PAGE  
1

Paolo Golinelli 

«You never can tell …». 
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Being here,  in Budapest, today, on the 24th of June, represents for me an extraordinary coincidence, because I will be talking about magic and sainthood.

 This is the day in which traditionally falls the feast of Saint John the Baptist, the day of the summer solstice  that has been celebrated as the period in which the sun shines at its peak and nature comes to its full blossoming. Since ancient times, during the summer solstice, fires have been lighted, medicinal herbs picked, magic rites have been officiated: especially “lustrations”, consisting in the immersion in river or in sea water, which have come down to us through the tradition, known as dew of St. John, documented in many parts of Italy.

Perhaps, in no other day of the year, a primitive cult, concerning essential natural elements, has  been so strongly  related, in the course of centuries, to a Christian feast so meaningful as that of St. John the Baptist’s, about whom Jesus said: ”Nobody else, born of woman, was equal to him”. 

My intent here is not to talk about magic-religion relations, in general, but to discuss a specific aspect, which – although limited – might help to understand the meaning of patronage, which is the subject of this congress, according to the point of view of  people who needed it most for the sake of their own survival, the poor rural communities of  Mediaeval Europe.

My starting point will be a rite analiticaly described by Burchard of Worms in his Corrector, a Handbook of Penance, written between 1008 and 1012:

“Have you also acted like the other women? These women during the times of drought, in order to obtain rain, call together many girls and they choose one from their midst, the youngest, as their guide; they strip her naked and they lead her outside the village, until along their walk they find the henbane, an herb which in German is called “belisa”. They order the girl to collect the herb with the little finger of her right hand; then they tie it with an ordinary noose to the little finger of her right foot. Afterwards all the girls, holding a stick in their hands, push  the girl, who drags the herb, into the river and they splash her with the water they raise by striking the surface of the water, hoping to obtain rain with this magic spell. Then, as they walk backwards like crabs, they carry back the girl in their arms to the village. If you have done this and took part in it,  20 days on bread and water.”

A large part of Burchard’s handbook derives, as we know, from previous penitentials, or from councils’ decrees and from the acts of the popes, but the example we have just mentioned and other descriptions about condemned magical practices, don’t tally with the previous literature we know, so we can deduce that they derive directly from the personal experience of the bishop of  Worms. According to Kunzel’s methodology, the detailed description of the various moments of the rite seems to make it historically acceptable as a well known and diffused practice. 

Furthermore we can add that the penance inflicted is relatively light, especially if we compare it  to other magical practices and to the way they were considered, that is to say as devil worship. Superstition, as we know it, was synonym for idolatry, from Augustin to Isidore of  Seville, superstitio was vana religio, but the cult of trees, rocks, particular days, lasted throughout the High Middle Ages and even afterwards, although tracts, councils’ decisions, and sermons opposed it. A vast repertory can be gleaned from the analytic study of Dieter Harmening, Superstitio, 1979; the useless efforts made by Low Medieval preachers to eliminate this practice is accurately described in Marina Montesano’s volume: «Supra acqua et supra vento». Superstizioni, maleficia e incantamenti nei predicatori francescani osservanti (1999).

The propitiatory rite to obtain the rain described by Burchard concentrates, in its different stages, an extraordinary amount of symbols, and for this very reason it didn’t escape the attention of Raoul Manselli during the week which Spoleto dedicated to Symbols in the High Middle Ages, in 1975. In that occasion Manselli limited himself to a few remarks on the magical importance of the naked virgin, on the powers of the herbs in general, on the meaning of walking backwards; the same approach is taken by Harmening (p. 249) in his too concise paragraph dedicated to the theme of  “Wetter”, on which he hardly comments at all. It’s also mentioned by Aron Gurevich in his volume about popular culture and it is rapidly hinted at in the book by Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages (1989)(p.46).

In my opinion this rite seems extraordinary for different reasons: for the great quantity of symbols deriving from popular magic which it evokes, in its realism; because it’s possible to find  in it elements in common with the Christian propitiatory rites for rain, as we’ll try to prove; because the partecipants of a rite so filled with magic suffer such a light sentence: only twenty days of penance.

Let’s start with the symbols. First of all, it’s a feminine practice: belongs to women – according to Penitentials – the tightest bound with the magical world, and even more if virgin, although the tempestarii mentioned by Agobard of Lyon around 820 are men, but, while they have the negative function of bringing storms and maiking hail fall, which destroys crops, women – who I wouldn’t define, for this reason, “tempestarie”, as Manselli did; maybe an anticipation of the Beneandanti of Ginzburg – assume a positive role by dispensing white magic. There are meaningful correspondances between the motives present in the rite and those we can find in repertories and in studies dedicated to popular culture: in Stith Thompson: ”special power of chaste woman”, on the powers of virgins; “magic from maiden walking naked in public”, on the magic that comes from the procession of naked women; “disenchantment by naked virgin undergoing frightful journey at midnight”, that is exactly on the night of Saint John the Baptist. Then there are the elements of sympathetic magic, described by James Frazer: the immersion that  gives magic results; walking backwards and being followed by water [ exactly after having thrown a flower in the lake ].

Furthermore, the magic herb, the black henbane [Hioschiamus niger], well known since ancient times for its calming, analgesic properties, and also as a poison: it is a potion of henbane which the villain Claudius pours in the ear of his sleeping brother, the King, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Among its magic properties it also counts the capacity to bring on rain. Henbane grows amidst ruins and near brick houses anywhere from the mountain to the sea, in temperate climates, but also in colder ones. It’s about from  30 to 80 cm high, it blossoms during the warm season , from May to August.

The magic herb must be collected with great care: it is highly poisonous; in the rite it has to be picked with the end part of the right hand; but even more interesting is the fact that the herb is tied to the end part of the right foot, with another magical practice, called binding (ligatura).

Finally, the fact that the girl is carried back in the arms of the others women seems to point to a simulation of a human sacrifice during which the victim is immolated to the god of waters, as documented in certain rites in Ancient Greece.

Frazer offers a vast repertory dealing with the magical control of rain, within which it isn’t difficult to find examples similar for some of their features are to the ones described in  the rite by Burchard and which testify to the persistence of these practices in the course of  centuries and over a large area, more accurately  situated in central-oriental Europe. I am now quoting from Frazer:

«To put an end to drought and bring down rain, women and girls of the village of Polska [in Wallachia] are wont to go naked by night to the boundaries of the village and there pour water on the ground» (p. 248); «In time of drought the Servians strip a girl to her skin and clothe her from head to foot in grass, herbs, and flowers, even her face being hidden behind a veil of living green. Thus disguised she is called the Dodola, and goes through the village with a troop of girls» «A similar custom is observed in Greece and Roumania» where «She is a gypsy girl, who goes naked except for a short skirt of dwarf elder (Sambucus ebulus) or of corn and vines» (p. 273).  The procession of girls ( elsewhere of young boys) goes from house to house, dancing and singing hymns, crying out for rain, having people sprinkle them with water and receiving gifts from rich families. In Armenia «The children dress up a broomstick as a girl [called Nurin] and carry it from house to house» (pp. 275-276) then «they take Nurin to a river and throw her into the water». «At Egin in Armenia» the effigy is called Chi-chi Mama or “The drenched Mother”; elsewhere she is the rain-bride, and she is immersed in the  water. In this case we have the substitution of the virgin girl with a puppet, a  statue, which is completely immersed in the water. This practice is also usual in Christian tradition.

The anthropologist Alina Piazza in a recent study on rites of immersion has shown that they were wide spread all over the ancient Eastern Mediterranean, as the immersion of statues of goddesses; then they passed to Provence and from Marseille to nearby Gallia, where they were mixed with the celtic rite of the immersion of the stick in water to propitiate rain. This rite was then transformed into the rite of immersion of the Cross in the springs, that Alina Piazza finds in Barmasc, Val d’Aosta, near a chapel dedicated to Mary Magdalen, the penitent Holy prostitute, whose cult, which combines properties deriving from the pagan divinities that preside over the water and fertility, has spread from the Cluniac abbey of Vezelay.

The seventeenth century historian Wilhelm Gumppemberg, in his Atlas marianum, tells the following episode:

“In the year 1313 because of a long lasting drought almost all the country around Montpellier had dried up, and everybody expected all those things that usually take place when not a drop of rain falls from the sky, such as famine or plague, when some pious people thought that they could get protection from the Blessed Virgin. The consuls, therefore, to provide for their country, followed by the peasants, from the church of Saint Firmin with the clergy and all the rest of the people, walked in procession with the suppliants performing their ritual to the temple of the Vigin of the Tables. Once inside, after having prayed, they take up the ancient majesty (this is actually the name given to the statue of the Mother of God) and carried in all its glory to the banks of the nearby river Laede. They immerse the statue in the deep waters of the river, after which , full of joy, they bring it back to the same place to which it belonged. Heaven appreciated the impious rite, and it’s testified that a few hours later there was a great rainfall, that helped everything recovered exceeding every expectation, and the fear of famine or of  plague was driven away completely.”

The magic rite, which has survived in popular memory, is thus made sacred. Now its officiants are men (not the clergy, which simply follows a rite promoted by consuls and peasants: in this lies its popular aspect), the young virgin of the henbane is represented by the wooden statue of the Virgin; the procession remains, and over all persists the rite of immersion of the statue into the water, in a rite of sympathetic magic: the water of the river brings forth the water from the sky. What is left out is the need of protection from famine and pestilence of the poor rural communities. But  the writer is aware that he is narrating a magic rite and he therefore defines it “impium”: impious.

Impious for two reasons: first because he gives new life to the pagan ceremony of immersion for the propitiation of rain by using a sacred image; secondly because during the immersion into the water of the statue of the Virgin Mary another practice takes place, which is not shared by the clergy: the punishment of the saint. As Patrick Geary has demonstrated, the saint who doesn’t grant his grace and delays the unfolding of the miracle is punished by the crowd of believers, until he hasn’t exerted his patronage.

There are many examples both of immersion and punishment regarding the propitiation of rain. In the small hamlet of Piedimonte, near Sessa Aurunca (Campania), the following rite has been documented since the XVth century. In order to invoke the rain, after prayers to St. Erasmus and a novena, the town officials ask the parish priest to take the Holy Cross out of the church. After some reluctance he agrees for the penitential rite to take place. As the bells start tolling, the villagers  assemble in the town piazza (square), and the parish priest leads the procession to the stream. The procession included young and old people, some of them were crowned with thorns, some carrying heavy stones, some weighty crosses or  iron chains. Some walked barefooted; others scourged themselves. Everybody recited the Mea culpa or intoned Evviva la croce (Hail the Cross). The procession reached the stream and the priest dipped the base of the Cross into the water, while all the people recited prayers. Even in this case we note a slight opposition from the ecclesiastical hierarchies perhaps more out of duty than out of convinction, regarding a rite which is not completely orthodox, and which is related to magic rites and which, even in this case as in Montpellier in the XIV Century, is presided over by lay people. In additon here we find the typical belief that comes from the process of Christianisation in the Western world: that feeling of guilt which has been well illustrated by Delumeau and which manifests itself in the hymns and in the scourgings which take place in a situation of drought, because every evil which falls on mankind is interpreted as a punishment that God sends to his children for their sins.

There are many men and women saints who have among their many abilities the power to protect crops, and to bring forth rain, both in their physical person, during their lifetime, as well as in relics, when they are carried in procession in the fields dried out for lack of rain.

The saint’s control of the weather is well documented both in Frazer and also in Loomis, who in a long note lists about 100 cases taken from the Acta Sanctorum and from other Bollandists’ sources. Naturally, the greatest number of patron saints active against the drought is concentrated in the summer months, just as those with white beards are extremely numerous in the winter months. Many of these cults belong to those regions situated along the Mediterrenian and therefore exposed to a dry climate. In many cases there is a procession which helps to bring on the miracle of the rain so long awaited, and some of these rites are particularly interesting.

In the parish church of Torello in Catalunia is venerated the body of St. Fortunatus, one of the Innocent Saints, who was brought here by a dove inside a little ark; during dry spells the inhabitants carry in solemn procession the body of the saint to a near stream, where, according to tradition, the dove had left him, and immerse the little ark in the water, after which they bring it back to the church, while they are refreshed by the miracle of rainfall. 

In Brindisi, at the very sudden tip of the Italian peninsula, the prefect Antiocus was converted to Christianity when bishop Leucius had obtained rain by his prayers, after two years of drought. Evidently this is a legend, but what we want to stress is that people believed in it.

A sixteenth century source from Verona tells us of a seven year drought (probably the number seven is used symbolically) which was overcome by the solemn translation of the bodies of the martyrs saints Firmus et Rusticus, who were – according to tradition – put to death on the banks of the river Adige on August 9th 304. In the cathedral a great fishbone is still venerated which seems to be the improbable arm of their decollation, and which use to be, up to a few years ago, carried out in procession in order to defeat the spell of drought.

In the acts of canonisation of the blessed Gandulfus confessor, a witness refers that during periods of drought, in two occasions, in 1561 and 1565, the body of the saint was carried in procession and the rain fell before the procession ended.

In these two evidences, for instance, the chronological precision allows us to set a greater documentary value to the source itself. In 1050 when the tomb of the abbot saint Bertin was opened a violent storm put an end to a period of dryness. In 1015 – in the same period of the henbane woman –, a year of great drought, the local inhabitants (in the north of Spain) asked the monks of St. Michael of Cuixa to give them the head of St. Gaudericus confessor et agricola (peasant) to carry it in procession to a certain place, where “agmina supplicantium” (a great croud of imploring people) had convenied from every part of the country in order to implore the grace of Heaven. We have here a popular assembly in an established place of which we have no information, but which is Christianized by the procession which brings to it the holy relic. The miracle of rainfall, though, does not take place here, but only after the reliquary was brought into the abbey church, God allowed “abundantem pluviam”. 

A few centuries later it is the saint in person who obtains the rain after a sermon, by crossing himself while looking up to Heaven: this saint is Vincent Ferrer one of the most famous patrons of farm workers.

A favourite intercessor for rain in France is St. Medard, whose image appears in a beatifull window dating back to the XVI century in the church of Semur en Auxois, together with St. Barbara, defender from thunder and lighting.

The examples are many, and I could go on; but it’s now time to come to a conclusion.

Magic rites – and I’m not talking about pagan rites, because there is nothing in what Burchard describes that recalls the pagan system of cult – and the Christian religious practices used to bring forth the rain during the long Middle Ages introduced by Jacques Le Goff, which corresponds to the whole preindustrial era, and which can also be identified more or less with peasant civilization  show not only that there are contaminations from one to the other, but also that there is the contemporary existence of ancestral religious forms bound to the cult of natural powers represented by trees, sources, stars, particular stones, with the new religion its rites, its heroes.

The Church – as we have already noted – was strongly opposed to the ancient rites. Martin of Braga († 580) suggests that these rites derive from devils, who don’t want men to occupy the places they left in Heaven at the time of their fall. Nam ad petras et ad arbores et ad fontes et per trivia cereolos incendere, quid est aliud, nisi cultura diaboli? Cesar of Arles († 542) admonishes that whoever performs these rites has lost the faith and baptism (Omilia de sortilegiis). The synod of Nantes (in 658 ca.) sent out the following excommunication: Si quis transgressus fuerit, fidem perdidit, et est infideli deterior. Et idcirco omnimodo a sanctae ecclesiae consortio abscindatur; et nisi digne penituerit, non recipiatur [Harm., 61]. These dispositions are to be found in Decrees and in Handbooks of Penance (Regino of Prüm, Burchard of Worms, Ivo of Chartres), but in general – for instance, in Burchard book X, chapter 10 (De incantatoribus et auguribus PL 140, col. 834) –, when we come to the specific case, the punishment given is extremely light: in our case 20 days; for other rites described in chapter 6 of the Corrector even less, when they don’t hurt people or things.

Why is this so? According to my opinion, the priest is aware of the overall weakness of the peasants, of the fact that they are exposed to all the whims of nature, and as a consequence of their profound need for protection in a hostile world where they face the many hardships of daily life. Superstition seems to be a second nature for the farmers just like violence is for the nobles, writes Atto of Vercelli in the Tenth Century.

Therefore if we really want to understand popular culture – and I won't even touch upon the many issues of the lively debate which developed in the decades of the Seventies and Eighties of the last century on this subject, for which I refer to the works of Pierre Boglioni and Caterina Lavarra – we shouldn’t take an intellectual stance, typical of all those who deny its very existence because they think that the sources repeat themselves (Harmening), neither should we agree with those who underline the conflictual aspects which tend to challenges dominant powers, through the religious practices typical of subordinate classes; what we should do is to adopt the same point of view of the medieval peasants and try to interpret their needs, with a sociological approach, in which the common people hold the centre of attention. 

The protection of crops during the times of drought and the control of  weather were two of the main needs, because the survival of the peasants depended upon them. It is for these reasons that the farmers did not abandon the ancient cults, when Christianity was introduced. The peasantry opposed lively resistance to the Christian religion, as we can see from the events related to the martyrs of Anaunia (397); they accepted the new religion when they were convinced that it was able to protect them in their daily life. The case of  St. Leucius from Brindisi is emblematic, because the arrival of the rain invoked by the  saint produced the conversion of the whole city. 

When the general conversion to Christianity took place, which was often a superficial veneer, and although the Church made every effort to replace the old rites, degrading them as superstitious, the peasants continued to follow them, adding, for good measure, the new patronage of saints and Madonnas, because «You never can tell …».

The priests realised then that even though on a theological level superstition had to be condamned in the sternest way, in the usual practice of everyday church life they have to find a way to live with these rites christianizing them as much as possible. After all, for the peasant, who needs rain for his crops, it doesn’t really matter, whether a rite is magic or Christian, what matters, is that it works.

