat-o’-nine tails,
as you will hear by-and-by when the tide comes up.” (Cornwall 1897: 63)
The next reference is, then, a description of the natural phenomenon that led to the
name.
The children saw there many-hued balls, which every bellowing wave seemed
to toss higher, and Sallie Trebiskin, remarked with a shadow of fear on her face,
that the mer-mammies were blowing bubbles to keep their babes quiet, “because”,
she added, “they did not want them whipped with the cat-o’-nine tails!” Warwick
overheard Sallie’s remark, and having finished his tea, walked over to where she
sat with her charges. “I am afraid the bubble-blowing will not keep the mer-infants
quiet much longer,” he said looking down on the young girl’s patient face. “Listen
they have begun to howl already.” As he was speaking, there came up from the
Cavern of Screeches a weird cry, as if a hundred infants were wailing and sobbing
in one voice, and their wail was heard above the roaring of the breakers. (Ibid.: 69)
This reference, instead, relates to another mermaid cave at Porthglaze near St Ives:
They stopped before an entrance to a large cavern, which was generally known by
the name of the Devil’s Mouth Cavern, but Granfer and his sister more often spoke
of it as the Goog. The door of the cavern was like a Gothic window of a church with
wide bars fretted out by the waves. The interior of the cave had an arched roof from
which hung in great profusion the graceful fronds of the asplenium marinum, and
which was supported by pillars of black rock beautifully veined with green and
red. At the western side of the cavern, fronting the sea, was a large perfectly round
hole, called the Devil’s Eye, though which could be seen the sea and far-stretching headland. The Devil’s Mouth Cavern was of great size and beautiful indeed
with its oriel window and vaulted chamber. The cave widened inwardly, and here,
about mid-way up its rock wall issued a large stream of water, which, singing as it
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fell, curved round one of the pillars, and running along the golden floor of the cave
rushed out to the bar beyond. A few feet from where the fountain sprang was a slit
in the wall, which opened into a narrow passage just wide enough to admit a man
or a keg. This passage led you into a large dark chamber, which was said by the
superstitious to be the home of mermaids. (Cornwall 1888: 60–61)
Nellie Cornwall’s Norwegian novels have folklore references, too (for example Cornwall 1887: 153; 1889, especially 23, 26). And Nellie had clearly, on the evidence of these
books, read the Norse classics (Cornwall 1887: 94–95; 1889: 13, 38). Nellie, then, may
have spent the 1880s and 1890s writing Christian novels for young men and women.
But even in her early writings she betrayed, in her prose, a fascination for traditional
themes.43
N E L L I E A N D FA I R I E S

There is one clue that if Nellie’s interests had not changed her attitudes had by the early
1900s. In the 1950s, a Nottingham legal secretary, Marjorie Johnson, who ran the Fairy
Investigation Society (Young 2013b: 145–150), received a letter from one Agnes Taylor.
Taylor remembered, in this letter, her friend Nellie Sloggett of Padstow claiming that
Nellie had been able to see fairies. “Often” wrote Agnes “when I visited [Nellie], she
saw fairies on my shoulders” (Johnson 2014: 73–74). Marjorie Johnson was an energetic
if haphazard collector of fairy memorates, and her honesty is absolutely beyond question. About Agnes Taylor we know little,44 but the reference to fairies in close proximity
to the body like this is reminiscent of accounts of fairies from theosophist and spiritualist circles in the early and mid-20th century. Theosophy began as a late 19th-century
spiritual movement (of dubious provenance) which had revived fairy belief (for a useful summary see Gardner 1945; and for theosophic fairies in action, Hodson 1925). Its
most famous fairy stunt was the Cottingley photographs (Cooper 1997: 33–49, the theosophists were, it must be said, innocent of the fakery). Agnes Taylor had taken Nellie’s
claims for fairy vision in theosophic terms; or Nellie Sloggett herself had adopted or
was adapting such beliefs. In either case, this is not something that we would associate with Nellie Cornwall. In Mad Margerite an excessive interest in Norwegian folklore
is slated as being a distraction from the Christian life (Cornwall 1889: 13). When the
child hero of Grannie Tresawna asks, meanwhile, whether Grannie had been pixy-led,
Grannie responds “No, dear heart, of course, not. There are no such creatures as pixies”
(Cornwall 1886: 143). However, by North Cornwall Fairies and Legends Nellie speaks in a
different tone. She had written in a letter quoted in the book:
[S]trange as it may seem in these matter-of-fact days, there are people still living
who not only hold that there are Piskeys, but say they have actually seen them! One
old woman in particular told me not many months ago that she had seen ‘little bits
of men in red jackets’ on the moors where she once lived. (Tregarthen 1906: xiv)
The question of whether Nellie believed in fairies or not is more than just an idle inquiry.
If Nellie had come to believe in piskeys it would place her in the same current as other
late Victorian and Edwardian ‘Celtic’ writers, not least Yeats (Monteith 2012: 174–180).
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nish tradition in a spiritual, even ecstatic key reminiscent of theosophy. A nice example
of this is The White Ring (published posthumously), which describes a girl (Nan), found
on the sea-shore by old Uter (Tregarthen 1949: 7). The book begins as a skillywidden
tale: the girl is clearly a fairy (the locus classicus for skillywidden is Hunt 1881: 450–451;
Tregarthen gives her own version, “Skerry Werry” and the “Pail”; Tregarthen 1940:
37–57, 59–110). But from there the story develops in a non-traditional direction. Nan
must shrink, by washing herself in dew, to such a size that Uter can place a finger ring
on her head as a crown: as she slowly undertakes this transformation she speaks to fairies who dwell in the clouds; and helps Uter take care of sick and maimed animals in
his hospital (a back room in his cottage). When the ring finally fits Nan’s head old Uter
reveals himself the Emperor of the fairies trapped on earth and the two ascend together,
as paramours, the steps of heaven into the sky: “The King offered the Queen his hand
and together they mounted skywards” (Tregarthen 1949: 65). The idea of the fairies as
nature guardians might be there in the background of British tradition: but theosophy
had placed it at the forefront of its fairy-lore.45 The association of fairies with the air
recalls neo-Platonic ideas adapted by theosophy: there is no basis for this in Cornish
tradition, where fairies are connected with the earth or rocks. The constant reference to
transformation and ascension, meanwhile, also has a theosophic quality to it (Steiner
1994: 93–174 for the ascent of knowledge). None of this is to say that Nellie had become
a theosophist by 1905. But it is a reminder that she was potentially open to other influences and a warning that Agnes Taylor’s testimony, strange as it is, should not be dismissed out of hand.
NELLIE AND THE FOLKLORISTS

As we have seen Nellie was much published in her lifetime and her writing was frequently admired by contemporaries: Queen Mary, for example, read the Tregarthen
books to her children (Yates 1984: 74). Nellie wrote enough for six folklore books of traditional material, made up of 42 separate tales: her entire folklore corpus runs to about
a quarter of a million words. She was a learned individual: her library was impressive
and her writing shows good logical thinking. She came, it is true, from a county with
a strong tradition of folklore writing. However, she wrote predominantly about a part
of that county, the northern coast, where no one had done any serious collecting: her
most prestigious predecessors Hunt and Bottrell had, a generation before, concentrated
on the western part of Cornwall. This is an impressive resumé by any standards, but it
misses the most important fact about Nellie’s folklore work and that is that, for all she
has been read by the general public, she has been almost entirely ignored by folklorists.
Richard Dorson (1968) does not, for example, deign to mention her in The British Folklorists (note that Dorson is not at his best with Cornwall, Bottrell does not appear either).
Much more strikingly, Tony Deane and Tony Shaw do not cite Tregarthen once in their
Folklore of Cornwall (1975). Nor does she feature in Brendan McMahon’s A Wreck Upon
the Ocean (2015), our most recent folklore monograph about Cornwall. And she barely
appears in Ronald James’s recent works: the most important folklore writing on the
south-west in this generation. (No mention in James 1992 or 2015 where Nellie’s work
is arguably relevant, but there is a sympathetic paragraph in James 2011: 125–126 and
Tregarthen also appear in James forthcoming.)
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For folklorists there is one overwhelming problem with Nellie’s work. Enys Tregarthen may have been writing tales with folk themes, but she was neither writing
as a folklorist, nor did she give much evidence of caring to. Her aim was simple. She
wished to entertain using traditional material, which was manipulated, re-arranged
and improved as her story-telling demanded. It would be absurd to object to her methods, not least because Nellie was transparent about them.
Passing back into the 19th century, particularly the early parts of the 19th century,
there are many writers who employed traditional material in their own fictional or part
fictional projects; or fictional material in their apparently faithful renditions of traditional tales. The most extraordinary example is, at the very fount of the European tradition of folklore collecting, the Brothers Grimm. In the words of Ruth Bottigheimer (2009:
7; see Zipes 2015: 1–32 for a less radical view):
[T]heir fifty years of editing can be fairly characterized as having turned widely
available tales from literary sources into carefully crafted reflections of contemporary folk grammatical usage and contemporary bourgeois beliefs about folk social
values.
Thomas Crofton Croker, an ardent admirer of the Grimms from Ireland and a sometime
correspondent of the brothers, produced, in 1825, with some friends, the first volume of
his Fairy Legends, some of the stories for which were entirely concocted (see Keightley
1850: 536 for the “Soul Cages”; Markey 2006: 27–29). Others were “authentic recreations, dictated by personal taste and by the expectations of Croker’s target audience”
(Carrassi 2012: 48). In Britain John Roby (1829) attempted to emulate Croker with his
works on Lancashire folklore. His tales were almost uniformly tawdry historical fictions with little relation to local traditions. A generation later, in the 1860s and 1870s,
the earliest folklore writers for Cornwall were Hunt and Bottrell. The contrast between
the two is interesting. Bottrell certainly had a much more ‘plastic’ relationship with tradition than the more empirical Hunt, a scientifically-minded folklore collector (Young
2013a: 73–77).
There are two unusual points about Enys Tregarthen’s fictionalizing of her folklore
stories compared to those given above. First, is the date at which she was writing. By
the early 20th century most writers interested in folklore material had settled on the
need for discipline in collecting, composition and publication: put simply, they saw
themselves as folklorists. Tregarthen’s work is difficult to contextualize in Edwardian
Britain: the closest contemporary parallel to her work, though hardly a convincing one,
is James Barrie’s Peter Pan, who appeared before the public, for the first time, in the
decade 1902–1911 (Harris 2008: 77–88). Is it best to think of Tregarthen as an isolated,
antiquated voice, using the techniques of a half century before, trapped in a northern
Cornish town with an out of date library? Or was she, rather, a harbinger of the folk fiction of the later part of the 20th century: an anticipation of children’s writers like Susan
Cooper, Diana Wynne Jones and Alan Garner (Butler 2006)? Perhaps the only intelligent and coherent use of folklore in contemporary fiction was made by certain British
horror authors including Arthur Machen and Algernon Blackwood and, even (if he can
be so classified) John Cowper Powys. These writers and Tregarthen are, it goes without saying, worlds apart in terms of tone and philosophy. Machen’s, Blackwood’s and
Powys’ encounters with the supernatural rarely end well: Tregarthen’s heroes have,
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generally speaking, comic scrapes or chance meetings with ‘the other side’. These offer
chances for growth or leave the hero or heroine much as before.
Second, and, for present purposes, much more serious, is our inability to contexualise Tregarthen’s work. We can check the original texts of the Brothers Grimm through
the archives and their annotated books. We have enough material from Croker, not
least from his one time friend, Thomas Keightley, to see what he was doing. Roby
was superseded by several Lancashire folklorists in the later 19th-century, folklorists
who corrected his excesses (for example Hardwick 1880: 282). Hunt and Bottrell make,
meanwhile, a wonderful pairing, as these very different writers act as controls on each
other, in the same region, sometimes with the same tales. However, the great difficulty
with the Cornish coast from Newquay to Tintagel is that Enys Tregarthen stands alone.
No one else from this region attempted, in the late 19th or early 20th century, to record
folklore systematically: we have, at best, fragments, stray sentences and the odd footnote. Consider Castle-an-Dinas in St Columb Major, one of the most charismatic sites
in Britain, a place that must have attracted a significant amount of folklore. If we ignore
Tregarthen our traditional sources for this extraordinary site are paltry: a line in Jenner (1917–1921: 101) about an Arthurian ghost army; and a newspaper report about a
Viking ghost (Cornishman 1932, see now also Young 2017c).
For someone interested in the folklore of this part of the county there is a stark
choice. Either we try and isolate authentic traditions within Nellie’s work, or we accept
that North Cornish folklore is a monstrous blank. I know of only one scholar who has
actually wrestled with this problem in print, a celebrated British folklorist Charlotte S.
Burne (see Ashman and Bennett 2000; Bennett 2001). In 1908 Burne reviewed the first
two Tregarthen volumes. Nellie, wrote Burne (1908: 508), was “accustomed to intercourse with the peasantry, and [was] altogether in a position to collect whatever local
folk-lore has escaped the notice of many previous writers on Cornwall”. Burne notes,
too, that Nellie’s meager scholarly apparatus in Legends and Tales suggested someone
who had the makings of a good folklorist. “Unfortunately […] however, [Tregarthen]
has chosen to put her material into the shape of fiction, dressing it out with characters,
dialogues, descriptions and bits of word-painting, so that it is absolutely valueless.”
To call Nellie’s work “absolutely valueless” is, as we shall argue, far too harsh: and it
is doubtful that Burne would have used the phrase had she known, in 1908, that Tregarthen would have had no North Cornwall successors. To be fair to Burne, it must
also be remembered that she had only read the first two Tregarthen volumes, which
are more fictionalized than the fourth collection: the third is a peculiar mix of styles.
The lack of references to Tregarthen elsewhere suggests, a tacit agreement with Burne’s
position (see though James 2011: 125–126).
“ F O L K L O R E P U R E A N D S I M P L E ”?

As a necessary preliminary to isolating authentic Cornish folklore in Nellie’s work we
need to examine, the manner in which she came by her knowledge. The first point to
make is that Nellie’s earliest memories will have dated back to the 1850s: she will have
come into contact with individuals, especially in her childhood, who had grown up in
the 1700s. That these individuals shared stories with Nellie is a matter of record:
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Many of the legends were told me by very old people long since dead. The legend
of the Doombar was told me when I was quite a small child by a very old person
born late in the 18th century. (Tregarthen 1906: xiii, compare with the time horizon
in Cornwall 1886.)
Some of her stories were based upon or were adaptations of the memories of her childhood, then: “among her many books are the stories that had been told her when she was
a little girl” (Yates 1942: 9).
And again:
[s]he loved Cornwall and she loved the Cornish legends and she did not want to
see them to be lost, so she began writing them down – those she had been told as a
child, and those she had heard from the old people whose memories seemed to go
back to the beginning of time (Yates 1940: 9).
However, there is evidence, too, that Nellie greedily gathered in stories as an adult.
She makes one passing reference to talking to people who had had piskey experiences
(Tregarthen 1906: xiii–xiv). Yates (1940: 9) is more explicit: “Her friends continued to
bring stories to her when they came to see her in the old house at Padstow”. Elsewhere
Yates writes: “[w]henever she learnt of someone who had seen the Piskeys, she would
ask that person to come and tell her about them” (ibid.). Yates had two possible sources
for these assertions: Nellie’s cousin, Alice Rawle, who had talked to Yates; or Nellie’s
archives which came into Yates’ possession. In Yates’ introduction to Piskey Folk she
describes the origins of several stories in some detail, suggesting a written source.
A few of the tales have been folklore for ages, told in many versions all over Cornwall; others are peculiar to some spot, like The Piskey Warriors which was related
by one of the natives of the Goss Moor who said she had both seen and heard the
Piskeys. An old woman of ninety-four, named Rebekah French, who had often
heard the story when a little girl, told of Asley Trenowth and her broken promise
[…] An ancient dame of Davidstow was the very woman who was too curious, for
it was in her cottage that she had looked through the keyhole and seen the Piskeys
[…] On the moors of the St Columb district the legend of The Boy Who Played with
the Piskeys was current. It was told to Enys Tregarthen by an old woman who said
she put it as it was told her many years ago by a very old woman (Tregarthen 1940:
9–10).
This sounds a factual list from a collector’s notebook or from the head or margin of
a written up tale: and just in case there are any doubts a Rebecca French (the only
woman of this name in 19th-century Cornwall), a retired servant, lived in Padstow and
is recorded in the 1901 census as being 89: if we can trust the census (and Yates) the
story was recorded in 1907.46 All this shows that Nellie had two general sources for her
folklore knowledge: stories told her when she was young (c. 1855–1875?); and stories
told her by her informants in her own late middle age (c. 1885–1910?). This is similar to
the way that many other 19th-century folklorists came by their knowledge, including
Hunt (Young 2013c: 71–73). Nor is there anything to complain about here. Tregarthen
seems to have operated as a scientific folklorist in the phase of collection: Charlotte
Burne would have approved, for example, of the record taking with Rebecca French;
name and age, the story’s background and the search for a location. But this record takYoung: “Her Room Was Her World”: Nellie Sloggett and North Cornish Folklore
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ing did not, for the most part, make its way onto the printed page. In fact, it is striking
how little folklore apparatus Tregarthen cares to give: there is in Piskey Purse a very
short introduction; and only in North Cornwall Fairies are there some sparse endnotes.47
The House of the Sleeping Winds has neither.
This absence of published background information leaves us with a serious problem. Crudely speaking Nellie’s 42 tales break down into two categories: they are, in
the words of one of her preface writers, either “folk-lore pure and simple” or “[stories]
founded on folk-lore” (Tregarthen 1911: ix compare with vii). In other terms there are
folklore tales that were written down with little in the way of narrative elaboration; and
there are tales, for example The White Ring described above, created by Tregarthen with
folklore motifs and characters; “some based on Cornish folklore” as Nellie subtitled
The House. (It goes without saying that were we to be able to contextualize every story
with Nellie’s archives, then we would find that, instead of breaking down the list into
two categories, we actually have points across a spectrum.) Of course, both these story
types should be valuable for folklorists. The “folk-lore pure and simple” are first-class
sources for Cornish folklore: an Edwardian collector taking down tales from her neighbours. However, the stories “founded on folk-lore” should also be useful because, while
the plots might be concocted Nellie’s knowledge was such that many of the details she
gives will have reflected popular traditions: much as Roman archaeologists are grateful for the pieces of imperial masonry that they have found built into medieval walls. If
both are useful, all will agree that the two categories need to be treated very differently.
And here we come to the great difficulty with Nellie’s traditional work: she does not generally tell us which story belongs to which category.
There are some rare exceptions, such as those described in the quoted paragraph
above, where we can (thanks to Yates), count a story as being traditional. In most cases,
though, it is a matter of reading the story and deciding whether the tale in question
‘feels’ traditional. There is much room for argument – that very word ‘feel’ is an offence
to science – and it is not possible to take on here the complex task (one that would be
best left to a folklorist with a strong background in British and Irish fairylore) of trying
to sort the tales into the two categories. However, even if we exclude all of Tregarthen’s
work save confirmed folk tales (“folk-lore pure and simple”) there are eight stories that
were, on the evidence of Tregarthen or Yates, (i) collected and that (ii) read like traditional tales or memorates. These are: “The Piskey Warriors” (Tregarthen 1940: 105–116);
“The Nurse Who Broke Her Promise” (ibid.: 77–88); “The Boy Who Played with the
Piskeys” (ibid.: 105–116); “The Curious Woman of Davidstow” (ibid.: 89–95); “The Legend of the Padstow Doombar” (Tregarthen 1906: 51–69); “How Jan Brewer Was Piskey
Laden” (ibid.: 149–157); “The Old Sky Woman” (ibid.: 125–129); “Reefy, Reefy, Rum”
(ibid.: 131–138); and “Piskeys on the Mare’s Neck” (Tregarthen 1940: 59–65). Something
of the North Cornwall folklore in Enys Tregarthen can unquestionably be salvaged, then,
and this is a major and unexploited source of Cornish folklore.
To these it would be extremely tempting to add other stories that, to use that word
again, ‘feel’ traditional. For example, there are four pixy-led tales in Nellie’s work: “Jan
Brewer” (included among the ‘certains’ above) which Nellie tells us came from Constantine Bay (Padstow), but also “Why Jan Pendogget Changed His Mind” (Tregarthen 1940:
97–103), “A Piskey Who Rode in a Pocket” (Tregarthen 1911: 191–199) and “An Enchanted
Field” (ibid.: 107–112). Nellie gives no information about her sources for the last three,
118

J O U R N A L O F E T H N O L O G Y A N D F O L K L O R I S T I C S 11 (2)

but they have all the characteristics of the most common south-western story type, the
pixy-led traveller (Briggs 1977: 330–331; Young 2016). They are also full of incidental
local details that suggest a good source: in the first case from just outside Padstow; in the
second from near Boscastle; and in the third from Wadebridge. As so often in Nellie’s
work the casual reader would have the impression that Nellie had been to these places.
Other stories that seem traditional to the present author are: “The Piskey’s Revenge”
(Tregarthen 1906: 113–123); “the Small People’s Fair” (ibid.: 159–164); “The Piskeys Who
Carried Their Beds” (ibid.: 177–182); “the Fairy Whirlwind” (ibid.: 185–188); “Hunting
the Fairies” (Tregarthen 1911: 51–66); and “Skerry Werry” (Tregarthen 1940: 37–57). Of
course, a careful analysis of all these would be needed before admitting them to a canon
of ‘true’ Tregarthen folklore. For those sceptics who are, very understandably, impatient
with words like ‘feel’ and ‘seem’ it is important to recall the eight stories listed in the
previous paragraph, where we have details of how they were collected.48
An important factor in assessing the different tales would be to look at their geography and, by extension, to judge the quality of any sources. Nellie’s stories range
from having only generic geographic pointers (for example “[i]n a Cornish village,
surrounded by dreary moors” in Tregarthen 1911: 149) to having very exact ones (for
example “Minster Woods… not far from Boscastle”) (ibid.: 194). On Figure 3 I have
placed all the stories that can be situated by parish to give a rough sense of the spread
of Nellie’s contacts: 31 tales from 42; eleven cannot be placed. The concentration around
Padstow needs no explanation. However, in the cases of tales that do not come from
Padstow it would be important to identify Nellie’s sources, were that possible. Family
may account for a good number of these stories. For example, the two stories from St
Minver could have come from Nellie’s father in her infancy or from her grandparents at
a later date: Granny Sloggett lived into the 1870s.49 The stories from Tintagel could have
come from Charles Rawle, who had grown up between Tintagel and Trevalga (Young
2017a: 37). The story from St Mawgan, may have come from her grandmother, Maria
Carter (née Langdon) who was born in the village and who lived in the same house as
or next door to Nellie for many years: she or others from her family may account, too,
for the tales from nearby St Columb
Major. The two stories from Davidstow are more difficult to account for:
there were a handful of people from
Davidstow in Padstow in the 1860s and
1870s.50 This exercise in the geography
of folklore could be usefully repeated
with all our 19th-century sources for
the folklore of Cornwall: Hunt and
Bottrell especially. Those interested in
British folklore (including the present
author) speak, too easily, about this or
that writer covering this or that region:
as this map of Nellie’s stories suggests
the coverage of one author is likely to
be rather messier than, say, ‘the west’
or ‘the north coast’ of Cornwall.
Figure 3. Story locations in Enys Tregarthen: number
by parish.
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CONCLU DING REMAR KS

Returning now to the outlines of a biography Nellie was forced to move house, after,
or shortly before her uncle Charles’s death (October 9, 1909). She went to live with her
cousin Vinnie at Little Pethwick, just to the south of Padstow: the same Vinnie who Nellie’s mother had sheltered when her parents were in Liverpool in the early 1860s. Here
Nellie shared a house with Vinnie and her husband David Williams: their three children were no longer at home.51 At some subsequent date she moved back to Padstow
to stay with Alice and the Guy family at Yatala Dinas on Dennis Road (see further note
3), where she was to die. In these new homes she continued to write, though there is no
question that the pace of publications had slowed down considerably. Her last work
as Nellie Cornwall, Little Gladwise the story of a Waif, came out in 1909. Her last work,
meanwhile, as Enys Tregarthen (as least while alive) came out in 1911 and was entitled
The House of the Sleeping Winds: a book that makes an unlikely cameo as a get-well gift
in John Betjeman’s Summoned by Bells.52 In 1911 she was described by the census taker as
an authoress for the first time: yet she would not publish anything else before her death.
Some library catalogues, including that of the British Library, claim that she had a third
pen-name Sarah L. Enys and published in the 1920s, but this is incorrect.53
In the case of most writers we would assume that, as energy and creativity fell off,
there was less to bring out. But this is not true of Nellie as we know that she left tens of
thousands of unpublished words, so much so that three volumes were formed out of
her notes in the 1940s. Perhaps she did not publish because she could not find a publisher. In the last year of her life she was visited by two American sisters who describe
her “frail body”, “made as comfortable as possible in a reclining position on her bed”
(Wright 1978: 94). Nellie talked of writing and “said [that] her experience had been that
some publishers can only use a few fairy tales” (ibid.: 95). This is perhaps the explanation for her calling a halt to her writing career in 1911. We have only one clue that she
had intended to publish again: an obituary claiming that she had been planning a book
of poems (WMN 1923). This agrees with her conversation with the American sisters
who remembered that she was particularly keen to talk about poetry and that she had
written some of her own verse (Wright 1978: 95) none of which, save fragments in her
books, has come down to us (for example Tregarthen 1905: 106). Nellie Sloggett died
about three months after this visit, October 18, 1923, from, according to her death certificate, a cerebral hemorrhage (Young 2017a: 27). She was 72 and was buried in Padstow
churchyard with her mother.
It is fair to say that most of Nellie’s books died with her. That her reputation has
kept up is, in part, because of the intrinsic value of her folklore writings (albeit enjoyed
by a popular rather than an academic audience) and, in part, thanks to an American
writer Yates, who had become interested in Nellie’s books (for Yates’ life more generally
Trudell 2003). It is a great pity that Yates and Nellie never met as they were clearly kindred spirits: both kind, luminous and intelligent. Yates, then resident in England, travelled, in the summer of 1939, with her husband, to meet Nellie’s cousin, Alice Rawle.
Alice revealed a “little trunk” to Yates. “In it were scrapbooks, letters and – more stories!
They were bound in brown paper and neatly tied together, and all were written in Enys
Tregarthen’s careful hand” (Tregarthen 1940: 15; 1942: 10). In a generous and wise act,
Alice turned over some or all of this material to Yates and Yates proved worthy of the
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trust placed in her. She published Piskey Folk in 1940 (effectively Tregarthen’s fourth
folklore book): she then proceeded to publish The Doll Who Came Alive (1942) and The
White Ring (1949). To go back to the distinction we introduced in our last section the
Piskey Folk stories ‘feel’, for the most part, like traditional stories. The Doll and The White
Ring are clearly concocted stories with traditional elements: both include Cornish fairies. Often the posthumous work of authors is a disappointment. Books that are not published in a writer’s lifetimes are frequently not published for a reason: they are the dregs
or mistakes. But these three books stand with Nellie’s best. The Doll and The White Ring
are perhaps her most successful stories for children. Piskey Folk is, meanwhile, the most
important collection from the point of view of the folklorist: though few have read it.
There are many mysteries about Nellie’s life and it is to be hoped that the publication
of this article will inspire others to add some more flesh to what is, at best, a skeleton
history. However, let us end by reflecting for a moment on what has been lost or, more
optimistically, what remains undiscovered. We have seen that Nellie may have undertaken, in the 1870s and 1880s, to write articles for religious magazines. Any searches
here will be made more difficult by the fact that Nellie very possibly used an unfamiliar
pen-name. We have, as noted above, a reference to Nellie having written poems, poems
that seem to have been lost. Yates described scrapbooks and letters, she refers elsewhere
to notebooks (Tregarthen 1940: 7, 11): these would be of great value for understanding
Nellie’s personal life and her working methods. If Yates had them they are presumably
still in her family’s possession or in a US university library: I note for example that the
Five College Archives has a cache of Yates’ own papers.54 Or did the documents that
did not immediately interest Yates, stay in Padstow with Nellie’s family?55 If so where
are they now? Thanks to Yates the most precious parts of Nellie’s unpublished works
have been saved from the maws of time: those interested in Cornish and, indeed, British
folklore owe a very great debt to the American writer. It would be only right, though,
that all of Nellie’s writing be brought together so that this remarkable woman can be
properly understood and commemorated: to use a gospel verse beloved of Nellie, and
one with a special meaning for Cornish antiquarians, “Gather up the fragments that
remain, that nothing be lost” (John 6, 12; Gregory 1888: 217; it is of course the motto of
the Federation of Old Cornwall Societies).
A P P E N D I X 1. N E L L I E S L O G G E T T ’ S B O O K S
Nellie Cornwall, Daddy Longlegs and His White Heath Flower. London, Charles H. Kelly, undated
but registered in the British Library as 1885 (note though that the BL catalogue has T. Woolmer as
the publisher). 63 pages, 2 full page drawings and five smaller images for chapter ends (printing
poor). Setting: The Lizard (Cornwall) in the earlier (?) 19th century. Plot Summary: Daddy Longlegs is an old man living at Kynance Cove. One day while out walking he finds a three-year-old
girl named Goldie (his “white heath flower”) and brings her home and takes care of her. The girl
brings Christianity into his life. After several days Daddy learns that the girl’s parents, the Forbes,
an aristocratic family, believe she is drowned and that they are desperately looking for her body.
Daddy brings the girl post haste to her parents in Helston and is offered money for the return of
their little girl but he refuses. The family visit him and the father gives him, instead, a painting of
the place where Daddy found Goldie. On Daddy’s death the painting is given to Goldie.
Nellie Cornwall, Grannie Tresawna’s Story. London, Robert Culley, undated but registered in the
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British Library as 1886 (note though that the BL catalogue has Woolmer as the publisher). 190
pages, 1 colour plate (illustrator unnamed but clearly the same as in The Hill of Fire). Setting:
Tintagel (Cornwall) in the late 18th and 19th centuries. Plot Summary: An old woman, Mrs Nancarrow tells four children in London, about a trip she made to Cornwall when she was a child in
the mid-19th century. In Cornwall, at Tintagel no less, she had stayed with Grannie Tresawna,
who had told her, in turn, about her experiences in the later 18th century. Most of the episodes in
the book relates to Grannie Tresawna’s pleasing adventures. The emotional heart of the story is,
instead, Mrs Nancarrow’s time with Grannie when the adolescent girl both becomes a Christian
and meets her future husband. Somewhat against the odds this complicated structure bears the
weight placed upon it.
Nellie Cornwall, Hallvard Halvorsen; or the Avalanche. A Story of the Fjeld, Fjord and Fos. London, S.
W. Partridge & Co., undated but registered in BL Dec 1887. 316 pages, 37 illustrations including
chapter headings and full plates (illustrator unnamed). Setting: Norway (in the mid-19th century?). Plot summary: Hallvard is a wayward but promising young man from a poor rural Norwegian family: his father Nicolai is paralysed. The book describes some of the scrapes he gets into
in the fjord and mountains where he lives and, finally, his redemption after an avalanche, when
he rescues a neighbouring family after having accepted Jesus into his life. Hallvard eventually
leaves Norway and goes to sea where he prospers and brings Christianity to his fellow sailors.
The book is dense with Norwegian cultural references and Norwegian words.
Nellie Cornwall, Faithful Rigmor and Her Grandmother. London, T. Woolmer, 1888. 63 pages, 7
illustrations and no dedication. Setting: Norway. Plot summary: Rigmor lives in a cottage in a
forest in the west of Norway with her bad-tempered grandmother who would prefer to have
a grandson. Her parents had left to go to America some time previously. She visits the cottage
of Oline Corlid, an old woman who is kinder than her grandmother and encourages her to follow Jesus. Afterwards she visits the house of the owner of the forest, Karlberg, as she is friendly
with his daughter Arnborg. The family ask Rigmor to live with them but she declines as her
father had told her to stay with her grandmother. She returns home to the news that her parents
have drowned off the coast of America. She is comforted by the Pastor who tells her that the
Karlbergs want to employ her as a nanny for their younger children but she is still reluctant to
leave her grandmother. Back at her cottage she and her grandmother are attacked by wolves. Rigmor retaliates with a red-hot poker and saves her grandmother but is injured by the wolves.
Karlberg arrives and shoots the wolves. Rigmor is ill for several months. Meanwhile Oline Corlid
persuades the grandmother to follow Jesus and Arnborg Karlberg is also converted. [Note that I
have not read this book. The summary was written by Stephen Lees who kindly read the copy at
Cambridge’s University Library.]
Nellie Cornwall, Twice Rescued or the Story of Little Tino. London, John F. Shaw and Co., undated
but the BL catalogue has 1888. 224 pages and 3 full page drawings. Setting: Porthglaze (near
Tintagel), Cornwall in the earlier 19th century. Plot Summary: Tino is born to a gypsy mother
and a gadjo father, but the mother flees the father (a drunkard) and brings Tino to live with her
people. She dies leaving him the hands of some particularly cruel gypsies. In Cornwall, one of
these, Brit, tries to drown Tino, but Tino is saved by Granfer Lamelegs. Granfer, with the help of
his sister, bring Tino up as a Christian and have Rev. Wordsworth baptize him. However, Tino
is kidnapped by Brit and taken away in his gypsy caravan. It is only thanks to a chance meeting
with Rev. Wordsworth that Tino is restored first to his father (who has become a tee-total Christian), then to Granfer Lamelegs and his sister.
Nellie Cornwall, Mad Margrete and Little Gunnvald: A Norwegian Tale. London, T. Woolmer, 1889.
256 pages and 3 full page drawings (illustrator unnamed) and 28 flower small illustrations. Setting: Norway, 19th century. Gunnvald is a “little cripple” in a Norwegian family, eight years old:
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his sister Borghild takes special care of him. One day, while his sister has gone berry picking and
he is left alone in the wood, ‘mad’ Margrete arrives. She believes that he is her long-lost son Egil
and kidnaps him. Eventually, Gunnvald is returned to his family, who had believed that he had
drowned: Margrete dies. His time away and his wonderful return work changes, particularly
religious changes in Gunnvald’s life and that of his family. The book is dense with Norwegian
cultural references and Norwegian words.
Nellie Cornwall, Sprattie and the Dwarf or The Shining Stairway. London, C. H. Kelly, undated but
registered in the British Library 1891. 200 pages with ten full page drawings (illustrator unnamed)
and 29 smaller illustrations, flowers, butterflies, etc. Setting: “the most degraded streets of
Whitechapel” (London). Sprattie is a paralysed girl with an alcoholic and abusive mother (there
is the implication that she is a prostitute). Sprattie befriends her neighbour, the General (Bartle),
an ex-circus dwarf. The General is friends with Madame Stéphanie, an ex-circus performer “a
celebrity more for her fat than for her height”, and pays her rent: while visiting Madame he comes
into contact with Christianity and Mrs Hastings, who steps in to take care of Sprattie. Sprattie’s
mother steals the General’s money, flees to America and Sprattie is taken into care at a special
home for children run by Sister Caroline just outside London.
Nellie Cornwall, Tamsin Rosewarne and Her Burdens. London, S. W. Partridge, undated but registered in the British library 1892. 160 pages and five full page drawings and 25 small illustrations,
mainly of landscapes. Setting: Zennor (Cornwall). Tamsin Rosewarne has adopted her two orphan
grandchildren, one of whom Blaze has “hip disease”. She struggles to make ends meet but has a
powerful faith that wins her the admiration of some aristocratic neighbours, the Staversworths,
and allows her to survive two serious reverses: a broken leg and her savings being stolen. At the
end of the book Blaze is taken to London and left in hospital where he learns to walk properly.
Nellie Cornwall, Little Bunch’s Charge or True to Trust. London, S. W. Partridge & Co, undated but
registered in the British Library 1894. 96 pages and five full page drawings (illustrator unnamed)
and 23 small illustrations, mainly of flowers. Setting: London, 19th century. ‘Mother’ Bunch is a
young orphan who takes into her care two children when their mother dies, promising to look
after them until they can be passed into the hands of their Uncle Tib. Bunch and her charges
struggle to find shelter and to eat enough. Eventually Bunch is tricked into giving the children
over to a circus and the shock of learning of their fate puts her into an East End hospital. Eventually the children are rescued from the circus and reunited with their uncle Tib (Sir Tibster Bleckley) who insists that Bunch come to live with them in the countryside.
Nellie Cornwall, Joyce’s Little Maid. London, The Religious Tract Society, undated but registered
in the British Library 1896. Setting: St Levan (Cornwall) in the mid-19th century. Joyce Penwarden
elopes to marry a man of which her father disapproves leading to a breach between them. Many
years later Joyce dies and sends her daughter, Jennifer, to live with her father. The old man and
the house-maid Philadelphia Tresidder are brought back to Christian worship by the little girl.
Jennifer has though a crisis when she gets lost outside looking for her beloved doll. On her deathbed the doll is found and brought to her and she begins to recover.
Nellie Cornwall, Little Annie. London, Charles H. Kelly, 1897. 30 pages, three black and white
illustrations. Setting: somewhere in contemporary England. Little Annie hears a Salvation Army
Band, follows it and gets separated from her family. A policeman takes Annie to the guildhall
where her father later retrieves her. By far Cornwall’s shortest book.
Nellie Cornwall, The Maid of the Storm. London, S. W. Partridge, undated but registered in the
British Library 1897. Setting: Port Quin (and area) in the mid-late 19th century. A baby girl,
Moyra, survives a terrible wreck at Varley Point, thanks to the courage of local fishermen. She
grows up in a small Cornish community that is wracked, a decade later, by the apparent death of
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two young locals: Jack the son of a fisherman and Warwick the son of the squire. In fact, the two
lads have been blown out to sea on a raft, where they are picked up on a boat going to New York.
There, by a happy chance, they meet the Irish father of Moyra and bring him back to Cornwall
with them.
Nellie Cornwall, The Hill of Fire. London, The Religious Tract Society, undated but registered in
the British Library 1901. 191 pages, 1 colour plate (illustrator unnamed but clearly the same as
in Grannie Trasawna’s Story). Setting: ‘St Crida’, “not more than thirty miles from Boscastle” (i.e.
north Cornwall) in 1887. Plot summary: A tramp and his daughter find their way, after the tramp
falls ill, to Churchtown St Crida at the time of the preparation for Victoria’s golden jubilee. There
Chummie discovers the Christian faith and her father, who comes from a gentlemanly background, makes amends for past mistakes, reunites with his family and returns a valuable violin,
a Stradivarius to its owner. The climactic scene of the novel takes place on Crug Tor when a fire
lit for the jubilee burns out of control and risks killing Chummie and an elderly friend.
Nellie Cornwall, The Little Don of Oxford. London, John F. Shaw and Co, 1902. Setting: ‘St Chad’s’
Cornwall and Oxford. John Erisey discovers that his dear old friend Paget has died at Oxford and
has left his son (the little Don) in John’s care. John goes to get the little Don and brings him to
Cornwall, subsequently and unwillingly, John falls in love with Miss Wilmer, a Quaker and the
Don has a series of adventures with the servants and locals. The story ends with John reuniting
Miss Wilmer with her long-lost love and so losing any hope of marrying her: Miss Wilmer abandons Quakerism. The book is the only one by Nellie Cornwall written in the first person (John’s
diary).
Nellie Cornwall, Little Gladwise the Story of a Waif. London, S. W. Partridge, undated but registered in the British Library 1909. 167 pages, and five full page drawings. Setting: ‘St Cedde’, on
the Tamar near Liskeard and Saltash. Plot summary: Petronella elopes with an unsuitable man,
leaving her mother and father, Mr and Mrs Tillie, in despair. Several years pass and Petronella
brings her baby and leaves it on her parent’s property and the child is adopted by a family in
the parish at the urging of Mrs Tille. Three years later Petronella returns with a wig on and with
dark glasses to retake the child. However, her disguise is discovered and she is reconciled with
her parents and the village.
Enys Tregarthen, The Piskey Purse: Legends and Tales of North Cornwall. London, Wells Gardner,
1905. 207 pages. 18 small illustrations and 8 full page illustrations: illustrator J. Ley Pethybridge.
“Introduction” by E. T (ix–xi). “The Piskey Purse” (1–58): a child, Gerna, finds a fairy princess
locked into a piskey purse (a seaweed) and has to protect the princess from the spriggans and
bring it to the Tolmen at dawn to break the spell. “The Magic Pail” (59–110): a piskey child is
adopted into a family with a magic pail, a magic pail capable of sucking into it whatever the child
asks. “The Witch in the Well” (111–167): a witch steals children at Padstow and the heroine must
retrieve them from her lair. “Borrowed Eyes and Ears” (168–190): Bessie borrows the eyes and
ears of a sea fairy for a day. “The Little White Hare” (191–207): William John befriends a white
rabbit and goes seeking its hidden treasure.
Enys Tregarthen, North Cornwall Fairies and Legends. London, Wells Gardner, 1906. 188 pages, 10
photographs and 15 pictures: illustrator J. Ley Pethybridge, photographer unnamed. “Introduction” by Howard Fox (xi–xiv). “The Adventure of the Piskey in Search of His Laugh” (1–49): a
piskey loses his laugh and goes to ask various legendary figures where he can find it. “The Legend of the Padstow Doombar” (53–69): a mermaid curses Padstow after being ill-treated. “The
Little Cake Bird” (73–98): pixies try and give a little girl cake in her dreams the night before
Christmas. “The Impounded Crows” (101–111): the story of how St Neot ‘impounded’ the crows.
“The Piskey’s Revenge” (115–123): after losing a piskey-bed the pixies steal an old man’s biscuits.
“The Old Sky Woman” (127–129): snow are the feathers from the plucking of a goose in the sky.
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“Reefy, Reefy Rum” (133–138): a young girl is chased by three gargoyles. “The Little Horses and
Horsemen of Padstow” (141–148): a young boy watches some roof statues ride around the town.
“How Jan Brewer was Piskey-Laden” (151–157): Jan Brew is piskey-led. “The Small People’s Fair”
(161–164): a human blunders into a fairy fair. “The Piskeys who Did Aunt Betsy’s Work” (167–
176): the piskeys help Aunt Betsy but then leave when spied upon. “The Piskeys who Carried
Their Beds” (179–182): Jinnie watches pixies carry their beds up a hill. “The Fairy Whirlwind”
(185–188): a child is stolen by the fairies. “Notes” (189–192).
Enys Tregarthen, The House of the Sleeping Winds and Other Stories Some Based on Cornish Folklore.
London, Rebman, 1911. 223 pages and 26 illustration: illustrator Nannie Preston. “Preface” by
Thurstan Peter. “The House of the Sleeping Winds” (1–49): at Dozmare Pool the old grey men
control the winds. “Hunting the Fairies” (51–66): a fairy helps a young man dig a way to his fortune and a maid. “The Wishing Song” (67–105): a young boy gets his love and a new life through
a magical song. “An Enchanted Field” (107–112): a man is pixy-led in a magical field. “The Piskey
Spoon” (113–146): set in Dark Age Cornwall, a chieftain wins a spoon that will bring him good
luck, but he uses it unwisely. “The Little Weather Man” (147–167): a weather man and woman
live in a small weather house, but their mistress does not appreciate the bad news they bring.
“The Piskey Shoemaker” (169–192): a girl finds a pixy cobbler and finds that there is a pixy cobbler competition to be decided by the pixy king and queen. “A Piskey Who Rode in a Pocket”
(193–199): a pixy jumps in a woman’s pocket and pixy-leads her. “The Golden Egg” (201–223):
pixies persuade a young man to bring daffodils into the house and so break a spell.
Enys Tregarthen (Posthumous). Piskey Folk: A Book of Cornish Legends, collected by Elizabeth
Yates with foreword by the same (5–11), Yates also probably provided the “Glossary of Cornish
Words” (201–203). New York: John Day Company, 1940. 203 pages and 16 photographs by William McGreal. “The Piskey Revellers” (19–36): a young Cornish couple’s courting is disturbed
by the piskeys’ parties. “Skerry-Werry” (37–579: a piskey child is briefly adopted by a an old
woman. “Piskey’s on the Mare’s Neck” (59–75): a man rides home to find piskeys on his horse.
“The Piskey Warriors” (67–75): a woman inadvertently stumbles on a piskey battle. “The Nurse
Who Broke Her Promise” (77–88): a human midwife goes to minister to a fairy baby and gains,
briefly, piskey-eyes. “The Curious Woman of Davidstow” (89–95): piskeys help a housewife but
abandon her when she spies on them. “Why Jan Pendogget Changed His Mind” (97–103): Jan
doesn’t believe in piskeys so they piskey-lead him. “The Boy Who Played with the Piskeys” (105–
116): a lonely boy plays with the moor piskeys until his mother intervenes. “The Spinning Plate”
(117–127): invisible piskeys play tricks on a man and his wife. “Bucca Boo’s Little Merry Men”
(129–151): marine piskeys serve the Cornish Neptune, Bucca Boo and bring blessings in from the
sea to Mevagissey. “The Gnome Maiden” (153–170): the story of the origins of the Tamar. “The
Thunder Axe” (171–185): knockers play a game in a Cornish mine. “A Brotherhood of Shadows”
(187–200): a series of shadows live in a cliff.
Enys Tregarthen (Posthumous). The Doll Who Came Alive, edited by Elizabeth Yates with two-page
introduction ‘to the reader’, with illustrations by Nora S. Unwin. New York: John Day Company,
1942. 76 pages, 58 illustrations, 11 in colour and 37 black and white line drawings. Released by
Faber and Faber 1944. Abelard-Schuman: London 1972, re-released the same book but with a ragged brunette rather than a neat blonde Jyd: Nora S. Unwin was the illustrator. Setting: Cornwall.
Plot summary: Jyd Trewerry is a little girl who lives alone with a cruel stepmother. She is given a
doll by a sailor and promises to the love the doll to life. Once the doll comes to life the two play
many games together and Jyd buys a dress for a girl. Jyd refuses her stepmother’s request to burn
the doll and runs out into the countryside. There the fairies take off her doll, but she returns to be
with Jyd and the book ends with the two racing towards a ship on which the sailor is returning to
port: they will keep his house for him.
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Enys Tregarthen (Posthumous). The White Ring, edited by Elizabeth Yates, with illustrations by
Nora S. Unwin. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1949. 65 pages, 33 black and white
line drawings. Setting: Cornwall. Plot summary: An old man, Uter Penscawen discovers a small
girl, Nan, abandoned on the beach and takes her to his isolated cottage, where he takes care of
animals in his animal hospital. Time passes and Nan gets smaller and smaller by washing in dew,
confirming that she is a fairy child. She makes contact with her fairy brethren but decides that
she cannot leave her “Granfer”. Uter, though, is revealed to be the Emperor of Fairyland, released
from earth because someone Nan has loved him more than herself. Nan and Uter, as the King and
Queen of Fairyland, ascend a silver staircase into the clouds.
A P P E N D I X 2. N E L L I E ’S PA R A L Y S I S – C H R O N O L O G Y ,
PA T H O L O G Y A N D E X P E R I E N C E
In modern reference guides, including the Encyclopædia Britannica we are told that Nellie Sloggett
was paralyzed at sixteen: Yates (1959 [1940]: 335) claims that she was “scarcely sixteen”, but in
another article Yeats (1942: 9) claims “at seventeen”. “Scarcely sixteen” is more precise and was
written at an earlier date: we use it here. Yates had spoken to Nellie’s cousin, Alice Rawle, in
1939 and 16 might be reliable. There are four other sources that give an estimate of how long she
had been bedridden: but all are rounded numbers. On her death certificate from 1923 we learn
that Nellie had been paralysed for sixty years, i.e. since 1863 (Young 2017a: 27): a local obituary
concurs with this – this is a short obituary apparently from a parish magazine, though no title or
date is given (I owe John Buckingham for this reference and have reproduced it in Young 2017a:
6). The census-taker of 1901, meanwhile, wrote that she had been bed-ridden for forty years, i.e.
since 1861 (ten).56 In another obituary (which is unreliable on several points, WMN 1923) we learn
that she had been paralysed for fifty years, i.e. 1873 (22): this conflicts with the census of 1871 that
already had Nellie down as suffering from a spinal condition: “Cripple, Spinal disease”.57 The
range in dates is worrying, but hardly surprising. Perhaps we should conclude simply that the
illness came sometime in the decade before the 1871 census. Another possibility is that the illness
only slowly took hold. If that were the case then perhaps the first symptoms began to manifest
themselves in Nellie’s early teens and by sixteen, a year remembered in the family, she could no
longer walk. We gather that she was paralyzed at least from the waist down: she was able, as
subsequent records show, to read and write. She wrote “from her bed, leaning on one elbow and
holding a pencil in her other hand” (Yates 1959 [1940]: 25).
As to what happened to Nellie there follow five possibilities, none of which are entirely satisfactory. The first would be a traumatic event, say a horse riding accident with a break in the spine:
this seems to be ruled out by references to an “illness” and “disease”. (I am particularly struck
by the fact that Nellie’s cousin told Yates, in 1939, that it was an “illness” that “crippled her”;
see Yates 1959 [1940]: 336.) The second, poliomyelitis, is a condition that, as the name suggests,
attacks the spine’s lining: it was relatively common in Victorian England (but in the 1880s and
1890s not in the 1860s) and generally affected infants rather than adolescents (Smallman-Raynor
et al.: 108–118); other possibilities in this area might include viral infectious myelitis or polio. The
third possibility is spinal tuberculosis that often causes permanent damage: it would be unusual,
however, for someone with this illness (and without modern medication) to survive as Nellie did,
into her seventies. The fourth possibility would be, instead, a progressive neurological disease,
perhaps multiple sclerosis. Here again there are problems. Multiple sclerosis does not normally
strike in the teens and when it does it tends to be extremely aggressive: in other words, Nellie
would not have lived as long as she did. Nor do we have any hint in our, admittedly sparse,
sources that there was any kind of progression through Nellie’s life. Nellie’s cousin who nursed
Nellie described her simply as “a great sufferer but a wonderful person” (Yates 1959 [1940]: 335).
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Other possibilities include a spontaneous vascular catastrophe (i.e. a stroke or haemorrhage) or
non-malignant spinal tumours.
Nellie’s experience of paralysis is perhaps not entirely lost to us. On several occasions in her
novels there are characters with debilitating conditions: so much so that had we known nothing about Nellie’s home life we might have guessed that someone in her family was confined to
bed. In Hallvard Halvorsen the father, Nicolai had been paralyzed after rescuing a fellow sailor
(Cornwall 1887: 22). In The Hill of Fire Miss Orange is left permanently paralyzed when Crug
Tor catches fire (Cornwall 1901: 151–152). In Mad Magrete, eight-year-old Gunnvald is unable to
walk and has to be carried from place to place (Cornwall 1889, especially 19). In Grannie Tresawna
two marginal characters, Sammie Endean and Mother Moyse, are bed-ridden (Cornwall 1886:
88, 168). In Tamsin Rosewarne Blaze, a boy in Tamsin’s care, has been crippled by hip disease
(Cornwall 1892, especially 11). In Sprattie both Madame Rousse and Sprattie are confined to bed
(Cornwall 1891: 48). In “The Magic Pail” Joan suffers from extreme arthritis and “was powerless
to move from her chair without help” (Tregarthen 1905: 61). It is extremely dangerous, of course,
to reconstruct an author’s experiences through their fictional writing, but some of the comments
by and about these long-suffering characters are difficult to ignore. For example, arthritic Joan,
who is left alone, immobile, for long stretches had one consolation.
[H]er doors and windows opened on to the moor, and she could therefore command from
where she sat a long stretch of moorland, which, though wild, was none the less beautiful
at every season of the year, but especially in the springtime, when the yellow broom and
golden gorse were in flower (Tregarthen 1905: 61).
This recalls the wonderful views from Nellie’s own room, including Bodmin moor (Yates
1940: 10–11). Of Nicolai coming to accept paralysis: “God only knows the mental anguish as well
as the physical suffering of the first year of his invalid life” (Cornwall 1887: 22). Do we also catch
a glimpse of Nellie’s secret pride in herself when she writes of Nicolai: “How often we find the
weakest in body are strongest in faith when real trouble or sorrow comes?” (ibid.: 251). Then,
there are also reflections, of a constant tenor, on the meaning, in Christian terms, of paralysis.
When Miss Orange is laid up she is consoled by a friend telling her that “she was God’s special
care, now that she could do nothing for herself, and that she must just lie still under the shadow
of His great wings, and trust Him to provide her with all that she needed” (Cornwall 1901: 155).
And: “[s]omebody has well said that we come not into our place by accident. How true it is!
Nicolai knew that, too, and that the God of Wisdom… had laid him on his suffering bed to glorify
Him…” (Cornwall 1887: 22, compare with Cornwall 1889: 64). And most concisely of Nicolai:
“God’s afflictions are God’s love” (ibid.: 133).
A P P E N D I X 3. T R A D I T I O N A L M O T I F S I N T H E W O R K S
O F N E L L I E C O R N WA L L
When possible I have included the Stith-Thompson motif number in brackets: some I have failed
to find a motif for; others deserve their own motif number. Note that I have described all types
of fairies as ‘fairies’ (as opposed to piskeys, small people, etc) save in cases where there is an
established phrase with piskey, for example piskey-led. I have ignored here the three Norwegian
novels where Nellie’s knowledge was clearly second-hand.
Devil lights (night lights sparks from the Devil’s tail) (E530.1). Cornwall 1902: 10–11.
Devil put in a pie in Cornwall (?): Cornwall 1886: 10.
Fairies bake (F271.10): Cornwall 1892: 46.
Fairies beautiful (F230): Cornwall 1892: 21.
Fairies break Sabbath (?): Cornwall 1888: 132.
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Fairies bring gifts (F340): Cornwall 1897, 60–61; 1892: 135.
Fairies child size (F239.4): Cornwall 1896: 105–106
Fairies happy or laughing (?): Cornwall 1888: 17; 1901: 41 “danced to the music like a Bobby
Griglan”.
Fairies on horseback (F241.1): Cornwall 1892: 16, 47.
Fairies seen long ago (?): Cornwall 1892: 46–47.
Fairies skip with sunbeams (?): Cornwall 1892: 15.
Fairies steal (F365): Cornwall 1897: 60–61.
Fairies tiny like insects (F239.4): Cornwall 1892: 47.
Fairy crocks of gold (F244): Cornwall 1892: 16, 28, 46, 59.
Fairy markets (F258.1): Cornwall 1892: 47.
Fairy night noise (a nocturnal cry) (K1887.2?): Cornwall 1885: 9.
Ghost is an omen (‘token’) (E574): Cornwall 1897: 101.
Ghost with burning eyes (?): Cornwall 1897: 101.
Giant accidentally crushes human skull with thumb (?): Cornwall 1892: 45.
Giant rocking on a rocking stone (?): Cornwall 1892: 44.
Giants (F531): Cornwall 1892: 43.
Hounds (“Cheney’s ghost hounds”) Chase Men (E752.5?): Cornwall 1901: 105.
King Arthur becomes a Crow (?): Cornwall 1886: 91.
King Arthur washed up by sea as a baby (?): Cornwall 1886: 91.
Mermaid’s Cave: Cornwall 1888: 60–61 (?); 1897: 63.
Noisy sea is the mermaids whipping their babies (?): Cornwall 1897: 63.
Piskey beds (F422): Cornwall 1888: 122 (“When you put your leg into a piskey-bed ’tis a difficult matter to get ‘un out again”), 132.
Piskey-led (F369.7): Cornwall 1886: 143.
Piskey lights (F217.1): Cornwall 1886: 143; 1888: 132; 1902: 10–11.
Pisky Purses (?): Cornwall 1897: 113.
Seeing fairies with four-leaved clover (F235.4.6): Cornwall 1892: 15, 28, 46–48, 51.
Vagrants used by parents to scare children (?): Cornwall 1886: 10; see also 1896, especially 38
(“the Man of the Downs”).
Witch in well scares children (G303.10.19?): Cornwall 1886: 10.
Witch chair in rockface (?): Cornwall 1896: 88.
Women in red coats believed to be soldiers by invaders (?): Cornwall 1886: 119–126.
NOTES
1 Note that her family may have called her Nell. Nell, in any case, is the name that appears on
her gravestone (Young 2017a: 32).
2 Three more books were published posthumously. See Appendix 1 for the list of books.
3 The description of Nellie’s room here relates to Yatala Dinas on Dennis Road: thanks to Mike
O’Connor’s comments (personal communication, May 23, 2016, reproduced in Young 2017a: 36).
4 The Encylopædia Britannica, for example, dedicates about 130 words to ‘Enys Tregarthen’ and
includes four errors. Even a local obituary manages to misspell her surname and give two nonexistent books (WMN 1923)! The best work is Buckingham 2001.
5 In her early publications, Yates (1940; 1942; 1959 [1940]) just mentions a cousin, Miss R who
had looked after Nellie for many years at the end of her life. Yates (1984: 75), though, later confirmed that this was Alice, ‘Maude Rawle’.
6 Note that I have collected these sources together in a single file so readers can examine the
original texts (Young 2017a).
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7 GRO: Dec 1848 IX, 9, Marriage Cert, St Columb. (see Young 2017a: 21).
8 Sarah Carter was, OPC, baptized on November 22, 1824 in the parish of St Columb and her
parents were recorded as being resident in Newquay. Her younger sister Lavinia Carter was baptized in the same parish on October 19, 1828. Their younger sister Philippa Carter was baptized
at Padstow on February 18, 1831.
9 GRO: Dec 1848 IX, 9 Marriage Cert, St Columb. Note Samuel had been a cooper prior to
his career at sea: baptism of Maria Ann in 1821. I have been unable to discover Samuel Carter’s
hometown.
10 The OPC database has a Moses Slogett with the correct parents baptized (Anglican) at St
Minver on January 19, 1813. A major difficulty with tracing Sloggett family history is the various
spellings of their surname: Slogett, Sloggat, etc. Moses was from St Minver as we know from his
wife’s obituary (Cornishman 1894). We are lucky to have the baptismal certificate as his other dates
are confusing: the 1841 census claims that he was 25 (i.e. 1816 date of birth); his death certificate
claims that he was 40 in 1857 (i.e. 1817 d.o.b.); his marriage certificate claims that he was 38 when
he got married in 1848 (1810 d.o.b.)! Census takers in 1841 rounded the age of the young down to
the nearest five, something that has often caused confusion (see, for example, Pattinson 2002: 25).
The other date discrepancies suggest a certain carelessness on Moses’ or his family’s part.
11 His brother John married Jane Burrows in 1852, GRO: Bodmin, 5, 165 ) at St Minver and
also signed with a mark (see also OPC). Interestingly John and Moses’ mother, Ann (neé) Mably,
had signed her marriage certificate January 29, 1809, St Minver, but she failed to teach her sons
to write.
12 COCP Class: HO107; Piece: 149; Book: 5; Civil Parish: St Breock; Enumeration District: 7;
Folio: 7; Page: 7; GSU roll: 241271.
13 COCP Class: HO107; Piece: 152; Book: 12; Civil Parish: St Minver (Highlands and Lowlands); Enumeration District: 3; Folio: 19; Page: 6; GSU roll: 241273.
14 Note that most reference works have Nellie being born on that date in 1851, possibly
because of confusion with her baptism early in that year.
15 COCP Class: HO107; Piece: 1905; Folio: 147; Civil Parish: Padstow; Enumeration District
4c; Page: 4; GSU roll: 221057.
16 Registered on June 27, 1857 with Samuel Withell in attendance.
17 “[A]t Padstow” (RCG 1857). Note that Moses and Sarah are not buried together. Nellie
shares her mother’s grave (Young 2017a: 32).
18 COCP, RG 9; Piece: 1540; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration District:
1; Folio: 8; Page: 9; GSU roll: 542828.
19 Vinnie is, of course, a diminutive of Lavinia. The name was used in the census of 1871, and
I use it throughout this essay to avoid confusion with Vinnie’s mother Lavinia.
20 March 1848 (GRO: St Columb, 9, 75).
21 COCP, Census, Class: HO107; Piece: 1905; Folio: 147; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration District 4c; Page: 3; GSU roll: 221057.
22 COCP, Census, RG 9; Piece: 2676; Municipal Borough: Liverpool; County: Lancashire; Enumeration District::10f, Folio: 8; Page: 10; GSU roll: 543011.
23 COCP, Census, Class: RG10; Piece: 2253; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration District::Folio: 19; Page: 30; GSU roll: 834879. For Rawle’s shipping history I have benefitted from a short but expert note from Mick Rawle, reproduced in Young 2017a: 37-58.
24 COCP, Census, Class: RG11; Piece: 2294; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration District: 2; Folio: 25; Page: 4; GSU roll: 1341551.
25 In Padstow Council Chamber there is a list of past chairmans with the words, “C. Rawle
1901–1904”: thanks to John Buckingham for this information.
26 COCP, Class: RG10; Piece: 2253; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration
District: Folio: 19; Page: 30; GSU roll: 834879.
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27 COCP, Class: RG11; Piece: 2294; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration
District: 2; Folio: 25; Page: 4; GSU roll: 1341551.
28 1891 census for music teaching: COCP, RG12; Piece: 1818; Civil Parish: Padstow; County,
Cornwall; Enumeration District 2; Folio: 21; Page: 6; GSU roll: 6096928.
29 Nellie dedicates 1887 Hallvard to “Miss Prideaux-Brune” and “Miss C. G. Cavendish”. Nellie only dedicates three other books: The Maid of the Storm “to Nan” (her cousin, Annie), Little
Gladwise “to dearest Minnie” (her cousin Marina) and The House, to the Bishop of Truro.
30 The reference is from an undated letter in the Padstow Echo: recorded sometime 1971–1975,
given in Young 2017a: 9 (thanks to John Buckingham for the reference).
31 Caroline G. Cavendish was a joint founder and helped run the Princess Mary’s Village
Homes (Addlestone, Surrey) for the children of women prisoners (Thorne 1896 I: 7). She was also
the author of three Christian books for children. She has a walk on role in one of Nellie’s books,
Sprattie (Cornwall 1891: 194–196). There has to be the suspicion that Sprattie is based on one of
Caroline G. Cavendish’s children.
32 A Dr Barnardo’s catalogue has a Nellie Cornwall story in Our Darlings: The Children’s Treasury of Pictures and Stories vol. 28 (1900). We have been unable to examine this magazine, which
seems not to be available in any European library.
33 Note that often dates are not included in Cornwall novels, so I take the date of registration
from the British Library – see further Appendix 1.
34 The question of why Nellie chose Norway is straightforward: rural Norway for her represented Cornwall with pines and bears. It was a pristine Protestant land where good sturdy folk
made, through tribulations, peace with their God. As in Cornwall the environment was rugged
and occasionally hostile; there was little wealth; and there were superstitious rural families (the
trolls stood in for the piskeys in Norway, for example Cornwall 1889: 30). The only fundamental
difference between the people of Cornwall and Norway, in Nellie’s writing, was that Cornubians
seemed to have a better sense of humour. A much more difficult question is how Nellie knew so
much about Norway. She clearly had a first-rate Norwegian contact: as Nellie’s cousin put it she
wrote convincingly about foreign places “to which only her reading had taken her” (Yates 1959
[1940]: 336). One reviewer commented that Hallvard was “written by one who seems to know
the scenes described” (MP 1887); another claimed that the book “might be taken for a translation” from Norwegian (LM 1887). A casual reader would assume, indeed, that Nellie knew that
language. She lards the book with Norwegian words and phrases so much so that one frustrated
reviewer asked “why does Miss Cornwall make her personages talk a compound of Norwegian
and English?” (LDN 1887, giving the example “wherever can fader be beste moder?”) Padstow
had, in the 19th century, trade contacts with Norway, but the interest and knowledge shown in
these books will have required prolonged contact with an educated Norwegian, not an occasional
talk with merchant seamen (Lysons and Lysons 1806–1822: III, 252 and for Nellie’s lifetime RCG
1885). In this period there was one Norwegian living in the town, Bernhard Nilsen and his English wife Ada. They are excellent candidates as they had contacts with Charles Rawle. The OPC
records the marriage of Bernard Andreas Schjeldrup Nilsen (son of a judge), 33, with Ada Rawlings (daughter of a lawyer), 30, on October 16, 1889 in Padstow. The family dwelt in Dennis House
just to the west of the town and were there in the census in 1891 (COCP, class: RG12; Piece: 1818;
Civil Parish: Padstow; Enumeration District 3; Folio: 44; Page: 9; GSU roll: 6096928) and left Padstow in 1899 (RCG 1899b). This 1899 article reveals that they were, like Nelly, connected to the
Prideaux-Brunes. Nilsen was also in the Free Trade League with Charles Rawle (RCG 1891a).
Note that Ada ran a health resort for “delicate girls” (RCG 1891b; MP 1893). In many ways the
Nilsens are excellent candidates: but were they in Padstow early enough to help Nellie with Hallvard in (at the latest) 1887? Note, too, that in the 1891 census there were, including Nilsen, only
eleven households with Norwegians in Cornwall. I ignored sailors in hotels or on ships.
35 For example, in Cornwall 1886: “Wesleyan Methodist Sunday Schools” (1909); Cornwall
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1897: “Great Northern Street: Band of Hope […] for good conduct and punctual attendance”
(1913). Cf. Davin 2001: 71.
36 Nellie arguably pays tribute to Charles Rawle in Grannie Tresawna’s Story. The young Mrs
Nancarrow is taken ‘up’ to Grannie, who lives near Tintagel, by her Uncle Charles: it should be
remembered that Charles Rawle, Nellie’s uncle, came from precisely this part of Cornwall and
that Tintagel is ‘up’ from Padstow (Cornwall 1886: 10–19). Nellie did occasionally include footnotes in her books stating that something had really happened: she had no difficulty in drawing
from life (ibid.: 188; 1887: 80; 1891: 136; 1901: 95).
37 John Buckingham informs me in a personal communication: “I understand that in the early
days at the Cemetery Non-Conformists were buried on the left-hand side and Anglicans on the
right. That idea soon seems to have been dropped. Nell and mother are on the right.”
38 COCP, RG12; Piece: 1818; Civil Parish: Padstow; County, Cornwall; Enumeration District
2; Folio: 21; Page: 6; GSU roll: 6096928: Ellen Martyn from Wadebridge.
39 As to the question of why this name of all Celtic names John Buckingham points out to me,
in a personal communication, that Kathleen the daughter of the Guys, and the granddaughter of
Charles Rawle married one John Dysart Tregarthen in 1906 (GRO 5c, 151, marriage certificate,).
Was this Nellie’s immediate inspiration? Note that Tregarthen is not a particularly common name.
40 “Mother Jewell, who, being a true Celt, was a passionate lover of nature, especially in
its majestic forms” (Cornwall 1901: 24); “Their Celtic nature was stirred to its depths, and the
excitement that the skipper’s news [the unexpected survival of the book’s hero] thus created was
intense” (Cornwall 1897: 134–135. Note that the Storm has, for the 19th century, an unusually
positive view of Ireland (ibid.: 34 and the last three chapters). Compare with Bottrell’s ‘Celtic’
sensibilities, Young 2013a: 75–76.
41 This “red coat” tradition is known throughout the insular West and deserves a lengthier
study: Illfracombe (NDJ 1861); Fishguard (Rose 2003); Bantry Bay in Ireland (R. C. 1870: 269); and
Shetland (Tudor 1883: 453). For an earlier reference to women masquerading as soldiers at Lyme
Regis (Townshend 1892: 10).
42 Is this a folk reference to seaweed?
43 Folklorists will hopefully, with time, come to read the works of Enys Tregarthen, few if
any will ever read Nellie Cornwall: I have, therefore, in Appendix 3, included a list of all folklore
motifs that appear in the Nellie Cornwall books.
44 The name is obviously a common one, but there was one Agnes Taylor living at Padstow
in the 1911 census, aged 35: Class: RG14; Piece: 13711; Schedule Number: 47; Parish Padstow;
County Cornwall; Enumeration District 2. She was the wife of a retired Church of England vicar
Arnold Dawes Taylor. John Buckingham writes in a personal communication: “Agnes Taylor was
an interesting lady who taught folk dancing in the 1930s. She was a Cornish Bard.”
45 I know of only two British examples from 1500 to the theosophists, where fairies are clearly
and unambiguously associated with fertility: Midsummer Night’s Dream, II, 1 “Therefore, the
winds…” and an obscure 19th-century Yorkshire source (see Young 2012: 227): “the turnips had
grown ever so much greener and higher…”.
46 I have not been able to find French in the 1841 census. However, in 1851 she is recorded as
35 (date of birth 1816); 1861, 43 (d.o.b. 1818); 1871, 50 (d.o.b. 1821); 1881, 66 (d.o.b. 1815); 1891, 77
(d.o.b. 1814); 1901, 89 (d.o.b. 1821). It is a nice example of the limits of the census as a source for
age!
47 189–192.
48 I have gathered together all these tales in a pdf file on my academia.edu site (Young 2017b).
49 1871 Census, COCP RG10; Piece: 2252; Civil Parish: St Minver (Highlands and Lowlands);
County: Cornwall; Eumeration District 8; Folio: 31; Page: 15; GSU roll: 834878.
50 For example, Robert Cobbledick who lived in Padstow in the 1861 (Mill Street) and the 1871
(North Quay) censuses.
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51 COCP, RG14; Piece: 13716; Civil Parish: Little Petherick; County: Cornwall; Enumeration
District: 07; Schedule Number: 14.
52 The relevant lines in Betjeman are in “Highgate”. “After that tea, I called and called again,/
But Peggy was not in, she was away,/ She wasn’t well. House Of The Sleeping Winds,/ My favourite
book, with whirling art-nouveau/ And Walter Crane-ish colour plates I brought/ To cheer her
sick-bed. It was taken in./Weeks passed and passed and then it was returned./ O gone for ever
Peggy Purey-Cust.” Thanks to John Buckingham for this reference.
53 Sarah L. Enys published three books (Enys 1923; 1925; 1931). Enys is equated with Nellie
in the British Library catalogue (at least as late as June 2015 when this correction was sent in) and
in many other catalogues as a result: “Sarah L. ENYS, pseud. [i.e. Nellie Sloggett]”. An inquiry
at the British library brought this response from Jim Cunningham: “[O]ur Retrospective Conversion Team […] have found 3 title cards for Nellie Sloggett and her pseudonyms with a number of
revisions made over time, but no indication of when those revisions were made. One of these title
cards bears the note ‘information from Mr. George Sloggett’.” George Sloggett was an engineer
who lived much of his life in Cardiff before retiring to Padstow where he was active in local history: information from John Buckingham in a personal communication. George may have been
related to Nellie. Sarah L. Enys (obit 1952, Falmouth) was, meanwhile, part of the Enys family of
St Gluvias. In the Cornwall Council archives there is a letter (June 27, 1932), from a publisher to
Sarah L. Enys, CCA EN/2523, mentioning, inter alia (Enys 1931).
54 FCAMC collection number: MS 179. In 2000–2001 John Buckingham corresponded with
Elizabeth Yates. Yates wrote on May 31, 2000, that “Those books [i.e. the three edited by Yates]
and the stories accounted for the work of Enys Tregarthen – Nellie Sloggett – that came into our
hands.” I have included these letters in Young 2017a: 59–61.
55 John Buckingham informs me, in a personal communication, that he knows of none of Nellie’s family left in the town.
56 COCP RG13; Piece: 2204; Civil Parish: Padstow, County: Cornwall; Enumeration District:
2; Folio: 26; Page: 3.
57 COCP RG10; Piece: 2253; Civil Parish: Padstow; County: Cornwall; Enumeration District:
Folio: 19; Page: 30; GSU roll: 834879.
SOURCES
BL = British Library Catalogue.
CCA = Cornwall Council Archives for the Enys Family of St Gluvias.
COCP = British census sources are available online for Cornwall at the Cornwall Online Census Project (http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~kayhin/cocp.html, accessed
May 23, 2017). Full scans are available from various paid services via the National Archives,
detailed here: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/
census-records/ (accessed Nov 2017).
FCAMC = Elizabeth Yates Papers, Five College Archives and Manuscript Collections, US. https://
asteria.fivecolleges.edu/findaids/sophiasmith/mnsss317_main.html (non vidi; accessed May
23, 2017).
GRO = General Register Office https://www.gro.gov.uk/gro/content/certificates/ (accessed May
23, 2017).
NLS = National Library of Scotland. Map images. http://maps.nls.uk/view/101438138.
OPC = Cornwall Online Parish Clerks Database. http://www.opc-cornwall.org/ (accessed May 5,
2017).
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NOTES AND REVIEWS
I NTERV IEW W I T H PROFESSOR SI MON J. BRONNER
According to an American Folklore Society
(AFS) inside joke, Simon Bronner bears a
striking resemblance to Alan Dundes. Many a
true word is spoken in jest, and this comparison goes beyond facial similarity: Bronner is a
renowned figure within folklore studies with
wide knowledge and an impressive record
of influential writing. He has written about
topics as diverse as Jewish and children’s
folklore, material culture and masculinity,
campus traditions and Internet folklore, to
name just a few. His most cited works are
monographs as different as American Folklore
Studies: An Intellectual History (1986), Consuming Visions: Accumulation and Display of Goods
in America, 1880–1920 (1989), and Explaining
Traditions: Folk Behavior in Modern Culture
(2011). What distinguishes Bronner’s writing is an accessible style that attracts more
and more readers, without watering down
complex ideas. Moreover, Bronner is a highly
regarded teacher who mentored several generations of influential folklore students. He
has been a vivacious promoter of folklore
studies in academia, as well as outside of it.
Just to name one of his multiple activities,
Bronner assiduously popularises folklore
studies in the American Folklore Society’s
History and Folklore Section Facebook page,
regularly posting meaningful pieces on new
publications, dates important to folklore studies, and biographies of folklorists (in doing
so working toward the creation of a muchneeded international biographical dictionary
of folklorists). Continuing the tradition of
Indiana’s prominent folklore program, where
he studied, Bronner masterfully conveys his
prizewinning knowledge as a Distinguished
Professor Emeritus of American Studies and

Folklore at Pennsylvania State University,
Harrisburg; and yet, this knowledge goes far
beyond academia and the USA.
You wrote your dissertation in the 1970s
and early 1980s at Indiana University, the
acclaimed research centre for folklore, ethnomusicology and humanities. Who were
your teachers? How did these years shape
your later academic career and your understanding of folklore?
I came to Indiana University with my MA
from the Cooperstown Graduate Program,
which was organized on the European model
of ethnology or folklife with a heavy emphasis on American material culture and community life. Louis C. Jones, Roderick J. Roberts,
and Bruce Buckley, who were experts in folk
art, architecture, and music were the prominent folklorists there. At Indiana, I became
more exposed to the study of oral tradition
in a global context. One of the unexpected
surprises of that experience were classes with
Estonian folklorist Felix Oinas who taught
Finnish, Baltic, and Russian folklore. I was
in awe of his erudition, linguistic abilities
(in addition to speaking multiple languages
besides Estonian and English, he also taught
Church Slavonic at Indiana), and global bibliographic knowledge. He was especially
influential in guiding my thinking about
the link of folklore and politics, particularly
on issues of nationalism. I had already read
about American nationalism, but he gave me
a profound comparative perspective from
his work on Finland, the Baltic countries,
and the Soviet Union. There is no doubt that
Richard Dorson was the face of folklore at
Indiana, and from him I learned historical
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perspectives on the United States. I also
served as his editorial assistant and in that
capacity I learned life-long lessons about
writing, editing, and publication in addition to administrative visions for expanding and promoting folklore studies (I later
directed a folklore program and thought
of him often). My research – field study of
woodcarvers in southern Indiana – that led
to my dissertation was with Warren Roberts,
who had made the move from the historic–
geographic school of narrative studies to
ethnological studies of art and architecture.
A valuable experience with him was the
fieldwork class that he led away from campus in southern Indiana. It was from that
experience that my dissertation research
arose and other lasting work on foodways,
architecture, and legendry. Allowing me to
make more connections of North America
to European ethnology and ethnic studies was the eminent Hungarian folklorist Linda Dégh who served as an adviser
throughout my career in addition to my
undergraduate folklore adviser at Binghamton Bill Nicolaisen. Other professors were
probably less renowned and prolific, but
nonetheless influential on emphasizing the
broad scope of folklore: Mary Ellen Brown
on literature and British folklore, William
Wiggins on African and African-American
lore, and Roger Janelli on anthropological
perspectives and Asian folklore. Certainly
those years at Indiana were also shaped by
my student cohort with many late-night discussions about the future of folklore studies. We also worked together on establishing Trickster Press and editing ambitious
publications such as Folklore Forum (which
I edited), Journal of the Folklore Institute, and
Indiana Folklore. Many of those relationships
in public and academic folklore work (for
example Carl Lindahl, Steve Siporin, Tom
Carter, Elissa Henken, Egle Zygas, Erika
Brady, Peter Voorheis) have continued to
be maintained at conferences, publications,
and projects. Annually, we pick up threads
of conversation that began long ago.
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What kinds of change have you seen in
American and international folkloristics
since you entered the field?
I would say that the biggest change is the
rising inquiry into the mediation of folklore
and processes of traditionalizing. When
I first studied folklore, there was a certain
purist attitude in defining as well as collecting folklore. Folklorists wanted to find primarily oral material unpolluted by popular
culture and from people usually in isolated
rural enclaves that had remained stable
over centuries. There was a great skepticism of organized ‘folk festivals’ and commercialized ‘folk singers’ (or for that matter,
the value of ‘race’ and ‘hillbilly’ records,
although now they constitute a trove of
evidence for traditional music and regional
culture). Dorson, who I mentioned earlier,
encouraged thinking about “folklore in the
modern world” and the emergence of new
folklore rather than the search for unadulterated relics of tradition. At the same time,
he drew a sharp line between folklore and
‘fakelore’. Moving beyond those early controversies, folklorists have been eager since
the 1970s to address folklore mediated, and
indeed generated, by television, copiers and
facsimile machines, computers, and now the
Internet and smartphones. Instead of dismissing ‘fakelore’, folklorists have increasingly examined the process of traditionalizing events and texts within the context of a
modernizing world. They represent a more
objective consideration of this process with
terms such as ‘folklorism’ and ‘invented (or
what I call ‘managed’) tradition’. Indeed,
tradition, once taken for granted, is also
receiving more critical inquiry. Along with
that inquiry about tradition as a malleable process is the expansion of the social
worlds that produce and maintain folklore.
Whereas regional and ethnic groups dominated the textbooks of an earlier generation,
today’s handbooks cover family, occupational, urban, LGBTQ, organizational, gender, fan, and friendship interactions, among
other identities. Not only is the awareness of
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multiple and overlapping identities within
our experience evident in folklore and folklife studies, but so too are those out in the
world as a result of the digital revolution.
And the mediation evident in computers
that allows us to communicate all over the
globe also leads to thinking about digital
culture in relation to what came before, and
what might come after.
Most recently, in 2017, the AFS held its
128th annual meeting in Minneapolis.
What were the highlights of this meeting
for you?
On a personal level, the meeting was an
opportunity to connect with many contributors to an ambitious reference-work
project I am editing for Oxford University
Press: Oxford Handbook of American Folklore
and Folklife Studies. With 43 chapters (projected over 1000 pages), you can imagine
that I was engaged in many hallway conversations about the scope and content of
the work. I was heartened at the meeting to
see many presenters who I had mentored
as students coming through our program
at Penn State. Spontaneously, I organized
a dinner and sent word out through social
media, not knowing who would respond.
With the packed schedule of the meeting,
I expected only a handful of attendees,
and we kept needing to add chairs until
we had more than 20 students and alumni
present. I felt a parental pride in seeing the
success that graduates had enjoyed. I had
a similar feeling at a reception for mentors
and participants in a Mellon Foundation
publishing initiative called Folklore Studies in the Multicultural World, which ended
last year. I served as a mentor for a dozen
or so writers over the last five years, and at
the reception was able to see the fruits of
their labor in attractive books on display. I
always appreciate forging community with
long-time colleagues at the meeting, such as
Wolfgang Mieder of the University of Vermont, Elizabeth Tucker of Binghamton University, Dan Ben-Amos of the University

of Pennsylvania, Henry Glassie of Indiana
University, and Patricia Turner of University of California, Los Angeles, but this year
that circle expanded as I was happy to meet
participants at the meeting who I have been
or will be able to greet again in my planned
2017–2018 lectures in Latvia, Estonia, Finland, India, and China.
How would you characterise the AFS and
its roles in scholarship and in society, both
in the US and internationally?
The American Folklore Society has embraced
a role in responding to current events and
movements. Probably more than in other
folklore organizations in which I participate,
the AFS features in its communications and
its annual meeting opportunities to relate
scholarship to news of the day. Perhaps
because of the large proportion of members
in the public sector, and concerns for the contemporary world, the AFS has had an activist component. At the 2017 annual meeting,
many sessions, for example, were concerned
with the ‘fake news’ and dealing with the
‘age of Trump’. Of major concern this year
has been a proposal by the controversial US
President to abolish national endowments
for the arts and humanities, which would
not only adversely affect many folklorists,
but would also impair traditional communities across the country. Many sections of the
AFS, such as the Latino, Social Justice, and
Environmental sections, took up discussion
of recent natural disasters in Puerto Rico
and Texas. Issues of racial, sexual, and gender equality both within the profession and
the world permeate many forums. The AFS
as the largest member organization devoted
to folklore has also been active in forging
international ties and arrangements with
SIEF and Chinese folklore organizations,
but more can be done to enhance global
connection. For my part, I chaired the AFS
committee to recognize outstanding folklorists with the accolade of “honorary international members of the Fellows of the American Folklore Society”.
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You are the convener of the History and
Folklore Studies section of the AFS, which
is also active in Facebook. What is to be
gained from engaging in the history of
folklore studies and disciplinary histories
more broadly?
In 1973, Dan Ben-Amos wrote an influential essay coinciding with the founding of
the section titled “History of Folklore Studies: Why Do We Need It?” It set the tone for
much of the movement to document and
interpret the history of folklore studies. He
was concerned as I am today with establishing a continuous intellectual legacy for folklore and folklife studies that culminates with
the establishment of a ‘discipline’ to take its
place alongside major branches of learning.
Especially at that time, it was important to
differentiate what a folklorist does, and did,
from anthropologists, historians, and literary scholars. Much of the effort was to profile outstanding individuals who identified
as folklorists (and the paths they blazed),
and inquire about the origins and development of folklore as a field of inquiry. Since
then, the function of disciplinary history
has shifted, some at my behest as editor of
Folklore Historian and various publications,
to joining folklore to intellectual history and
epistemology broadly. I asked for histories
to engage the sociology of ideas and contemplate how folkloristic work initiated as
well as joined intellectual movements in the
context of their time and place. Thus folklorists can contemplate the significance of
their contributions alongside others as well
as the communities with which they work
on broad concepts such as democratization,
multiculturalism, nationalism, individualism, and of course, tradition. Another development, and function of the history of folklore studies, is organizational. In assessing
the role of folklore as a branch of learning,
histories take up the processes, and strategies, for integrating folklore programming
in the university, schools, corporations, government, and the professions.
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At the last AFS meeting you received an
award for your research in the field of
children’s folklore. Congratulations! In
your work you have shown that children’s
culture is something autonomous formed
of distinct expressive agency, and that it
cannot be seen as an adapted version of
traditions passed on by adults. Indeed,
some folklorists have claimed that children adapt beliefs and elements of culture
that have been abandoned by adults, that
the world of children is a kind of conglomerate of survivals. In your view, what are
the characteristic features of children’s culture? How does children’s culture relate to
that of adults?
My view of children is couched in a lifecourse perspective. I introduced a folklore
course at Penn State on culture and aging
that proceeded from the theory that folklore
has persisted and is meaningful behaviorally because it serves an essential human
need of adapting to life changes. Children
engage in folklore a great deal because they
go through more social, physical, and cognitive changes than at any other time of
their lives. Such a life-course perspective
demands attention to developmental psychology and awareness of the physical as
well as cognitive changes occurring in our
lives and the ways that parents and communities frame traditions to guide or alter life
journeys. Rather than view children as ‘little savages’ (from whence the evolutionary
idea of survivals comes from), ‘little adults’,
‘passive vessels of information’, or representatives of some ‘collective unconscious’,
much of the contemporary work in children’s folklore interprets the simultaneous
continuity of children’s folklore through
generations and the change in it as well as
innovation wrought by every generation.
This is where your reference to “expressive agency” comes in and is particularly
important to not only thinking of the impact
of childhood traditions on the formation of ethos throughout our lives but also
about the distinctiveness of childhood as a
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subaltern group culture. For folkloristics,
many questions of the origin of narrative,
belief, and fantasy can be addressed in the
dynamic process of adult cultural transmission to children (for example game, gesture,
story), and how they are interpreted and
reframed, often subversively (for example
joke, parody, play) by children.
In your recent monograph Folklore: The
Basics (2017) you have used an action-oriented approach and define folklore as “traditional knowledge put into, and drawing
from, practice”. How does your conceptualisation of folklore differ from textual or
philological approaches?
Centering practice in the conceptualization
of folklore emphasizes the question “Why
do people repeat (express) themselves?”
The question frames what most people do
relative to the force of modernization, which
implies value placed on individualism, novelty, and originality. Textual and philological approaches often work to identify outstanding forms and lofty talents responsible
for culture rather than locating the ways
that people navigate everyday life. That is
not to say that practice approaches do not
analyze texts and speech. They often do,
but as representative of practices – that is,
repeatable, variable actions. So, practiceoriented folklorists might ask about speaking, singing, working not only as behavior
but those that in their actions are symbolic
in themselves. It is not just what is said, but
engaging in saying it. Separating this action
and identifying symbolism helps reveal the
way people think – before they act – and
how it figures in their lives.
Conceptualisation of folklore not as
heritage but as practice means an open
approach. You have not seen folklore as a
bounded and autonomous realm but rather
as a pervasive expressive phenomenon.
You have studied versatile fields such as
folk arts, architecture, masculinity and
gender, blues music, and hunting. One of

your current interests is strongman competitions. What can be learned about such
events, physical culture and athletics in
general, by means of looking at them from
the point of view of folklore studies?
Well put. Sports have often been overlooked
because they appear too organized to constitute folklore, but I find that they encapsulate
fundamental beliefs and customs about age
and the body – and the embodiment of cultural values. As bodylore, sport is basic to
our expressive communication; many common proverbs, legends, and folk vocabulary
come from sport, and have national contexts
in sport preferences. In my book Following
Tradition (1998), I presented quantitative
data from keyword searches of American
newspapers that the most frequent pairing
of tradition was with the rhetoric of sports,
community, and family – in that order.
Teams are considered intense high-context
communities that promote insider rituals and stories among participants, even in
highly organized sports such as baseball,
soccer, and basketball. Even though at a
college and professional level many sporting events are televised, people still flock to
stadiums and arenas so that they can participate as fans in the event framed to represent
a special cultural identity. One can appreciate their significance in the recent headlines
over ritualized protests by players (“taking
a knee” during the playing of the national
anthem to bring attention to racial inequality and violence) at National Football
League pre-game ceremonies. I have been
drawn as a folklorist to strongman contests
because of the way they incorporate mythology of giant heroes in events such as Atlas
Stones, Hercules Hold and Fingal’s Fingers.
The sport, however, is hardly a reflection
of society’s values; in emphasizing strength
associated with pre-industrial life (speed
is often associated with a corporate service
and information economy) it appears to represent pre-modern community that crowns
in the contests a Hercules hero. The human–
machine struggle comes into play in events
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such as the truck (airplane, bus, train) pull,
Viking lift, Conan’s wheel, and car deadlift.
The relation of the dominant strongman to
the rise of strongwoman contests also introduces gender issues that are projected into
the arena, or cultural frame of the event that
contains paradoxes of our lives. Its function has also evolved from localized status
to national identities. Many of the countries
featured in strongman contests are locations
desiring attention on the world stage: Iceland, Denmark, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania,
Estonia, Scotland, Poland. The influence of
strongman is also apparent at a vernacular level with gyms in many communities
that promote a cultural identity of a strongman and strongwoman. Traditional knowledge of nutrition, drugs, and techniques is
passed, often within sight, and earshot, of
signs such as “Change Your Body, Change
Your Life”, “Know that Commitment is a
Muscle”, “When Life Gets Harder, Challenge Yourself to Be Stronger”, “Feeling the
Burn”, and “Who’s Your Daddy?”
You visited Estonia in connection with the
10th anniversary celebration for the Journal
of Ethnology and Folkloristics, published
jointly by the Estonian National Museum,
the Estonian Literary Museum’s Estonian
Folklore Archives, and the University of
Tartu’s departments of ethnology and of
folklore. What were the main messages in
the talk that you gave at the Humanities
within International and National Scholarly Contexts seminar at the University of
Tartu on November 13, 2017?
I have served as an administrator of a school
of humanities as well as a professor of folklore. In publication, I served as editor of
a broad American Studies encyclopedia
as well as more focused folklife reference
works. As both dean and editor, my background as a folklorist was often questioned,
especially by the dominant wings of history,
art, and literature. In interviews, I was often
asked how my disciplinary background
prepared me to relate to the broad expanse
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of the humanities and arts in these units.
My message at the seminar is to elaborate
on the answer I usually gave. I often had
the pluck to insist that the question should
not be about my preparation in the past, but
on why reforming humanities folkloristically was imperative for the future. Focusing on my comparative scholarly experience for extended stays in the United States,
Japan, and the Netherlands, I presented
three themes of folkloristic thought that
present challenges to the way the humanities are organized, and suggested the ways
that reorienting future work toward these
themes can result in a solution to the ballyhooed “crisis in the humanities”. The
themes that I addressed were democratic,
vernacular and incipient.
Democratic. In keeping with the ideal
of the United States as the first modern
democracy, folklore-minded humanists
established a cultural study that would
be diverse, rather than seeking romantic
nationalism, by representing the participation in national culture of various groups.
That is not to say that Americans thought
all these groups to be equal, and a task for
many folklore-minded humanists was to
recognize inequities by giving attention
to groups facing domination or not given
credit for their artistic, and therefore intellectual, capabilities. Folklorists showed
artistry and tradition, and therefore claims
to cultural integration, in the traditions of
often marginalized groups. In this way folklorists contributed to the larger movement
to democratize the arts and open up the
humanities to participation in everyday life.
Even in Japan where social hierarchy and
cultural homogeneity are firmly entrenched,
I found that folklore raised inquiry in a number of disciplines about representing various
communities rather than treat the monolith
of the society. In the Netherlands, I encountered a long-standing legacy of multicultural tolerance, but ‘Golden Age’ thinking
meant that it was the ‘Dutch masters’ who
were held aloft as learning worth knowing
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rather than thinking about process and local
authority. Thinking of folklore philosophically reoriented this thinking toward the
cultural ramifications, and hybridizations,
of various groups being involved in polity
as well as society.
Vernacular or localization. Because of
attention by leading American folklorists to
the separation, interaction, and hybridization of various groups in the production of
practices viewed, and heard, as ‘tradition’,
folklore studies emphasized the ‘folk’, or
social aspect, in folklore. This perspective
did not isolate “folk” groups as static peasants or remote, often romanticized occupations such as sailors. It was vernacular in the
sense of often being localized, even if connected to apparently global, often mobile
traditions. As studies evolved, the goal of
identifying community with folkloric evidence extended to different situations as
mobile social frames for the emergence of
folklore. The artificial boundary wall of the
humanities with social sciences therefore
often came into question, since folklorists
were concerned for social contexts as well
as texts of culture. Those texts in a vernacular-centered perspective were analyzed
for connections to everyday culture rather
than a canon of work known by a learned or
refined person.
Incipient. The European as well as Asian
humanistic tradition was built upon reverence for ancient civilization and learning
of the classics. To be sure, American higher
education emphasized this tradition to the
mid-20th century, but affecting scholarship was a movement of American studies
reflecting a developing ‘modern’ American
culture. As the United States proclaimed
itself a new nation that separated from its
sources in Europe and Africa, so did folklore
presented as American reflect an incipient
contemporaneous quality. It was in process.
That is, it was developing and constantly
being created anew, theory held, in the context of peculiar historical and geographic
conditions. American folklorists certainly

found evidence of intact transplanted customs, but they specially pointed to traditions that emerged with American characteristics. Folklorists challenged the ancient
foundation of the humanities by noting
how American traditions observed as they
were practiced reflected a forward-looking,
inventive nation. What if the humanities
were less about the past and lofty talents,
and more about how people think and act
humanistically? That would incorporate
folklore not necessarily as an object or text
for which a canon could be devised but a
frame around culture that invites grasping
the way the things we do express we are. In
this mode of inquiry, we can also adjust our
manifestations or applications to plow back
ideas from whence they came in communities so as to make the humanities relevant to
the issues and problems of the day.
Introduction by Anastasiya Astapova
Questions formulated by Anastasiya
Astapova, Elo-Hanna Seljamaa and
Ülo Valk
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Hulubaş, Adina and Ioana Repciuc, eds. 2016. Riturile de trecere în actualitate – The Rites of
Passage Time after Time. Iaşi: Editura Universităţii “Al. I. Cuza”. 394 pages.

The book The Rites of Passage Time after Time,
edited by Adina Hulubaş and Ioana Repciuc, brings to the scholarly circuit the personality of Arnold van Gennep (1873–1957)
by illustrating some of the most representative directions he inaugurated in the European anthropology and ethnology of the last
century. Even though it is not his unique
contribution to the development of sociohuman studies, the most fecund part of van
Gennep’s academic production is represented by Les Rites de Passage, the first edition in 1909 with Emile Nourry (Paris) and
reprinted several times. This tome of van
Gennep is the cardinal point for the entire
collection of articles here offered. Les Rites
has succeeded in representing a theoretical reference model for several generations
of researchers who aim to understand and
classify social practices within traditional
cultures. Through social practices, I understand here along with the exegetes of his
work present in this volume, those ritual
gestures, individual or collective, that are
studied together by anthropologists and
ethnologists, folklorists and sociologists,
each one by the angle of their own sector,
and which essentially refers to the material
and symbolic actions by which individuals
participate in community formation.
Among the articles in the introductory
section, the contribution of Bjørn Thomassen (“Arnold van Gennep: Fragments of
Life-Work at Threshold”) provides us with
the richest biographical data on van Gen144

nep, starting from his origins, education
and entourage, his scientific journey at
the time he lived, by the end of which he
accumulated few victories and numerous
defeats culminating with a dramatic lack
of professional recognition. Intentionally
simplifying, we can assume that the main
causes of the negative reception of van Gennep’s conceptions consisted in his personal
conflict with the already consecrated Émile
Durkheim and therefore with his scientific
heirs. That bad luck changes after 1960, with
his rediscovery in the Anglo-Saxon environment, although this did not lead to complete
recognition, despite the fecundity of his
ideas; it is only in our days that the weight
of van Gennep’s analytic pattern is entirely
acknowledged.
Thus, in the “Rites of Transition in an
International Context”, Repciuc presents
the spirit of the age in which those who
have established the validity of the vangennepian method of work have become or
not partisans of his theoretical vision. From
the perspective of studying folklore (French,
in particular), from the political anthropology or the postmodern world sociology, we
learn one by one cases in which researchers of these domains sometimes admit the
van-gennepian source, sometimes denying
a worthy appreciation. Under the title “The
Passing of Time over the Rites of Passage.
A Socio-anthropological Analysis”, Cristina
Gavriluţă, a researcher closer to sociology
than other contributors, raises his ration-
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ale among the more recent responses of the
concept of rite of passage, with the precise
interest of reiterating how modern societies re-establish their connection with the
sacred as a reaction to disconnection from
popular customs, which had the role of
rallying the personal and group connection with the spiritual world. In the paragraph “Reinventing the rite and the need
to re-mark the existence” (pp. 106–109), the
author discusses how easily observable elements today, such as the metamorphosis of
authentic ethnic music, the success of science fiction literature, exotic tourism, the
ostentation of wedding parties, and so on,
represent the many behaviours in which
to search for the dimensions of sacredness
(or where these dimensions once were) or
the new practices that can accommodate,
through re-contextualisation, symbols of
passage rites.
In the successive study of Adina Șandru,
“Rites and Rituals. An Anthropological Perspective”, we have a useful comparison of
the most relevant definitions of rites in academic literature. According to the author,
they can generate even more profit by taking into account their “different degrees of
complexity” (p. 122).
Adina Şandru takes up the definitions
of ‘rites’ and ‘rituals’ to observe the role of
social consecration of the (religious) ritual in
contrast with the modifying role of the social
structure of the rite. The concept of ritual
would present a higher level of formalisation of the sacred and would be subordinate to the rite as its practical, ceremonial
manifestation. The ritual is, according to the
majority of scholars, a superordinate dimension with respect to ritual ceremonies, since
it represents both a model of social dynamics and the set of symbolic behaviours.
It would be appropriate to include in
the next version of Rites of Passage Time after
Time the contribution of a specialist in social
psychology to clarify the affinities between
van Gennep’s views and modern sociopsychology.

Further, the Hulubaş study presents
the affect of Simeon Florea Marian’s ideas
and implicitly van Gennep’s assessments
of ethno-folklore research – i.e. the working method – from the Folklore Archives of
Moldova and Bucovina (Iaşi Branch of the
Romanian Academy). Under the leadership of Ion H. Ciubotaru, the gathering of
a vast amount of empirical material, collected from the fundamental moments of
rural life (“superstition, folk medicine, rites
of passage, holidays and magic beliefs, literary folklore, children’s folklore, traditional
clothing, folk architecture and local occupations” – p. 147) has led to the possibility
of subsequent monographs on key themes
such as the wedding as a passing ritual, birth
habits and funeral practices, all under the
significant influence of the tripartite scheme
of van-gennepian liminality: preliminary,
liminary and post-removal rites with those
functions (separation, threshold and aggregation). Moreover, given the epistemological rapprochement between ethnology and
dialectology, it would be interesting to have,
in addition to this one, an account of the
reception of van Gennep’s conceptions in
European dialectical research.
Galin Georgiev’s contribution, “Gift
Bestowal in the Rites Traced to the Life
Cycle with the Bulgarians: General Findings
and Formulations”, brings back the image
of the gift as a gesture with many roles in
traditional societies, a gesture that has maintained its effects (economic, aesthetic, etc.)
in modern societies. As van Gennep has formulated, the exchange of gifts builds up and
strengthens the social body, being operative
especially in the successive phases of separation (thus in transition and reintegration),
with the main role of a physical pledge in
a spiritual engagement. For the reader the
complex figure of the bride shines in the
midst of the interesting observations on the
mechanism of gift exchange on the occasion
of baptism or wedding in different parts of
Bulgaria. The bride, whose status is in transition from that of girl to that of woman, is
Notes and Reviews
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not only given to the husband accompanied
by gifts that are transferable to the new family nucleus, she herself constitutes a gift for
both the husband and the newly generated
social group.
The following article (“Transition Rites
in Bulgarian Weddings: Mid-20th – Early
21st centuries”) also deals with the symbolic
role of the female figure in nuptial rites. The
author, Milena Marinova, analyses the phenomenon of resistance of rites to the pressure of communism. Elements of wedding
customs that are important to Bulgarians
are presented, showing which have been
replaced or modified, since, as elsewhere in
the Soviet sphere of influence, the intention
of the Bulgarian authorities to suppress any
Christian Orthodox element of the matrimonial ritual was part of a larger project. The
communists were trying to introduce a new
social model in which popular traditions in
general, as well as private rites, continued to
be useful only to the extent that they served
the new ideology, given the fact that the
new religion was communism itself.
The contribution of Gabriela Boangiu
(“The Symbolic Imagery of the Wedding
Rituals in the Oltenia Area”) has the additional quality of presenting samples of the
nuptial ceremony typical to the Romanians in Oltenia (a historical area in southern
Romania) in the form of the results of the
investigations carried out by the author,
some of them being particularly interesting (especially pp. 207–208) for the study of
ritual resistance in modern times.
The same quality is noticeable in Emil
Țîrcomnicu’s study that resulted from a
survey in northeastern Serbia, in which the
rites of passage in the everyday lives of the
inhabitants of Osnić village (Timoc) were
observed. Here there are Romanian rumùni
(as well as Romanians arriving from Romania in recent times) living together with Aromanians and Serbian populations. In this
research, Firu Păunel, a former teacher and
folk collector, was chosen as the sole subject.
We are dealing with transcripts of inter146

views conducted in 2014 to document local
customs at birth (pp. 240–242), at weddings
(pp. 243–246) and at funerals (pp. 247–252).
Finally, “Holidays and customs of the popular calendar” (pp. 252–258) ending with five
pages of a necessary glossary of local terms.
Following the succession of “birth” –
“marriage” – “death” there is a presentation
of the most important rites of passage from
traditional Cyprus, in the work proposed by
Kalliopi Protopapa (pp. 266–285), an optimal invitation to reading, this time in the
manner of a rich introduction as complex as
necessary, the choice being probably motivated by the great wealth of the traditions
attested in the island (“Rites of Passage:
Childbirth, Marriage, Death in Traditional
Cypriot society”). Given the absence of the
citations or notes to the text that we would
have expected, the work goes on with a sustained rhythm, almost reading as a narrative. The sources are then fully explained in
the bibliography, where we are sent to find
the three monographs (see Protopapa 2005;
2009; 2012), signed by the author and published by the Cyprus Research Centre.
Eszter Csonka-Takács (“From Birth to
Baptism. An Examination of Rite of Passage
Phenomenon at Gyimesközéplok”) brings
to the public the results of a field investigation in a small Hungarian community
in Bacau County (Romania). The scholar
attended baptisms and visited women in
childbed; then, using the tripartite descriptive scheme, she describes the local specificities of birth habits and the introduction of
the newly born baby into the community.
The study brings a wealth of information
about the stages of mother and son/daughter initiation, along with careful observations of the facts (pp. 287–359).
Marin Constantin’s article (“The Liminal Experience of Interethnic Marriage in
Contemporary Ethnographic Cultures in
Romania”) also provides information for
those sociologists who aim to understand
the dynamics of a mixed social group and
its functioning in moments of alterity, espe-
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cially at times of crisis generated by contact
with foreign elements. The analysis uses
the case of interethnic marriage to Romanians, or, as the author says, inter-marriage,
in which case the ethnic difference is often
compounded by religious difference. In
Romania likewise, on the line of historical
boundaries, endogamy has constituted and
constitutes a form of socio-cultural survival
of the minorities. Thus, the author recalls
the case of the Romanian Orthodox citizens
of Bulgarian ethnicity (as well as Catholics,
we add) from Dudeşti (Timişoara) who, in
contact with other nationalities, preferred
marriage with the members of their own
group (pp. 220–222) Tulcea (Crişan and
Mila 23). As a rule, around these realities,
the scientific debate focuses on the degree
of self-isolation that can lead to endogenous
behaviour in the minority community. The
author asserts that interethnic matrimony
is for society a typical case of a mechanism
of “rapprochement between strangers and
indigenous people” (Constantin is here
quoting van Gennep 1996 [1909]: 34); in
other words, from the perspective of rites
of passage, heterogamy intends to include
a foreign body in a group that is considered homogeneous, thus trying to bring it
to the main identifying characteristics of the
majority. In our specific case, “the choice
of a different [...] ethnic partner keeps the
bride or groom in a liminal position, that
is, between the values of the native community and those of exogenous origin” (p.
229). Naturally, the purpose of the group is
to assimilate (as much) as possible the new
member, preserving the characteristics of
the group “for full social and cultural integration” (p. 231).
Van Gennep’s most important lesson is
perhaps the possibility – read necessity – of
transgressing the disciplinary boundaries
where the empirical study of reality requires
it. In this respect, the editors are bringing to
the readers in the third and last part of the
book, “Rites of passage beyond frames”.
That is to say they present some border

studies that support the applicability of the
theoretical van-gennepian model to contiguous areas of investigation, such as literature
(Jon Mackley’s study of the medieval chivalry novel Sir Gawain and the Ritual Process),
archaeology (Brian Hoggard’s work Threshold Guardians and Valeria Fol’s Masks and the
World Beyond) and religion (Hadas Hirsch’s
article “Muslim Pilgrimage to Mecca: Personal Appearance and Gender in Medieval
Islam”, which speaks about the symbolism
of gender differentiation through clothing).
In order to accurately encompass the
intentions of the volume it is sometimes
appropriate to reread the more significant
parts; for example, at the closing of the
book, the lecturer remains confident of the
newly acquired knowledge supplemented
by stimulating angst to go through new
areas of research, as van Gennep would certainly have wanted.
Alexandru-Laurenţiu Cohal
(“A. Philippide” Institute of Romanian
Philology,
Iaşi Branch of the Romanian Academy,
Romania)
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