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A word is always a charm.

Gerardus van der Leeuw [1938: 404]

There are wonders in the world...

Jadwiga of Papiernia (interlocutor)
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INTRODUCTION.
TOPIC, SOURCES, METHOD

Let us attempt to understand that other.
Aron Gurevich [1988: 216]

What is the essence of the folk ritual of a curse?

This book in its present shape, scope and structure is an attempt to
answer this question. In the first part of the book, I analyse the term magic,
scrutinise selected linguistic and anthropological approaches to verbal magic,
and treat them as inspirations for an overview of magical utterances in folk
culture. The second part of The Curse is devoted to an analysis of the curse
proper (in isolation from ancillary and related terms) from the point of
view of pragmatics and semantics. The curse ritual is analysed both in its
situational contexts, and as a part of the broader cultural context of folk
mythology, folk religiosity, and social values and norms.

The curse, understood as a verbal ritual, is a phenomenon that exists
in the majority of human cultures and is in all probability universal.
It became the focus of interest for Biblical scholars, Orientalists and clas-
sical scholars, historians and anthropologists.! But so far, researchers
specializing in European folk culture and the lives of peasant communities
did not devote much attention to the curse. I have only been able to find
two studies analysing the curse in Ireland and Macedonia (and it should
be noted that both publications are collections of source materials, and
not critical studies).? Also, linguists (in so far as [ was able to discover)
did not pay any special attention to the curse ritual. In linguistic studies,
curses are routinely mentioned as examples of the performative function
of language (as a type of verbal magic that endeavours to change reality
by means of words). An alternative linguistic perspective on the curses
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highlights their emotive aspect - they are viewed as utterances that help
the speakers express their negative emotions. Among the scholars who
were drawn to the phenomenon of the curse, a special mention is due to
the Orientalist James A. Matisoff [1979],3 who analysed curses as a type of
psycho-ostensive expression (and actually coined the latter term). Another
interesting perspective on the curse can be found in Mariia Koniushkevich’s
article that dissects Belarusian linguistic behaviours [Koniushkevich 2001].
In her article, Koniushkevich analyses the diversity of Belarusian curses in
terms of their linguistic content, structure and function. She treats Belar-
usian curses as instances of verbal behaviour that function in a linguistic
situation of “Cursing,” which is sacred in origin. Until very recently, there
was a dearth of comprehensive studies of the curse by Polish scholars.
Polish ethnographers, cultural anthropologists, folklorists and linguists
only referred to the curse in passing in broader studies of folk culture
and folk speech. In 2000 (concurrently with the first Polish edition of this
book) there appeared a monograph by Magdalena Zowczak entitled Biblia
ludowa (The Folk Bible [ Zowczak 2000, 2nd edition: Zowczak 2013]), where
a whole chapter was devoted to the phenomenon of the curse, understood
as a punishment coming from God.* Zowczak asserts that “the curse is
among the favourite motifs of the folk bible” (“temat klatwy [jest] ulubiony
przez biblie ludowa”) [Zowczak 2013: 176]. My own research also proves
the validity of this claim.

The source material for The Curse, which constitutes the first Polish
monographic treatment of the phenomenon of the folk ritual of the curse
in its cultural context, comes from two types of sources.

Firstly, [ used primary sources,” and especially transcripts of conver-
sations [ had conducted in the field. My field research was conducted in
the years 1980-1989. | made numerous trips (with varying frequency),
mostly to the Podlasie region (then Biata Podlaska voivodship, today, after
the local government reforms of 1999 that changed the administrative
boundaries, part of Lublin voivodship). I also visited Siedlce, Biatystok,
Suwatki and Przemys$l voivodships (today within the Mazovia, Podlasie
and Subcarpathia voivodships). In 1993, I continued my research in
Grodno, Brest and Gomel provinces in Belarus, where I talked in Polish and
Belarusian to the inhabitants of Catholic and Orthodox villages. Generally,
my research covered the borderlands of Poland, Belarus and Ukraine,
including the Grodno region, Podlasie, Polesie and Subcarpathia. Some of
my interlocutors represented the Catholic and some the Orthodox variety
of the culture of this borderland; they spoke Polish, but also Belarusian
and Ukrainian dialects. But while the phenomenon of the curse in the folk
culture of the Polish-Belarusian-Ukrainian borderlands must be anal-
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ysed in all its cultural complexity, | would like to argue that underneath
the cultural differences, the different cultural takes on the curse there
isindeed an underlying unity as they can all be traced back to a common
pre-Christian source. For this reason, in my analysis of the curse, I am
going to focus on its universal aspects.

The bulk of my sources is provided by transcripts of 86 conver-
sations.® I conducted most of the them personally, while a dozen or so
were conducted by the students participating in field research under
my supervision. A vast majority of the interviews were recorded on cas-
settes, and in a small number of cases the answers were noted down by
the interviewer. [ also sporadically made use of field materials gathered
by other researchers, held in the archives of the Institute of Ethnology
and Cultural Anthropology at the University of Warsaw.

Secondly, [ used secondary (printed) sources. Absolutely indispensable
to my research was Oskar Kolberg’s seminal multi-volume work entitled
Lud (The Folk).” 1 used Kolberg’s collection for comparative purposes, using
his records from different regions of ethnographic Poland as well as - for
comparative purposes - from Belarusian and Ukrainian lands. Another
crucial source was Michat Federowski’s Lud biatoruski (The Belarusian
Folk).B I also used dialect dictionaries, general dictionaries, and collec-
tions of proverbs. A relatively small portion of the material comes from
nineteenth century ethnographic journals and other archive sources.’
It should be stressed, however, that the use of printed materials for
the study of the curse is fraught with problems. Printed records typically
do not yield exhaustive and complete data on curse and other types of
conjuration. The printed materials are mostly concerned with just one
aspect of verbal rituals which is quite outside the scope of my research,
and to which I only refer in passing - cure spells. Cure spells are a very
distinct category of verbal rituals, they could even be seen as a separate
literary genre. The highly specialized practices from the borderland
of folk medicine and magic that are meant to cure illnesses have been
the focus of academic interest since the nineteenth century, and are thus
by far the best researched and most exhaustively described area of verbal
magic. The rare and brief references to conjuration (including curses) have
to be sifted from accounts that describe a wide variety of topics: from
the descriptions of life cycle and family cycle rituals, to descriptions of
folk beliefs and customs and summaries of folk literature texts.

For this reason, it seemed to me that if | wanted to analyse the curse
in all its complexity, open-ended conversations with villagers, inspired
by qualitative methodology, should constitute the core of my research.
The description of the phenomenon will involve both the structure and

11
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function of the rituals in question, and their status in the consciousness of
the research subjects.!? Since I conducted the research personally, I was
able to make necessary ad hoc adjustments, asking additional questions
or requesting clarification. Naturally, this was not possible with respect
to my analyses of nineteenth century texts. The information contained
therein is very often random, fragmentary or inconclusive, and it gives
rise to unanswerable questions. For this reason, I treat data obtained
from nineteenth century sources as only supplementary.

The materials gathered during the research process are not analysed
with respect to geographical or chronological distinctions. I refrained
from using a ethnogeographical or diachronic approach, and instead
applied a synchronic approach that would allow me to best understand
the structure, semantics, mechanisms and cultural functions of the curse,
in other words - its general model.

Any researcher who attempts to analyse folk verbal rituals endeav-
ours to uncover their “internal system,”!! shaped within the confines of
a given culture in which these rituals are rooted in manifold ways. In these
attempts, one should follow Claude Lévi-Strauss’s advice and do what

every anthropologist tries to do in the case of different cultures: to put
himself in the place of the men living there, to understand the principle
and pattern of their intentions, and to perceive a period or a culture as
a significant set [Lévi-Strauss 1966: 250].

Such an attempt requires the researcher to take pains not to impose
his/her own cognitive categories or judgements on the material. In this
matter, [ agree with Gurevich, who postulates perceiving the researched
culture as “other” and

admitting that it is not our culture and that the criteria for evaluating it
must be sought within itself. Only with such an approach can one count on
entering a dialogue with it. A dialogue assumes not a view from the top to
the bottom, and not a condemnation, but amazement and interest in under-
standing the interlocutor and deciphering his language [Gurevich 1988: 216].

This way of thinking is the rationale behind incorporating extensive
quotes from the interlocutors in the following chapters. There is no doubt
that they are the experts on their own culture. By letting them speak on
the pages of my book, I also give myself - and the reader - a chance to
slowly “decipher their language” by listening/reading attentively, and
carefully analysing and interpreting their utterances.

I acknowledge a considerable debt of gratitude towards the inter-
locutors, inhabitants of Polish and Belarusian villages, who answered
my questions graciously and patiently. They generously shared their
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knowledge about folk verbal rituals and in truth, and in fact all of them
should be recognized as co-authors of this book. [ am absolutely certain
that without their generous cooperation, my attempts to understand
the phenomenon of the curse in folk culture could only end in failure. For
this reason, I did not want my commentary to overshadow their original
voices, and [ made no attempt to hide or code their names (a full list of
interlocutors can be found in the book). In the course of my research,
[ grew close to some of my interlocutors and visited them over and over
again. Many of them were quite elderly, belonging to a generation that is
quickly passing away. Some of them already have: and with them, their
culture, tradition and wisdom.

13
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MAGIC: IN SEARCH
OF THE MEANING OF THE WORD
AND THE CONCEPT

Magic happens in a world of its own,

but this world is real to the natives.

It therefore exerts a deep influence on their behaviour
and consequently is also real to the anthropologist.

Bronistaw Malinowski [1935: 215]

Scholars differentiate between many types of magic. Some of the cat-
egories include the magic of pre-industrial cultures (primary magic),
professional (dualist) magic, elite (learned) and folk magic, forbidden
(degraded) magic, white and black magic, ancient, classical, Jewish,
Christian, medieval, Renaissance and modern magic, etc.! It is also
possible to differentiate between diverse magical sub-disciplines,
such as alchemy, astrology, necromancy, sorcery, medicine, divination,
rituals, etc. Magic is a universal phenomenon that occurs in all human
cultures, and for this reason, scholarly literature on the subject is very
rich and varied.

In my monograph, I am going to focus solely on non-professional folk
magic, whose practice has been recorded by researchers in the Polish-East
Slavic borderlands ever since the nineteenth century. [ am interested
not in its specific manifestations (and so I will not describe individual
practices classified by researchers under the category of magic), but in
the internal mechanism of its operation. In unravelling their “internal
system,” [ will endeavour to answer the question whether and in what
sense the practices mentioned above can be described as “magical.”
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My inquiry into the nature of the curse and its place in folk culture
must necessarily start with clarifying the meaning of the word “magic”
itself. What is the word’s etymology in Slavic languages? What is its col-
loquial usage? Its connotations? What is its usage in terminology? Is it
used (and if so, when in what contexts) by magic practitioners themselves?

1. Magic. A Linguistic Approach

Magicians and scientists [...] are using different con-
ceptual systems. They speak different languages
John Middleton [1987: 83]

1.1. The Observers’ Perspective

1.1.1. The History of the Concept. From the Magi to Magic

The world magic (magia in Polish) derives from Old Persian, where there
existed the word magu (“magician”), whose etymological meaning “one
who has power” can be traced back to the Proto-Indo European root
*mdgh-,> meaning “power, might, wealth” [Pokorny: Magh-:Magh-].3
The Persian word was then taken over by the Greeks, and the Greek word
mageid was in turn borrowed into Latin and subsequently, through Latin,
to many European languages.* It entered Slavic languages indirectly,
as a borrowing from German, probably “through books and reading”
[Vasmer: Mag].

Magic was a domain of the magi, members of a hereditary priestly caste
of Median origin in Western Persia, whose existence dates back to the eighth
to sixth century BCE and continued well into the Hellenistic period.

No priesthood of antiquity was more famous than that of the Magi. They
were renowned as followers of Zarathushtra (Zoroaster); are the teachers
of some of the greatest Greek thinkers (Pythagoras, Democritus, Plato); are
the wise men who arrived, guided by a star, at the manger of the new-born
savior in Bethlehem, and as the propagators of a cult of the sun in India.
But they were also known as the Chaldeans, the priesthood of Babylon
[Gnoli 1987: 80].

These “priests and philosophers of ancient Persia, who apart from
religious rituals also pursued star gazing” (“kaptani i filozofowie dawnej
Persyi, ktérzy oprécz obrzadkéw religii gwiazdorstwem sie bawili”)
[Linde: Magia], for whom “the creation held no secrets” (“przyrodzenie
nie miato tajemnic”) [SWil: Mag], had a powerful position in the state,
influencing the course of public and private affairs and acting as tutors
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of princes. Their position was so exalted that ancient Greeks claimed that
magi possessed secret knowledge and were skilled in the occult.

It is worth noting that in the Christian tradition the Magi (or, as they
are also called, the Wise Men) are also identified as kings: “The Three
Magi who visited Christ in Bethlehem are commonly called the Three
Kings” (“Trzej magowie, ktorzy nawiedzili Chrystusa w Betleem, zowig
sie pospolicie Trzej Kréolowie”) [SWil: Mag]. Their double status of rulers
and magi (those who have power, those who can) makes them some-
thing more than ordinary kings. Their tribute to the newly born King
of Heaven imparts to their figures a sacred dimension with manifold
symbolic aspects. These resplendent figures seem very far removed from
the modern usage of such terms as “magic” or “magician.”>

It was to the Greeks that we owe the negative connotations of
the word magic. While Plato employs the word in a positive way, refer-
ring it to “Zarathustra’s magical knowledge” [Betz 1987: 93], Aristotle
uses it in a derogatory fashion, to describe practices of the Persians
(representatives of a culture perceived by the Greeks as alien, inimi-
cal and inferior). Thus, usage of the word mageia moved from purely
descriptive to pejorative.

Subsequently both the Greeks and the Romans used the word to refer to
anything alien, subversive or reprehensible that used hidden or supernatural
forces and thus fell beyond the understanding or comprehension of ordinary
people. By a very slight shift in meaning it could also be used to refer to any
false or evil religious or parareligious practices [Mathiesen 1993: 157].

Meyer and Smith in their study of ancient Christian magic concur with
Mathiesen’s views: “the words mageia and magos, ‘magic’ and ‘magician,’
were used to categorize the exotic and the dangerous. They were foreign
words to a Greek speaker, used to describe foreign practices semiotically
joined to the word barbarian” [Meyer, Smith 1994: 2].

The gradual growth and spread of Christianity was concomitant
with further strengthening the negative associations that surrounded
the word magic. One of the factors that contributed to this were the writ-
ings of St. Augustine. Because magic denoted practices and worldviews
that clashed with the official teaching of the Church, magic became
practically synonymous with paganism. The pagan gods (who aided
the magi) were deemed demons by Christianity, and magic was considered
a demonic art. Its practice was banned by both the Church and the state.
The collocation black magic was coined.® Magic was now debased and, as
some scholars put it, it was transferred to the sphere of the anti-sacrum
[Buchowski 1993: 68].

19
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1.1.2. The Word Magic in Contemporary Polish

What are the connotations of the word magic (magia) in the contempo-
rary Polish language? While endeavouring to answer this question, [ will
not attempt a full semantic analysis or try to define the lexeme MAGIC.”
Instead, [ am going to focus exclusively on Polish-language dictionaries,
reflecting on the relationship between the dictionary definitions of magic
and common intuitions.

Witold Doroszewski’s seminal Polish Language Dictionary [SJPDor]
accompanies the definition of magia by two telling quotations: “Magic is
closely associated with divination with which it shares common intellec-
tual principles” (“W bliskim zwigzku z magia pozostaje wrézbiarstwo,
opierajace sie na tych samych podstawach mys$lowych”) (Jan Stanistaw
Bystron) and “Spells belong to the very broad realm of magic - the oldest
form of religious ritual” (“Zaklecia naleZa do rozlegtej dziedziny magii -
najdawniejszej formy obrzedu religijnego”) (Tadeusz Zieliniski). One would
expect that the lexicographer would draw inspiration from these quotations
from two outstanding experts in this field and consider in his definition
the connection between magic and religion or the intellectual principles
of magic. However, Doroszewski’s definition is rather disappointing in
that degree, as it reads: “Magic: ‘a supposed ability to use ritualistic prac-
tices in order to cause phenomena that are at variance with the laws of
nature; sorcery, jugglery’” (“Magia: ‘rzekoma umiejetno$¢ wywotywania
za pomoca rytualnych praktyk zjawisk sprzecznych z prawami natury;
czarnoksiestwo, kuglarstwo’).

This standard definition gives rise to a range of negative connota-
tions. The standard Christian attitude to magic as a “an impious, evil and
blasphemous perversion of religiosity” [Wax, Wax 1963: 497] seems to be
perpetuated in Doroszewski’s definition. Granted, following changes in
the language of scientific description, Doroszewski changes the categories
of his evaluation. But the expressions used in the definition (supposed, at
variance with the laws of nature, jugglery®) suggest that he views magic
as “an evil and blasphemous perversion of rationality.” The striking
contrast between the tenor of the definition and the objective, matter-of-
-fact attitude evidenced by the accompanying quotations can perhaps be
explained by the influence of the prevailing attitude to magic in nineteenth
century anthropology, which was heavily evolutionist and Eurocentric,
and thus viewed magic as a “pseudo-science” or “the bastard sister of
science.” It should also be remembered that Doroszewski published his
dictionary at a time when the Marxist paradigm was preponderant in
the Polish Academia.’
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The definition in Auderska and Skorupka’s Concise Dictionary of
the Polish Language [MS]P] reads:

Magia - og6t wierzen i praktyk dajacych rzekomo wtadze nad ludZmi i rzec-
zami, nie oparta na prawach przyrody.

(Magic: abody of beliefs and practices that supposedly give the practitioner
power over people and objects, which is not based on the laws of nature.)

and Szymczak [S]PSz] defines it thus:

ogo6t wierzen i praktyk opartych na przekonaniu o istnieniu sit nadprzyrodzonych,
ktérych opanowanie jest rzekomo osiggalne dzieki stosowaniu odpowiednich
zakle¢ i czynnos$ci wykonywanych w okreslony sposob i przez okreslone osoby.
(the body of beliefs and practices that are rooted in the conviction that
there exist supernatural powers that can supposedly be controlled thanks
to spell-casting and performing specific activities in a prescribed manner
and by specific persons.)

[ will disregard the question whether magic can indeed be reduced
to a body of beliefs, practices and skills that are used to cause specific
phenomena, seize power or control certain forces, [ will also refrain from
reflecting on the near synonyms of magic as provided by Doroszewski,
namely, sorcery and jugglerying (though one does wonder whether this
choice of synonyms is particularly apt). Instead, | am going to focus on
the telling usage of the word supposed (or, in its adverbial form, supposedly)
that appears in all three definitions quoted above: Doroszewski mentions
“a supposed ability,” whereas Skorupka talks about magic supposedly giving
its practitioner power over people and objects, and finally, Szymczak talks
about “supernatural powers that supposedly can be controlled.” In each
definition the word supposed/supposedly appears in a slightly different
context, but one thing remains constant: the word supposed introduces
the element of a very specific evaluation. What sort of evaluation is it?

Doroszewski, Szymczak and Skorupka define supposed (rzekomy) as

‘nie istniejgcy w rzeczywistosci, [wbrew stworzonym przez kogo$ pozo-
rom,]!? nie bedacy tym (takim), za kogo (za jakiego) go niektorzy uwazaja;
pozorny, [zmy$lony,]'! fatszywy.

(‘non-existing in reality [despite appearances created by someone], not being
what one believes it (him, her) to be; illusory, [imagined,] false.”)

Similarly, the adverb supposedly (rzekomo, defined by Szymczak
and Doroszewski, but absent altogether from Skorupka’s dictionary)
is defined as

21
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‘zgodnie z tym, co kto$§ méwi, ale nie z rzeczywisto$cia; jakoby, niby.’

(‘in agreement with what someone says but not with reality; purportedly,
allegedly.”)

This review of dictionary definitions of supposed shows that the inclu-
sion of this word into the definitions of magic suggests that, according
to the definition author, magical abilities and powers and control over
supernatural powers do not exist in reality, and are only imagined - and
that the author knows for a fact that they are not real.

It seems that lexicographers of the past were better at defining
magic without depreciating it. Samuel Bogumit Linde writes “Magic -
‘the sorcerer’s craft, that makes it possible to achieve things outside
the bounds of human possibility and natural capability’” (“Magia -
‘kunszt czarodziejski, czyniacy rzeczy nad sity ludzkie i moznos¢ przy-
rodzong’”) and Kartowicz’s dictionary contains the following entry:
“Magic - the study of supernatural and secret arts; sorcery, jugglery”
(“Magia - ‘nauka sztuk nadprzyrodzonych, tajemnych; czarodziejstwo;
kuglarstwo’”).

And what figurative meanings of magic and magical can be found in
the dictionaries? The following definitions are provided: “magic, (figura-
tive): ‘extraordinary power or influence; magic of words™ (“magia, przen.:
‘niezwykta sita oddziatywania, wywierania wptywu’) [S]JPDor: Magia,
SJPSz: Magia]. Szymczak’s dictionary also contains the following examples
of such usage: “magic of words, magic of numbers, magic of sound, magic of
Stowacki’s poetry, theatre magic” (“magia stow, cyfr, liczb, magia dZzwieku,
ducha i stylu Stowackiego, magia teatralna”) [S]PSz: Magia]; “black magic
(colloquial): ‘something inexplicable, difficult to comprehend, completely
unknown to somebody’” (“czarna magia, pot.: ‘rzecz niezrozumiata, trudna
do pojecia, zupetnie dla kogo$ nieznana’”) [SJPDor: Magia, SJPSz: Magial.
Further related definitions include “magical: ‘astonishing, incomprehen-
sible, strange but effective (magical influence)” (“magiczny: ‘zdumie-
wajacy, niepojety, dziwny a skuteczny, stanowczy (Wptyw magiczny)’”)
[SW: Magia); “magical (figurative): ‘enchanting, wonderful, mysterious
(magical power of words, magical influence)’ (“magiczny, przen.: ‘czaro-
dziejski, cudowny, tajemniczy (magiczna sita stowa, magiczny wptyw)’”)
[SJPDor: Magia, SJPSz: Magial.

It seems that common linguistic intuition is close to these figurative
meanings. Most of them seem to be rooted in the basic perception that
magic is something incomprehensible, unlikely or mysterious. When we
talk about magical influence, we do not deny the existence of the influence
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itself, we only concede that we do not know its principle of operation. But
it does not mean that the influence is only “supposed” (which in other
words means “fictitious” or “unreal”).

When do we say that something is magic or magical? It seems that
itis often the case when we do not, or cannot, understand and/or explain
the causal relationship between somebody’s actions and their effect on
the grounds of our own value and belief system. The words magic and
magical will be used if the speaker believes that the effect of the action
in question is different than it should normally be, that it goes against
the sensory and/or psychological experience of the speaker, breaks
the rules of probability and transcends the worldview and expectations
that are based on these rules.

For example, when we see somebody suffering from a headache who
takes a painkiller, and whose headache subsequently abates, we will not
call it magic but simply taking medicine or curing/healing. We have no
doubts that there is a causal relationship between taking the painkiller
and the subsequent reduction of pain. Such a relationship is fully compat-
ible with our worldview. In this situation, the worldviews of the observer
and the doer are the same. There is no context for magic.

But let us assume that the person suffering from a headache did
not take a painkiller but instead was cured by hypnosis, healing touch,
prayer, a cure spell, or distant healing with the use of a photograph,
that they took medicines prepared by a priest, a wise woman-whis-
perer, or a practitioner of Chinese, Tibetan, African or Native American
medicine. Will we call some or all of these practices magic? If so, which
ones? And why?

Probably all of us find ourselves from time to time in such a situa-
tion, and different people would answer the questions above in differ-
ent ways. It is so because, as it seems, the notion of magic is relative.
Each observer uses it according to her knowledge, beliefs or religious
persuasion. When a given sequence of events is in accordance with our
worldview, we perceive it as “normal,” natural, and expectable, and when
itis not, we perceive it conversely as mysterious, improbable or miracu-
lous. But the three latter adjectives apply only when the given sequence
of events is not caused by human action. When we use the adjective
magical, we refer to events caused by men and dependent on someone’s
will, skills and power. What is more, we assume that the given sequence
of events has its own internal logic within the worldview of the doer.
The person who acts in a way that the observer describes as “magical”
acts in order to cause some desired effect and is confident that
the effect will take place. And conversely, the observer is confident
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that the action in question should not (or normally does not) bring
about that effect.

Thus, magic can be seen as a descriptive, reporting category. It belongs
to the vocabulary of the observers and not the actors. The word magic
will be used by those looking from the outside in, observing, and naming.

A definition of magic should also use the category of “different” (or of
“unknown and incomprehensible”), which is a very (perhaps most) sig-
nificant component of the process which the observer names magic, since
“the effect (either intended or both intended and actual) of X’s actions is
different than expected by the observer on the basis of their knowledge
about the results of such actions.” The definition of magic must therefore
account for both these perspectives as well as their mutual distance
and juxtaposition. The semantic structure of the word magic is indeed
complex: any person who uses the word juxtaposes what they witness
and relate with their knowledge of the world, while at the same time
communicating their own point of view.

[s the juxtaposition synonymous with the observer’s negative evalu-
ation of the doer’s actions? Does the word magic contain a component of
judgment? In my view, the observer’s distance towards the observed phe-
nomena and events is in this case only a cognitive distance. The observer
knows something different from the doer, and references a different
worldview. If the distance was accompanied by a negative opinion
(‘the observer believes that what X is doing is bad’), then the observer’s
commentary would be probably something along the lines of it’s a dirty
trick, it’s a lie, it’s cheating.

It seems that any negative opinion of magic has to be additionally
highlighted by the speaker, if she needs to clarify her opinion of the event
that she calls magical. For example, utterances such as: You can still find
traces of magic in the country; I'll bet she used a love spell; You have a magical
sway over me; He did it as if by magic are neutral. It is only the speaker’s
(or listener’s) decision whether to imbue them with positive, negative
or neutral value.

The most important insight in all the above reflections on the word
magic is the fact that it belongs to “the language of the observers.” In other
words, it testifies to the observer’s experience of otherness. This aspect of
the word magic was important from the very beginning: the Old Persian
magi were of Median origin, and thus were perceived as strangers by the Per-
sians. Itis the outside observer, coming from the Western civilization, who
would refer to some events, actions or phenomena in traditional society as
magical. Magic is not a cognitive category that would be used by the actors
themselves, in other words, by subjects of magical thinking.
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The term magic is just as enigmatic as magic itself. In fact, the word magical
is much overused in all situations when some event goes beyond the com-
mentator’s rationality, whereas in some other cultural context it could be
fully explained [Rypson 1989: 116].

After these preliminary remarks, it is time to analyse the place of
magic in the context of Slavic folk culture.

1.2. The Perspective of Magic Subjects. An Outline of the Concept
in Slavic Folk Culture

Magic, understood as a system of actions, is inseparable
from the vision of the world of people who practice it.
Ryszard Tomicki [1983: 23]

Let us try to look at magic in a different way than that of observers looking
from the outside in (or like ancient Greeks looking at Persian magi). Let
us try to embrace the perspective of the magic subjects themselves - of
people who currently practice magic or used to practice it in the past.

The Polish word czar is impossible to accurately translate into English.
Its meaning covers the semantic fields of enchantment, spell and charm. It has
equivalents in all other Slavic languages (the Proto-Slavic version is carv). It
is also related to the modern Lithuanian kéras (pl. kerai).!? All these lexemes
are derived from the Proto-Indo-European root kr-, meaning ‘make, do, act,
create’ [cf. Pokorny: Kuer-; Buck: Magic, Witchcraft, Sorcery].

Kazimierz Moszynski [KLS: 343] lists the most common words used
to denote doing sorcery (czarowanie) among Slavic people: ¢arovati (0ld
Bulgarian ¢arodéjb; Serbo-Croatian ¢drati, ardévnik; Slovenian &drati, aro-
déj, carovnik; Czech ¢arovati, Carodéj, carovnik; Kashubian caréc, éarovnik;
Polish czarowad, czarodziej, czarownik'3; Belarusian ¢aravad, éaraunik;
Great Russian ¢arovat’, ¢arod’ej, carovnik; Ukrainian caruvaty, carodij,
Carivnyk); ¢initi and uéiniti (Serbo-Croatian ¢initi (Cini - ‘czary, ‘sorcery’),
uciniti; Slovenian ucniti; Lusatian nacini¢, Polish uczynié¢ (uczynek - ‘czary’);
Ukrainian véynyty, pryéynyty (ucynok - ‘czary’)) and robiti (among some
Western and Eastern Slavs). Moszynski goes on to note:

Originally, all these terms were synonymous, as ¢arovati derives from
the Indo-European root kuer- ‘to make, to do’ (cf. the Old Great Russian
tvorit’, meaning ‘czarowac [to do sorcery]’ (literally: ‘to create, to do’);
Old Russian potvory - ‘czary [sorcery]’; Czech udéldti - ‘czarowac [to
do sorcery]’ (literally: ‘to perform’), udélek - ‘czary [sorcery]’ (literally
‘work’) etc.) [KLS: 343].
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Thus, according to Moszyniski, the Slavic word czary denotes “magical
practices performed in order to harm others” (“praktyki magiczne wyko-
nywane na szkode bliZnich”) [KLS: 341]. This meaning is quite general, and
for this reason, there exist multiple hyponyms that refer to the specific (and
sometimes very complex) practices and techniques of doing czary: “Due
to the profusion of practices of doing sorcery (czarowanie), there exists
avastarray of specific terms” (“W zwigzku z nader wielkg obfito$cig spo-
sob6w czarowania pozostaje niezwykta liczebnos¢ odnosnych terminéw”)
[KLS: 341]. The following list, while far from being comprehensive, contains
some examples of such verbs: sorcery/spells (czary) was/were associated
with such actions as: to give (zada¢, zadawad),** put on (zaktadad, zatozy¢),
to place underneath/to lay (podtozy¢), to pour (podlaé, obla¢),*® to throw/
to cast (rzucaé, zarzucaé), to throw in (wrzucac), to throw down (épié, ciep-
nqc), to sprinkle (obsud, obsypac),'® to let go/to release (puszczac), to plant
(zasadzi¢), or shot (postrzeli¢), to spoil (popsuc), to befoul (opaskudzi¢); or
even to aunt (ociotowaé - a derivative of ciota (aunt), meaning “a witch”).
Moszynski adds that “apart from the above, some Slavic people also use
terms that relate to the act of talking or whispering” [KLS: 343]"7.

Other examples include verbs denoting spell casting with one’s eyes:
to bewitch/to charm (urzec, uroczyé, przyroczyc), to glimpse (obziarad,
zaziorac), to glance (zaZzrzec), to give (zadaé, dacd), to cast a spell (rzucié¢
urok) or to release a spell at someone (pusci¢ na kogos uroki) [Barthel de
Weydenthal 1922: 3]. “A similar action is called to breath on (oziongc),
when the practitioner opens his or her mouth and breathes on somebody
in order to enchant them” [DWOK 40, MazPr: 81].

As the above brief review demonstrates, there exists a very rich and
varied set of actions whose common hypernym is czarowanie (doing sor-
cery). But the specialization does not end there, czarowanie also has its
antonym. The vocabulary describing protection against magic and spells
is also very rich and varied. Thus, in Polish and Ruthenian czarowanie
(doing sorcery) also has its opposite: odczarowywanie (undoing sorcery).
Other pairs of oppositions include: doing / making - undoing / unmaking
((u)czynienie'® - odczynienie and robienie - odrabianie®), giving - taking
back (dawanie - odbieranie), casting - removing (rzucanie - zdejmowanie),
sending - recalling (nasytanie - odsytanie), doing harm, spoiling - repairing
(psucie - naprawianie) [KLS: 343-344].

There also exist separate names for practitioners of these techniques.?’
These include czarownik (sorcerer, male witch) and czarownica (female
witch), czarnoksieznik?' and czarnokniznik (wizard, sorcerer) as well as
czarnokniznica (wizardess, sorceress),?*? ciota (aunt),?® and the Kashubian
term kutin.?*
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Terms for practitioners who undo sorcery include:2® znachor - ‘one
who knows’ (Belarusian znachar?®); mqdry, mgdra (Lusatian mudry muz,
mudry ctowiek) [KLS: 344] ‘the wise one’; wiedzqgcy, wiedzqgca ‘the one who
knows’; zaméwca, zamowca, zamawiacz ‘the speaker, the spell-caster’;
szeptun (Belarusian Saptun) ‘the whisperer’; doktor, dochtor, dochtér,
lekarz ‘the doctor.’

The above presentation of pertinent vocabulary in Polish is by no
means exhaustive - it is meant only as an illustration.?’” But an overview
of the vocabulary listed above also leads to the following conclusions:
all the terms coming from the categories of both nomina actionis and
nomina agentis are connected to the semantic field of “making/doing” and
also of “speaking” (which can also be understood as a particular kind of
“doing”) and of “knowledge” (wisdom).?® Some of the examples also refer
to the semantic fields of “looking” and “breathing.” In situations where
this semantic kinship proves obliterated and therefore tenuous, it can
still be reached by studying the word’s etymological provenance. Such
is the case e.g., with czary (sorcery) and also with urok (charm, spell),
urzekanie, zarzekanie (enchanting, bewitching) that are all derived from
Proto-Slavic rek-ti ‘to speak.

It would seem that the examples presented above justify the assertion
that Slavic folk culture developed no superordinate, general category of
“magic,” that it knows not the word “magic.”?° If we decided that czarowanie
(doing sorcery), or - following Moszynski’s insights - either czynienie or
robienie (doing, making) is the most suitable equivalent of this category,
then the full scope of this category would only be reflected by czarowanie
(doing sorcery), or czynienie (doing, making) as well as odczarowywanie
(undoing sorcery), or odczynianie (undoing, unmaking).

Thus, we can conclude that from the point of view of folk culture
insiders, the phenomenon referred to generally as magic simply does not
exist. What does exist for them is making/doing, speaking and knowledge
that are expressed in diverse, and often highly specialized, practices.
There is no “magus” here. “Those who have power” in the world of Slavic
folk culture are czarodziej (sorcerer), szeptun (whisperer) and their “col-
leagues” listed above. Their power stems from knowledge and allows them
to act effectively. In short, there is no need in this context for a general
term like magic, because every action has its proper name. Thus speaks
znachor (literally, “the one who knows”), the one who whispers when he
whispers and undoes when he undoes.

As I have stipulated before, the concept magic comes from outside
the folk culture. It belongs to the language of the observers,3? that is
used “to describe other cultures and subcultures” [Meyer, Smith 1994: 3].
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The history of the concept shows how inexorably observation is inter-
twined with judgments and evaluation.

2. Magic. The Anthropological Approach
2.1. Difficulties in Defining Magic

It seems paradoxical that, while the term magic is routinely used by
anthropologists, and the phenomena it describes have been the object of
their scrutiny since the dawn of the discipline, there is no widely accepted
academic consensus with regard to the term’s definition or its field of
application. The issue is still under debate: “Magic is a word with as
many definitions as there have been studies of it” [Middleton 1987: 82].

This problem was also noticed by Clyde Kluckhohn: “Anyone can
make a definition that will separate magic from religion; but no one has
yet found a definition that all other students accept: the phenomenal
contents of the concepts [...] simply intergrade too much” [in: Wax, Wax
1963: 499]. As late as in 1982, Ake Hultkranz called for a debate that
would decide whether the phenomenon of magic can be defined at all
[Winkelman 1982: 47].

In fact, no meaningful progress has been made on that front until
the present day. It is not only that the answer to the question “what do
we mean when we use the word magic?” remains elusive, it is also that
it is difficult to say whether the phenomenon that could be called magic
really exists.3!

The old Eurocentric, evaluatory perspective that used to be predom-
inant in anthropological study of magic is not yet completely abandoned
and even today scholars occasionally have to refute it:

Throughout the history of contemporary study of religion and culture, as we
have noted, the definition of “magic” in relation to science and religion has
been a major problem. At the root of the problem is the loaded, evaluative
connotation of “magic” as false, deceptive, discredited or morally tainted,
contrasted with both science (a correct, enlightened understanding of nat-
ural law and causation) and religion (a correct, enlightened understanding
of the divine and spirituality). Thus, “magic” is relegated to the “they” side
of the “we/they” dichotomy. This is simultaneously unfair to the materials
and practices studied under the heading of “magic” and self-serving for
the materials (mainly those we identify as “our own”) that are exempted
from the label [...] The word “magic” is often used simply to label actions,
sayings and ideas that do not seem reasonable from a Western-positivist
or Christian point of view [Meyer, Smith 1994: 13].
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Therefore, despite the fact that there is now a more widespread
consciousness that “magicians and scientists [...] are using different
conceptual systems: they speak different ‘languages”: the one symbolic
and the other concrete, and translation or interpretation between them
is meaningless until this fact is taken into account” [Middleton 1987: 83],
one could say that “even in the scholarly literature the term ‘magic’ is used
with the same rhetorical force as it was in antiquity, a term of contrast to
reinforce a cultural self-image of purity and rationality” [Meyer, Smith
1994: 3]. Such usages of the term do not shed light on the definiendum,
but on the values and worldviews of the definitions’ authors.

There are however many scholars of magic who endeavour to under-
stand it and define it in a constructive and comprehensive way. One of
the most recent attempts can be attributed to John Middleton, the author
of the definition in the seminal The Encyclopedia of Religion edited by
Mircea Eliade:

Magic is usually defined subjectively rather than by any agreed-upon con-
tent. But there is a wide consensus as to what this content is. Most peoples in
the world perform acts by which they intend to bring about certain events or
conditions, whether in nature or among people, that they hold to be the con-
sequences of these acts. If we use Western terms and assumptions, the cause
and effect relationship between the act and the consequence is mystical, not
scientifically validated. The acts typically comprise behavior such as manipu-
lation of objects and recitation of verbal formulas or spells. In a given society
magic may be performed by a specialist [Middleton 1987: 82].

Within the twentieth century anthropology there exist two basic
approaches to the term magic. One views magic as a specific type of social
practice - and thus a type of action (just as in Middleton’s definition
quoted above) and the other sees it as a type of social consciousness and
thus - as a worldview. However, we do not always deal with such a stark
division: magic, understood as a practice, can also be seen as implemen-
tation of a specific belief system, a “magical worldview.” Let us therefore
briefly review these two approaches.

2.2. Attempts at Definition. Between Action and Worldview

Marcel Mauss, the author of the classic study entitled A General Theory
of Magic referenced the well-known fact that etymology of magic in
many languages can be derived from the root meaning ‘to make, to do,
to act’ and opined that magic is “essentially the art of doing things [...] is
the domain of pure production, ex nihilo” [Mauss 2001: 175].
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According to Mauss, the essence of a magic ritual and the factor that
determines its effectiveness is therefore power (mana).3? The term mana
(meaning literally power, strength or magical effectiveness) is the core of
his theory of magic. In Mauss’s view, all characteristic features of magic
stem from mana or are connected to it. He elaborates:

Mana is first of all an action of a certain kind, that is, a spiritual action that
works at a distance [...] Itis also a kind of ether, imponderable, communica-
ble, which spreads of its own accord. Mana is also a milieu, or more exactly
functions as a milieu, which in itself is mana. It is a kind of internal, special
world where everything happens as if mana alone were involved [...]

In order to explain more clearly how the world of magic is superimposed on
the other world without detaching itself from it, we might go further and
add that everything happens as if it were part of a fourth spatial dimen-
sion. An idea like mana expresses, in a way, this occult existence. [...] All
this provides us with an idea of what goes on in magic. It provides us with
a necessary concept of a field where ritual occurs, where the magician is
active, a place where spirits come alive and where magical effluvia are
wafted. It also legitimises the magician’s powers and justifies the need for
formal actions, the creative virtue of words, sympathetic connexions and
the transfer of properties and influences [Mauss 2001: 138, 145].

Many scholars further developed Mauss’s theories, emphasizing the con-
nection between the effectiveness of magical practices and various forces or
powers (secret, mystical, mysteriousmiraculous) on which the practitioner
can draw. Below I provide three examples of such definitions:

We shall bring under the head of magic all those actions by which man seeks
to wield at will the course of nature and to influence all beings, ranging from
the lowliest animals up to gods, and including - though this might sound
queer on first hearing - even himself. These actions constitute magical
rite in the broadest sense, and for their efficacy they depend largely on
miraculous powers believed to be inherent in certain articles, words, or
gestures [Izutsu 1956: 16].

In the most literal sense [...] [the word magic] refers to any ‘ritual perfor-
mance or activity believed to influence human or natural events through
access to an external mystical force beyond the ordinary human sphere’
[McIntosh 1994: 2343, quoting: Middleton 1989: 671].

In its purest sense magic is a power that is activated and controlled by human
beings themselves. The power is very much the magicians’ power, which they
use to produce readily observable empirical results in the world. They almost
always use the power in critical situations and they usually act secretly and
individually. The assumption of magicians is that if they practice their art
correctly, it will automatically bring about the desired result [Levack 2006: 4].
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Bronistaw Malinowski, who - like Mauss - understood magic as
a peculiar type of action, at the same time criticized the latter’s attempts
to define magic through the concept of mana. Distancing himself from
any notion of “mystical powers” (or other connected terms), he focused
on the notion of practicality and usefulness of magic, which he called
“the specific art for specific ends” [Malinowski 1948: 68]. Malinowski’s
own view on magic is expounded in the following quotation:

we have defined, within the domain of the sacred, magic as a practical art
consisting of acts which are only means to a definite end expected to follow
later on [...]. The practical art of magic has its limited, circumscribed tech-
nique: spell, rite, and the condition of the performer form always its trite
trinity. Religion, with its complex aspects and purposes, has no such simple
technique, and its unity can be seen neither in the form of its acts nor even
in the uniformity of its subject-matter, but rather in the function which it
fulfils and in the value of its belief and ritual [Malinowski 1948: 68].

However, neither Mauss nor Malinowski understand magic solely as
a set of techniques for operation. They agree it is something more: a specific
belief system which is connected to magical acts. Mauss defined mana as
“unconscious category of understanding” [Mauss 2001: 146], whereas
Malinowski opted for a holistic understanding of magic as a phenomenon
that encompasses many areas of culture:

magic and religion are not merely a doctrine or a philosophy, not merely
an intellectual body of opinion, but a special mode of behavior, a pragmatic
attitude built up of reason, feeling, and will alike. It is a mode of action as well
as a system of belief, and a sociological phenomenon as well as a personal
experience [Malinowski 1948: 8].

The perception of magic both as an act and a worldview is pres-
ent in the majority of recent definitions. It is also shared by Polish
scholars working in the field, Andrzej Wiercinski33 and Jerzy Sta-
womir Wasilewski.3* A similar vision is present in the works of Michat
Buchowski, the author of Magia (Magic [Buchowski 1986]), Magia
i rytuat (Magic and Ritual [Buchowski 1993]) and an essay entitled
Kultura typu magicznego (The Magical Type of Culture), co-authored
with Wojciech Burszta [Buchowski, Burszta 1992: 15-31]. It should
be noted, however, that the latter work puts much more emphasis on
the worldview aspect of magic. According to Buchowski: “The magical
worldview, though latent, influences the sphere of practice, with which
it is wholly merged, creating at the same time an explanatory system
for the homogeneous natural and social order” [Buchowski 1993: 54].
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According to Buchowski, one could even posit the existence of magical
culture. He explains that

Magic is a syncretic type of culture. The magic subjects do not differentiate
between different kinds of actions [i.e., practical, communication-related and
worldview-related - A.E.] [...] A symbolic action carries basically the same
status as a practical/utilitarian action [...] In a magical society, the peculiarity
of particular spheres of practice lies in a sui generis fusion of their functions. In
modern European culture, we assume that different functions are performed
by their respective spheres of practice. Not so in the magical culture, where
the homogeneous practice has a wide range of functions [Buchowski 1993: 30-32]

A study of the structure of magical worldview and attempts to define
rules that govern magical thinking3® are focal subjects of interest for
the phenomenological and structuralist schools within anthropology.

The magical worldview is firmly rooted in an assumption of unity
between man and nature (the notion of “universal sympathy”3¢), and thus
of integration of the actor and the external world, and in lack of a firm
juxtaposition between subject and object.

for primitive man the modern concept of “world” does not really exist,
and that far from regarding his environment as an object, he immediately
constitutes it his own “conjoint world”; and in this principle the essential
feature of the religious Weltanschauung has already been expressed. [ may
now repeat this, however, in the sense that a “religious Weltanschauung” is
never merely a “point of view,” but is always a participation, a sharing. For
out of his own particular environment everyone constructs a world for him-
self which he believes himself able to dominate [van der Leeuw 1938: 543].

Modern scholars call the attitude described by van der Leeuw mys-
tical (or magical) solidarity. The term draws attention to the principle of
reciprocity (do ut des) as the basis for the relationship between people
and other components of their world. An alternative term which is also
used is universal participation (the principle of participation).3’

The principle of participation, or of spiritual oneness with the world
replaces the reflection about the world, which in the non-mythical paradigm
is possible thanks to such thought patterns as the juxtaposition of subject
and object and the distance between “I” and “not-1.” As Eliade puts it, it is

a style of thinking totally different from our modern style, with its roots in
the speculation of the Greeks. [...] That collection of truths does not simply
constitute a Weltanschauung, but a pragmatic ontology (I would even say
soteriology) in the sense that with the help of these “truths” man is trying
to gain salvation by uniting himself with reality [Eliade 1958: 33].
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Modern analyses of mythical thinking focus on its propensity to
make sense of the surrounding events and phenomena and to create
a harmonious and comprehensive vision of the world. It is characterized
as “an attempt to negate the randomness of the world by incorporating it
in an atemporal structure” [Tomicki 1987: 247]. It is stressed that “a myth
does not seek reconciliation with the sensory reality, but a reconcilia-
tion with deep meaning, it is a perpetual demonstration of the nature of
reality - the order of the world” [Stomma 1986: 131].

Another important feature of the magical and mythical thinking is
its internal order and logic. A mythical worldview is not a random col-
lection of superstitions and “nonsense” (as nineteenth century scholars
and some of their followers would have us believe.) On the contrary,
internal order and systemic nature of a belief system and imagery are
a hallmark of a “primitive” society’s worldview [Lévy-Bruhl 1910]. Claude
Lévi-Strauss’s research drew attention to the internal structural logic of
such systems and to the “unconscious cultural grammar” [Lévi-Strauss
1963, 1969]. He writes thus:

The savage mind is logical in the same sense and the same fashion as ours,
though as our own is only when it is applied to knowledge of a universe in
which it recognizes physical and semantic properties simultaneously. [...]
Its thought proceeds through understanding, not affectivity, with the aid
of distinctions and oppositions [Lévi-Strauss 1966: 268].

The exceptional features of this mind [...] relate principally to the extensive
nature of the ends it assigns itself. It claims at once to analyze and to synthesize,
to go to its furthest limits in both directions, while at the same time remaining
capable of mediating between the two poles [Lévi-Strauss 1966: 219].

And, in an oft-quoted passage he states: “The savage mind totalizes”
[Lévi-Strauss 1966: 245]. Magical thinking and doing is based on continual
metaphorical and metonymic transformations (analyzed by Lévi-Strauss
and his successors in myths, sets of beliefs, witchcraft practices etc.38),
whereby signs (symbols) are treated as signals - and thus a metaphor
becomes a metonymy.3? The magical worldview can be characterized by
constant transitions to and from the relation of similarity (metaphor) and
the relation of proximity (metonymy), the transition from causal con-
nection to symbolic connection and back again. According to Buchowski,

one should not even call it a transformation, it is in fact co-existence,
simultaneous appearance of these two types of relationships (the idea
of palimpsest). Scientific thinking cannot be both metaphorical and met-
onymic. For this reason, a modern European can only understand and
relate to thought processes of a magic subject by referring the category
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of transformation, i.e., of some “objective,” non-intentional transition
from the metonymic thinking to metaphorical thinking and back again.
[Buchowski 1993: 59].

As Lévi-Strauss’s demonstrated,

the mythological logic is metaphorical in nature and as such it is capable of
generalizations, classifications and analysis. It is no less effective than scientific
logic, even though it operates on a different level (that of direct sensory data) and
employs different tools in order to solve problems (binarism, the mechanism
of continual mediation). According to Lévi-Strauss, in the final analysis, a myth
becomes a field of logical operation, whose purpose it is to supply a logical model
for resolving contradictions. A myth reflects the most universal, subconscious
structures of the human mind [Tomicki 1987: 246].

Thus, such phenomena as magic and religion are empirically connected
to the traditional society in an irrevocable and seamless way. They can
only be isolated or extracted by means of analysis. But one needs to be
aware that the very idea of this distinction is in fact a manifestation of
the highly rationalized Western perspective of the external observer.
The failure to provide a satisfactory explanation of so-called magic phe-
nomena, which has plagued research projects using diverse approaches
and methodologies suggests to modern-day scholars that magic can be
more effectively studied as a social fact that imbues the traditional way
of life with a supernatural sanction, as a sui generis worldview that puts
particular stress on ritual. The worldview in question should be stud-
ied as a rational and coherent system of thought and action, applied by
rational and intelligent people.

Such an approach is employed for example by Ryszard Tomicki, a Pol-
ish scholar researching magic in folk culture [cf. Tomicki 1983]. He draws
attention to the fact that magic is an immanent feature of the world, as it
is an inherent feature of a mythologised worldview, that plays a part in
the dualistic vision of the cosmic order characteristic of the folk Weltan-
schauung. The folk magic stems from a religious system of beliefs and ideas -
itis highly Christianized, but is far removed from canonical Christianity.*
Itis shaped by what Ryszard Tomicki described as folk mythology.** Tomicki
concludes his remarks with a warning to other researchers:

In conducting research on magic, one should not extract it from its natural envi-
ronment that is the model of the universe thatis current in the given culture [...].
One should not measure [magic] by one’s own yard-stick. [ Tomicki 1983: 23].



2

MAGIC
OF FOLK VERBAL RITUALS

1. The Magic of the Word. The Theory

No theoretician of language, who would grasp the men-
tal processes which underlie the mechanism of speech,
can afford to ignore the uniqueness of the magical
function of words, the effects of whose working become
more and more conspicuous as we penetrate deeper
into the mystery of human language.

Toshihiko Izutsu [1956: 10]

1.1. The Linguistic Approach. The Magical Function of
Language

Verbal magic, magic of words, word magic, magical language, magical
power of words, magical function of language/text — all these expressions
(and many similar ones) are used in scholarly literature on the subject.
The phenomena which these terms describe can be divided into at least
four groups. The first consists of linguistic facts that are characteristic
of traditional communities, e.g., linguistic taboos, spells, incantions, and
other verbal rituals. The second group involves traces of these linguis-
tic facts that are present in general language, including conscious and
unconscious superstitions connected to speaking (e.g., knocking on wood
with apotropaic intent, or not saying “thank you” after someone wishes
you success in order to ward off bad luck?). The third group involves
modern (and increasingly popular) instances of “new linguistic magic,”
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such as techniques of verbal persuasion, used in political propaganda,
marketing, advertising, etc. Finally, the fourth group includes instances of
the “magic” of literature and of poetic language. The label “magic” is often
used metaphorically in relation to literary texts, and especially poetry.
Already since the ancient physei - thései debate, famously evidenced in
Plato’s Cratulys, which juxtaposed two different approaches to language:
either that the relationship between the word and the object is assigned
by nature (physei) or that it is assigned by social convention (thései),
in many ancient reflections on the subject of language, one can trace
“anxiety about the word and its agential character” [ Tokarski 1971: 8].
These traces manifest themselves, for instance, constatations of “the char-
acteristic psychological tendency of human beings to equate words and
objects” [Rozwadowski 1921: 100], in arguing that “all attempts to equate
names and the designated objects can in fact be classed as magical thinking”
[Doroszewski 1974: 295] or in citing what was considered to be manifes-
tations of magical thinking, e.g., linguistic taboos, euphemisms and spell
formulas.? They were also authors who offered a more in-depth, psycho-
logical interpretation of these phenomena; the first Polish scholar to do so
was probably the linguist Jan Baudouin de Courtenay, who remarked:

viewed from the linguistic perspective, the whole world is a projection of
one’s self outside. It is created in the image and likeness of oneself, of one’s
thinking, feelings, and psychological states. The man unconsciously moulds
the diversity of the universe to fit his own image [...] The baptism of lan-
guage imbues these phenomena with a “soul.” [...] This is the foundation of
the belief in the power of words, in the power of magic spells and in efficacy
of benedictions and maledictions. This is the inspiration behind the Polish
saying “don’t call the wolf out of the forest,”® and behind the superstition
that forbids one to use the word “plague” during a plague epidemic. Hence
the superstitious fear of blasphemy. Hence the naive belief that “words can
freeze over” (e.g., during Napoleon'’s invasion of Russia in 1812) and that
“words can become flesh”... [Baudouin de Courtenay 1984 (1915): 158-159].4

The renowned linguist Roman Jakobson® saw the magical function
of language in the context of the Organon model of language, originated
by Karl Biihler:

The traditional model of language [...] was confined to these three func-
tions - emotive, conative and referential - and the three apexes of this
model - the first person of the addresser, the second person of the addressee,
“the third person” properly - someone or something spoken of. Certain addi-
tional verbal functions can be easily inferred from this triadic model. Thus
the magic, incantatory function is chiefly some kind of conversion of
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an absent or inanimate “third person” into an addressee of a conative
message [Jakobson 1985: 115; emphasis A.E.].

Jakobson does not elaborate on views on magical language in the essay.
He only follows the formulation quoted above with three examples one of
spells and incantations.® Because of this scarcity of material, his ideas might
seem somewhat hermetic. But when one carefully examines Jakobson’s
theory, his intuition that the third element of Biihler’s triad can somehow
be “converted” into the second one seems to illuminate one crucial aspect
of the magic of the word. Thanks to this transformation, “what is spoken of”
(i.e., the world referenced in the utterance) by being the recipient of a cona-
tive message (which uses the vocative case and the imperative or optative
mood) the addressee of the text. As a consequence, because the message is
conative (or, to use more widespread terminology, impressive),’ the speaker
of the utterance expects the addressee (the absent or non-existent “third
person”) to react to the message received according to the speaker’s intent:
by obeying an order or fulfilling a request or a wish. In other words, by
bring about a state of affairs desired by the speaker. In the case of one of
the magical utterances quoted by Jakobson, May his arm wither!, the speaker
expects that some force (the addressee of the optative utterance) capable
of causing cause the arm of the named person to wither, will do so.

More recent approaches to the magical function of language or magic
of the word usually take into account J. L. Austin and John R. Searle’s
theories of performative utterances and speech acts.

The first Polish attempt to apply the theory of performatives to issues
of “the magical” in language is Malgorzata Marcjanik’s article Magiczne
funkcje stow w kulturach pierwotnych i w dziataniu jezykowym wspdétczesnego
cztowieka (The Magical Functions of Words in Primeval Cultures and in Lan-
guage Behaviour of Modern Man [Marcjanik 1981]). However, despite having
used the expression in the article’s title, the author failed to define the term
magical function (funkcja magiczna) and only named examples of “so called
language magic” (“tzw. magii jezykowej”) based on anthropological studies
of the subject matter, and compared them with performative utterances,
deciding in conclusion that the latter are quasi-magical words.

In her classification of language functions, the Polish scholar Renata
Grzegorczykowa has devoted some space to a description of the agential
function.

The agential utterances occupy the opposite end of the spectrum from purely
informative utterances. The goal of the agential utterances is not informing
the addressee, but creating reality. We can differentiate between two types
of such utterances: belief-based utterances such as e.g., folk magic (incan-
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tations, curses, etc.) and sacramental utterances (sacraments, absolution of
sins, consecration, etc.) and utterances linked to social conventions that can
shape or create social reality. Performative utterances, described by Austin
and Searle, belong to this category (promises, apologies, legal acts, etc.).
[...] [The common feature of both categories is] their agency. The utterance
I promise is not only informative, it also creates an obligation. The difference
between the two categories is that [...] in religious utterances the addressee
is not necessary (unless one treats the supernatural force as an addressee)
[Grzegorczykowa 1991: 24].

We cannot analyze the magic of the word without understanding
the words’ agential function and without realizing that magical speaking
is also at the same time creation of states of affairs. The question of how
to adequately describe this function remains open, and the more specific
issues, like the problem of classifying agential utterances discussed above,
are debatable. A more detailed classification of “belief-based” agential speech
acts was attempted by Jadwiga Sambor in her study entitled Magiczne
i religijne (chrzescijariskie) akty mowy (Magical and Religious (Christian)
Speech Acts [Sambor 1998]). According to Sambor, their common features
are the creation of a new reality in the sphere of belief of the ritual’s par-
ticipants and the assumption that the ritual’s agential power is beyond
the human world. The features that distinguish different types of such
speech acts fall into two categories: those determining performativity and
non-performative ones. In the former category she enumerates differences
in the aim of magical and religious acts the character of their agential power,
the conditions that need to be fulfilled by the actor, his beliefs, attitudes and
intentions, the effect of the act and its time and place. The non-performative
differences pertain to the sphere of behavioural norms (taboo vs. ethic)
and the oppositions individual vs. social and official vs. unofficial. Sambor
herself stated that her theory is “a preliminary draft in need of numerous
corrections,” but in my opinion it is a valuable contribution to the field,
even though personally I would prefer to see the categories proposed by
Sambor as a spectrum and not as an opposition.

Austin’s theory of performatives and his approach to speech acts also
provided inspiration for Krystyna Pisarkowa [1994, 1998, 2000], who,
however, also posited that any attempt to analyze magical speech should
use a wider anthropological perspective. Pisarkowa is a keen student of
Bronistaw Malinowski’s ethnographic theory of language, which inspired
her to argue that there is

a need to re-examine and re-evaluate the much and variously described
concept of magic as language. Scholars of magic notice that magic has - just
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like art or fairy tales - the capacity to create a reality of a different order.
[...] This reality requires a new, different research approach [Pisarkowa
1998: 161-162].

Pisarkowa believes - and I wholeheartedly concur - that the study of
magic texts is possible only in their cultural context, as a part of a framework
that Pisarkowa calls “the magic game.” She defines the magical texts thus:

In order for it to function as an executive act (akt wykonawczy) - and there
is little doubt that it is one - the social contract describing the position of
amagical practitioner in the community cannot treat it as a spell “in a bottle
in the sea”! The text’s interpretation as an executive act and its correspond-
ing contexts must are determined above all by its univocally performative
purpose. We are talking here about a “determination” that results from
the definition of the object. The object in question is a formula. Its func-
tion is its raison d’étre. Without somebody’s knowledge of the formula’s
function, the spell will not be efficacious. The act will not be successful. [...]
The knowledge of the sound of the formula and of its purpose are conditions
of the magical game/magical contract [Pisarkowa 1998: 157].

Yet another perspective that inspired my own work on the magic
of the word can be found in Maciej Kaminski’s study of the seventeenth
century Libri maleficorum [Kaminski 1988]. In his article, Kaminski’s
utilizes the anthropological perspective [cf. Buchowski 1986]. His work is
rooted in the assumption that there exists a disparity between the status
of language in the modern symbolic culture and in the syncretic traditional
cultures. For this reason, he eschews the term magical function (which
refers to the modern culture) and instead uses the term magical speech
(méwienie magiczne) [cf. Kmita 1984]. He argues that “in the magical
culture, speech played an utilitarian and technical function alongside
its symbolic (communicative) function” [Kaminski 1988: 279].

The dual, symbolic and pragmatic character of the magical speech
means that

within the paradigm of magical thinking, the verbum equals the operation.
In other words, it is an action, not less so than the utilitarian act. The assump-
tion that the word and the action are functionally equivalent parts of a ritual
means that from the perspective of the magic subject, speech and action
are both equally tangible [Kaminski 1988: 279-280].

According to Kaminski, magical speech causes a particular state of
affairs in the world - and also causes knowledge about that state. “To speak
magically is to cause a given state P (pragmatic sense) and at the same time
to cause Y’s knowledge of the state P (symbolic sense)” [Kaminski 1987].
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Kaminski elucidates the essence of magic speech (“by saying ‘P, I cause P"")
in the following formula: “when X uses the expression ‘P,” he causes
the state P', whereas the relationship between ‘P’ and P' is objective-
-metonymical in character” [Kaminski 1988: 280].

Kaminski’s symbolic and pragmatic approach to magical speech has
its follow-up in Anna Chudzik’s analysis of “magical speech behaviours”
monograph entitled Mowne zachowania magiczne w ujeciu pragmatycz-
no-kognitywnym (Magical Speech Behaviours: A Pragmatic-Cognitivist
Approach [Chudzik 2002]). Chudzik endeavours to define various kinds of
magical speech acts, and discusses the structure and lexical and syntactic
features of magical utterances. She also proposes a typology of magical
speech acts which draws on propositions from existing literature. Her
comprehensive analysis of the diverse materials that includes both folk
magic formulas and instances of magical use of words in contemporary
colloquial Polish takes inspiration from modern cognitivist and pragmatic
theories of language and leads Chudzik to propose her own theory. She
posits that ““magical’ speech acts are in essence hidden directives,” and
further explains that

the feature that sets them apart among other obligative speech acts is
their addressee, “the obligated being,” who is not a human. As the speaker
assumes the felicity of these acts, there is also an underlying certainty that
the “obligated party” is willing to grant a wish or a request of the speaker
or follow their command, and that it will do so. This certainty is produced
by the illocutionary force of the words uttered. [...] On the intentional plane,
the “magical speech acts” constitute a complex directional and agential
structure. [She also proposes the following explication for the magical speech
acts:] WHEN SAYING X, | WANT SOMETHING SPECIFIC TO HAPPEN AND
I AM CONFIDENT THAT IT WILL HAPPEN [Chudzik 2002: 56-59].

Chudzik’s monograph is the first attempt in Polish literature on
the subject to propose a monographic overview of magical speech acts
in all their typological diversity. As such it testifies to the fact that aca-
demic inquiry into the field of linguistic magic is quite well-grounded in
Polish linguistics.

1.2. The Anthropological Approach: Magical Language

All anthropologists who study language magic agree that in societies who
possess mythic consciousness, language “is to be regarded as a mode of
action rather than a countersign of thought” [Malinowski 1923: 477].
The logical continuation of Malinowski’s observation inspires continuing
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attempts to study and understand the language magic (or even the magical
language) from three distinct perspectives: within the broader cultural
context, with reference to the pragmatic character and functions of lan-
guage and within semiotic analyses of the linguistic signs. At the same
time, many scholars treat the study of “magical” aspects of language in
oral cultures as a starting point and contrast for their study of more
complex, literate cultures.

Just like linguists, anthropologists have been involved in the study
of the magic of the word practically for a long time. In the Polish context,
the first anthropological discussion of the subject are probably two lec-
tures by Jan Kartowicz, published in 1903 in a volume entitled O cztowieku
pierwotnym (On Primitive Man [Kartowicz 1903]). Kartowicz writes:

In certain times, the word has an indomitable power. I say “in certain time,” as
this restriction has survived in the beliefs of our folk: that the word has magic
power only when it is spoken in compliance with certain conditions, when it
comes from the mouths of certain individuals (parents, healers [znachoréw])
and in certain moments, which are referred to as “the wrong hour,” ifa curse
is involved. [...] In the life of the primeval people, the faith in the enchanted
power of the word had most diverse applications. It was used either for good
or for evil. In the former case, we had blessings, good wishes, curing incanta-
tions and other formulas aimed at expressing and ensuring the best possible
outcomes; in the latter case, we encountered curses, spells, swearing, leading
to somebody’s harm and peril; finally, there were intermediate formulas: neu-
tral, commanding, protective formulas and so on [Kartowicz 1903: 104-105].

Kartowicz’s work - concluded with the following remarks: “Many years
shall pass before we cease to greet and congratulate one another, wish one
another prosperity or good health, or curse one another and wish others
ill. It will be along time before we break free of the enchantment of such
beliefs, that we inherit along with the blood and bones of our ancestors”
[Kartowicz 1903: 118] - is more than a mere presentation of material. It
also features an outline theory of the “miraculous power of the word”: it
points to the particular conditions, persons and time required by magical
speaking and provides a classification of verbal rituals (differentiating
between positive, negative and neutral ones).

Kartowicz’s writings might have been an inspiration for Jan Stanistaw
Bystron’s essay Przezytki wiary w magiczng moc stowa (Remnants of the Belief
in the Magic Power of the Word, first published in 1927, new edition: Bystron
1980). In his essay, Bystron juxtaposes conventional approach to language
which is a characteristic feature of logical thinking with “treating language
as an absolute value that has the closest possible connection with its object”
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which he sees as characteristic of “people with the primeval mindset” [Bystron
1980: 204]. Inspired by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’s theory of pre-logical thinking,
Bystron describes multiple verbal rituals present in Polish and Ruthenian
folklore that are rooted in treating the word as being “in an actual connection
with the object, not denoting it but as if being a part of it” [Bystron 1980: 205].
Bystron differentiates between positive rituals (“pronouncing certain words
in order to [...] bring about certain events or cause certain phenomena”) and
negative rituals (“avoiding certain words in order to prevent the occurrence
of certain undesirable phenomena”) [Bystron 1980: 205-208]. He discusses
various examples of positive rituals that include supplications, commands and
curses and highlights their formal and pragmatic determinants: “a formula
of this kind has strictly prescribed wording and is efficacious only when
certain conditions in terms of wording, place, time and person are met, in
accordance with the principles of magic” [Bystron 1980: 207].

Bystron'’s student, the Romanian ethnographer and folklorist Piotr
Caraman, further developed his theory in a monograph entitled Obrzed
koledowania u Stowian i Rumunéw (The Practice of Wassailing among Slavs
and Romanians [Caraman 1933]). Caraman adopts Bystron'’s theory that
the word is identified with the thing signified, and that this leads to “limit-
less faith in the power of the word, which by its very utterance can lead to
the manifestation of the object or the fact that it denotes” [Caraman 1933:
350]. He also accepts Bystron’s division of verbal rituals into those consist-
ing in avoiding specific words and those consisting in pronouncing certain
phrases. He calls the latter practice spell-casting and divides spells into two
categories: negative (exorcization) and positive (wish formulas). Caraman
differentiates between several kinds of wish formulas, and it is here that he
includes blessings, curses, incantations and “carols of good wishes.” The latter
kind becomes the focus of Caraman’s study of wassailing wherein he analyzes
the carols as elements of magical practice.

The interpretation and classification of magical verbal rituals, initi-
ated by Kartowicz and Bystron, was subsequently continued by Kazimierz
Moszynski in his monograph of Slavic spiritual culture (first published
1934, new edition 1967 [KLS] and 2010). Moszynski presented the rit-
uals as elements of the mindset of “unenlightened peasants” [KLS: 266]
and analyzed them in the context of his own complex classification of
sub-magical and magical practices (which he divides into translational,
transmissional, sympathetic, creational and inceptional) [cf. KLS: 266-347].
According to MoszynsKi, spells and incantations

are set apart from other kinds of magic, and cover partly the same ground
as prayers and direct imperatives [...].All of them are rooted in the belief
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that “word can be made flesh,” or that whatever is uttered, can come true.
[...] The underlying belief in the power of words is also the foundation of
the deep-rooted faith in the efficacy of curses and blessings that can be
observed in Slavic villages. Especially parental curses and blessings are
said to have enormous power. [...] The power with which the primitive
mind imbues words is [...] simply limitless [...]. For this reason, I think it is
only a matter of chance that I have not managed to find in my sources any
direct references to killing someone with magical words [KLS: 301, 347].

Yet another valuable contribution to the study of magical speech comes
from Florian Znaniecki. In the seminal The Polish Peasant in Europe and
America [1927 (first published 1918-1920)] Znaniecki and William [. Thomas
analyzed peasants’ “magical attitudes” and demonstrated that it is inescapably
connected with their attitude towards words [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 230].
Znaniecki wrote about the peasants’ respect for words, which he explained
by “a magical connection between the word and the thing symbolized”
[Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 212] and posited that metaphor and metonymy
are the key mechanisms employed in the process of symbolization.

This character of the magical relation explains the fact that most of those
relations are, or rather appear to us to be, symbolical. [...] Sometimes it is
analogy between the supposed cause and the desired effect [...]. Sometimes
again, itis a part representing the whole [...]. Or an action performed upon
some object is presumed to exert an influence upon another object which is
or was in spatial proximity with the first [...]. Succession in time, particularly
if repeated, becomes often a basis of a magical connection [...]. The connec-
tion between the word and the thing symbolized by it is...particularly often
exploited for magical purposes. The words exert an immediate influence
upon reality [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 255].

A classic anthropological approach to the magic of the word is Bro-
nistaw Malinowski’s ethnographic theory of language.® Malinowski based
his theory on a pragmatic an semantic analysis of language in a tribal
community. He focused primarily on the language of magic, but was also
interested in such problems as language acquisition in children and prag-
matic functions of language in the European society of his day. It would
be difficult to find a later scholar who would not reference Malinowski'’s
approach: his theory has been an enduring inspiration for linguists,
especially for pragmatists and cognitivists.

Malinowski was first and foremost a field anthropologist, and not
an “armchair anthropologist.” He perceived culture as a comprehensive
system, whose elements were functionally and conceptually connected.
For him, the mission of the anthropologist was to observe and subse-
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quently describe the language as a primarily pragmatic phenomenon,
“the speech in action.” For this reason, Malinowski’s fundamental tenet
is thatlanguage cannot be studied in isolation, without its broad context,
which he understood both as the situational context of a given utterance
(claiming that the ideal way to reconstruct such context would be with
the use of sound film) and as the cultural context (encompassing norms,
values, and worldviews of a given culture).

The pragmatic relevance of words is greatest when these words are uttered
actually within the situation to which they belong and uttered so that they
achieve an immediate, practical effect. For it is in such situations that words
acquire their meaning [Malinowski 1935: 52].

Analysing magical formulas, Malinowski stressed the fact that put-
ting them “within their appropriate context of native belief” [Malinowski
1935: 215] was the condition of fully understanding their significance.
He also applied the same approach to pragmatic uses of language: “One
of the contextual conditions for the sacred or legal power of words is
the existence, within a certain culture, of beliefs, of moral attitudes and
of legal sanctions” [Malinowski 1935: 53].

Analyzing the use of language in the broad range of social interactions
which he observed and in which he participated during his research among
the Trobriand Islanders, including work, everyday conversations, magical
rituals, and ceremonies, Malinowski formulated the fundamental tenets
of his theory: he argued that language “in its primitive uses [...] is a mode
of action and not an instrument of reflection” [Malinowski 1923: 312].
What is more, speech is subjugated to action.

language in its primitive function and original form has an essentially prag-
matic character [...] it is a mode of behaviour, an indispensable element of
concerted human action. [...] to regard it as a means for the embodiment or
expression of thought is to take a one-sided view of one of its most derivate
and specialized functions [Malinowski 1923: 316].

And elsewhere he notes:

the fact is that the main function of language is not to express thought, not
to duplicate mental processes, but rather to play an active pragmatic partin
human behaviour. Thus in its primary function it is one of the chief cultural
forces and an adjunct to bodily activities [Malinowski 1935: 7].

In volume two of Coral Gardens and Their Magic, entitled The Language
of Magic and Gardening, Malinowski describes how (to use Austin’s phrase)
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the Trobriand Islanders “do things with words.” Malinowski devotes a lot
of space to analyzing the pragmatic function of language: “Words are
part of action and they are equivalents to actions” [Malinowski 1935:
9], “words in their primary and essential sense do, act, produce and
achieve” [Malinowski 1935: 52; original emphasis]. Uttering particu-
lar verbal formulas is an action that brings about immediate practical
results. The expected outcome of speaking is a particular effect. For this
reason, anthropologists should study the dynamics of words, and not
their purely intellectual function - the true meaning of words can only
be gleaned by studying their “pragmatism,” that is their “effective force”
[Malinowski 1935: 49].

Malinowski differentiates between two “peaks” of the pragmatic
power of words:

one of them is to be found in certain sacred uses, that is in magical formulae,
sacramental utterances, exorcisms, curses and blessings and most prayers.
All sacred words have a creative effect, usually indirect, by setting in motion
some supernatural power, or, when the sacramental formula becomes
quasi-legal, in summoning social sanctions. The second climax of speech
dynamism is to be found obviously in the direct pragmatic effect of words.
An order given in battle, an instruction issued by the master of a sailing
ship, a cry for help, are as powerful in modifying the course of events as
any other bodily act [Malinowski 1935: 52-53].

The power of both pragmatic peaks lies in their agential function:
“here words produce an actual change in a universe which, though mys-
tical and imaginary to us agnostics, is none the less real to the believer”
[Malinowski 1935: 55]. The level of pragmatic efficacy of words can
vary. On the left-hand side of the scale (the two peaks are not perceived
by Malinowski as an opposition, but as a spectrum) lies “the language
of magic.” “As to its intrinsic nature, the language of magic is sacred,
set and used for an entirely different purpose to that of ordinary life”
[Malinowski 1935: 213]. Its function is “to induce certain phenomena
by mystical means” [Malinowski 1935: 228-229]. The right-hand peak
consists of “words of direct individual efficacy,” such as orders and
requests. It is also here that Malinowski includes legal formulas. Both
peaks of the “dynamism of speech,” the magical (sacred) and the secular
(everyday speech) coexist in every culture and in the development of
every individual. They are universal. “Between the savage use of words
and the most abstract and theoretical one there is only a difference of
degree. Ultimately all the meaning of all words is derived from bodily
experience” [Malinowski 1935: 58].
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Reflecting on the mechanisms of magical fulfilment of what is uttered,
Malinowski pointed out to the so-called “creative metaphor of magic”
[Malinowski 1935: 70], which he defined as the belief that multiple repeti-
tion of specified words will bring about the reality which they evoke. “It is
the essence of magic that, by the affirmation of a condition which is desired
but not yet fulfilled, this condition is brought about” [Malinowski 1935: 70].
As far as the efficacy of magic is concerned, he explained the its principle
thus: “each rite is the ‘production’ or ‘generation’ of a force and the convey-
ance of it, directly or indirectly, to a certain given object” [Malinowski 1935:
215]. The results which (according to the native’s worldview) are brought
about by the utterance of magic formulas in a specific situational context
at the same time constitute the formulas’ meaning. Malinowski concludes:

The word is used always in direct active conjunction with the reality it means.
The word acts on the thing and the thing releases the word in the human
mind. This indeed nothing more or less than the essence of the theory which
underlies the use of verbal magic. And this theory we find based on real psy-
chological experiences in primitive forms of speech [Malinowski 1923: 323].

Malinowski posits that the essence the theory underlying the use of
verbal magic is contained in the mechanism described above (“The word
acts on the thing and the thing releases the word in the human mind”),
thus reducing verbal magic to a problem of semiotics. This approach has
inspired researchers who look for features of the linguistic sign charac-
teristic of “the magical language.”

An interesting attempt to describe the aforementioned mechanism can
be found in a volume entitled Language and Magic: Studies in the Magical
Function of Speech, authored by the Japanese philosopher, linguist and
scholar of religion Toshihiko Izutsu [1956]. He argues that the magical
use of language is the most fundamental function of speech, from which
all others derive. He criticises modern scholars who, in his view, treat
the magical function of language as only marginal and do not devote
sufficient attention to its study.

We shall note that such an approach, though perhaps legitimate and justi-
fiable so long as the purely logical analysis of language is concerned, may
nevertheless lead to very superficial, and, in many cases, erroneous views
on the nature of our own linguistic habits. [...] [N]o theoretician of language
who would grasp the mental processes which underlie the mechanism
of speech can afford to ignore the uniqueness of the magical function of
words, the effects of whose working become more and more conspicuous
as we penetrate deeper and deeper into the mystery of human language
[Izutsu 1956: 15; original emphasis].
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Izutsu explains how the language in primitive societies was imbued
with magico-religious connotations to the point where it essentially
became merged with ritual. Then, commensurately with the development
of human civilization, it became more and more autonomous and secular,
detached from its ritualistic roots and contexts. The profane world of
the practical pushed the ritualistic aspect of life to the margins of human
experience (or perhaps banished it to the collective unconscious). It is
with this margin that we today associate so-called superstitions and
linguists - the so-called magical function of language.

We may rightly look down upon various linguistic habits of openly magical
import which we still observe around us as “primitive absurdities,” but it
would be a grave mistake if we forget the while that the language in our
possession is an instrument originally designed to serve “absurd” purposes,
thatitis “a medium developed to meet the needs of arboreal man” (Ogden
and Richards) [Izutsu 1956: 16].

[zutsu’s linguistic theory rests on the opposition between magic
and logic, where the two are understood as two opposite poles of all
linguistic behaviour. The language fluctuates between the two extremes,
ritual and pure logic, between using words to create states of affairs and
the academic discourse. He states:

as there can be no magical use of language without at least a minimum
of logicality, so in the ordinary descriptive use of language [...] the actual
words employed cannot [...] be entirely free of illogicality. [...] the words and
the ways (in which) we combine them are largely remnants from primitive
ages [Izutsu 1956: 19].

[zutsu quotes multiple examples of magical language use from diverse
cultures, and all of them illustrate the universal tendency of the human
mind to closely connect (or indeed identify) the signifier and the signified,
which leads to establishing a causal relationship between language and
reality. Speaking becomes causing: evoking, creating fulfilling or however
else we choose to call it. “To state or declare something to be so and so
means at once to make the object actually so and so” [Izutsu 1956: 37].

[zutsu argues that the magical dimension is constantly visible in all
human linguistic behaviours.

We may, I think, roughly compare the abovementioned magical dimension
of speech to the Freudian realm of the “unconscious” [...] into which all
kinds of irrational beliefs, unconscious desires, and frustrated wishes are
“repressed” and out of which they can emerge [Izutsu 1956: 70].
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Introducing the category of the unconscious, Izutsu suggests that not
only language usage but also the sheer structure of language is magical.
His search for proof of “magicality” in the semantic structure of language
leads him to proposing a connotative theory of linguistic magic.

While describing “the fundamental magic of meaning,” Izutsu refers
to the Ogden/Richards triangle. Just like earlier followers of Ogden and
Richards, Izutsu links the magic use of language to the treatment of
the relation between the symbol and the referent as direct and natural
(physei), as opposed to an arbitrary relationship (thései) [cf. Heinz 1978:
249-250]. In Izutsu’s view, the semantic triangle is only used in order to
refer to the denotative aspect of language magic. In reality, however, it is
the connotative sphere that plays the more important (albeit less tangible)
role in the creation of verbal magic. Izutsu associates psychologically (and
not logically) understood connotation with mental imagery: vague and
shapeless images that are first called up to mind by using name-words.
After all, words are not symbols of the things themselves, but of the images
of things. And itis here - in the sphere of “images of things” - that [zutsu
places connotation. He concludes that magical linguistic behaviours
consist namely in evoking the connoted objects(concepts).

All words through their very nature as symbols are capable of conjuring
up something in our minds. [...] This process of verbal evocation, then, we
can safely take as the most fundamental act of verbal magic, though from
the ordinary man’s point of view it may perhaps be too fundamental or
commonplace to be called “magic” at all [Izutsu 1956: 60].

The human mind has a tendency to confuse connotation and denota-
tion, or, as Izutzu puts it, “to project mental contents on to the external
world” [Izutsu 1956: 66] and thus to make independent beings out of
concepts (to hypostatize connotations). This tendency seems universal,
and is evidenced by countless beliefs and superstitions, from animism
to popular stereotypes and scientific fallacies. It is also the underlying
cause of the mental attitude known as verbalism or nominalism.

[WT]henever a name-word is uttered in the absence of the object, it tends to
make the hearer think or feel as if he were in the presence of the object, in other
words, by making the object mentally present, it tends to cause the hallucination
that the thing-meant, whatever that may be, really existed [Izutsu 1956: 66].

The world of connotation is a world where such inexistent things as “dragons,”
“unicorns” or “phlogiston” can very well parade in exactly the same capacity
as “dogs” and “tables”; but if this is possible it is simply because, in this world,
even dogs and tables are after all mere conjured-up phantoms [Izutsu 1956: 75].
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The scholar understands verbal magic as a kind of evocation, even
going as far as identifying it with evocation, conjuring. And because
the power to “create reality” is the most apparent in the poetic use of lan-
guage, he calls poetry the magical language par excellence. The metaphor
plays the crucial role here, because “it belongs properly to the order of
action” [Izutsu 1956: 82]. Its uses are not limited to the poetic language:
most of our speech and thought is based on metaphors.

Metaphor, as a peculiar kind of transference of meaning from one sphere to
another, is at the root of natural speech construction; it is as it were the very
tissue of linguistic meaning, it is language. [...] [L]anguage is through and
through evocation [Izutsu 1956: 82; original emphasis].

[zutsu sees the signs of the overwhelming magical quality of language
also in other spheres. One of them is the emotive sphere, the other -
grammatical and semantic structure of language that serves to categorise
(build, create, evoke) the surrounding reality. This attitude stems from
naive realism that views semantic categories as reflections of previously
existing categories of reality. Izutsu muses: “what we usually call the ‘real
world’ is, partly at least, a very complex and complicated product of
our language patterns” [Izutsu 1956: 90]. Later, he stresses the claim
that “the semantic resources of our language may and must be viewed
as essentially based on mental evocation” [[zutsu 1956: 101]. [zutsu’s
“mental evocation” is another name for the magicality of language. For
this reason “magic is [...] an essential, vital component of meaning that,
in short, lies at the very root of language behaviour” [Izutsu 1956: 101].

The problems raised by Malinowski and Izutsu, i.e., pragmatic and
semantic mechanisms of the “magical quality” of language were fur-
ther developed and clarified by the influential contemporary British
anthropologist, student of rituals and their language, Stanley Jeyaraja
Tambiah. He is the author of a thought-provoking critique of the two
classical descriptions of spell-casting magic (in the works of Malinowski
and Evans-Pritchard ) and of deployment of . L. Austin’s theory of speech
acts for the analysis of ethnographical materials.’

Tambiah understands the magical language as a complex of specific
mechanisms within the sacred language. He does not differentiate magic
from religion and does not juxtapose the two. In his reinterpretation
of selected spells used by the Trobrianders and the Azande, he offers
a theory of the language of ritual which is an alternative to the views of
Malinowski and Evans-Pritchard. Based on his definition of the ritual as
a complex of words and actions, in which “the uttering of words itselfis
aritual” [Leach 1966: 407, quoted in: Tambiah 1968: 175], he analyzes
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the mutual relationship between the two. The proportion between
words and actions is different in different rituals and different cultures.
Tambiah places the particular proportions on a continuum, where one
pole is constituted of purely linguistic rituals, and the other - of rituals
whose dominant component is action.

He looks for the connection between word and action in rituals on
two planes. The first is the external structure, i.e., the pragmatics of
ritual (where he in essence concurs with Malinowski who, according to
Tambiah, has perfectly captured “the functional relation of the rites to
their extra-ritual context” [Tambiah 1968: 199]). The second plane is
the internal structure, i.e., the semantics of the ritual. The basic mech-
anisms of the internal structure of the ritual are metaphor, metonymy
and analogy. Tambiah discusses many examples of their functioning and
finds manifold confirmations and clarifications of Lévi-Strauss’s under-
standing of the magical thought-action as continuous metaphorical and
metonymic transformations.

Tambiah defines the metaphor as “a figure of speech in which a name
or descriptive term is transferred to some object to which it is not properly
applicable” [Tambiah 1968: 189]. Thus, a metaphor has a dual reference:
it refers both to its primary and secondary object. He argues:

Every metaphor [...] contains both truth and fiction: if it is taken literally it
misrepresents, but it is more than a conventional sign because it highlights
a resemblance. The metaphor is a mode of reflection and enables abstract
thought on the basis of analogical predication [...] The metaphoric use of lan-
guage exploits the procedures of selection and substitution by which words or
ideas replace one another in terms of semantic similarity [Tambiah 1968: 189].

Rituals - whose goal is to transfer some attribute to the recipient -
are based precisely on thus understood metaphorical use of language.
Tambiah concludes: “There is not trick here; it is a normal use of language”
[Tambiah 1968: 189].

If metaphor is a substitute, then metonymy - or the mechanism of
replacing the proper name of an object with the name of its part or attri-
bute - is a supplement. Both use the mechanism of verbal transfer. Ana-
lyzing spells, Tambiah shows that both metaphor and metonymy refer to
the verbal component of the ritual and to the objects used by the practi-
tioner. The features of ritual objects are treated as abstract terms that are
be given metaphorical value within the system of symbolic classification.

The rite of transfer portrays a metaphorical use of language (verbal substi-
tution) whereby an attribute is transferred to the recipient via a material
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symbol which is used metonymically as a transformer. [...] The technique
gains its realism by clothing a metaphorical procedure in the operational
or manipulative mode of practical action; it unites both concept and action,
word and deed [Tambiah 1968: 194].

In contrast, verbal rites that are not accompanied by substitution
or action “depend entirely on suggestive metaphors and similes” [Tam-
biah 1968: 195].

In a later article, Tambiah offers a succinct summary of his theory:

Most “magical rites” (as indeed most rituals) combine word and deed [...]
the rite is devoted to an “imperative transfer” of effects, which some might
phrase as the “telic” and others as the “illocutionary” or “performative”
nature of the rite [...]. The semantics of the transfer itself, the logic of the con-
struction of the transfer [...] depend (1) on metaphorical and analogical
transfers by word mediated by realistic contact transfer through objects
used as “transformers,” and (2) on imperative verbal transfer of energy to
a “whole” through the metonymical naming of the parts [Tambiah 1973: 219].

Tambiah analyzes the mechanism of analogy, which is crucial for rituals.
He defines the analogy as identifying similarities between instances compared
and predicating that “a certain proposition is true of the one; therefore it is
true of the other” [Tambiah 1973: 209, quoting J. S. Mills]. Further, he differ-
entiates between two basic types of analogy: the scientific predictive type
and the conventional persuasive type [Tambiah 1973: 212]. He contrasts
the scientific analogy, understood as a relationship between the explicans
and the explicandum, with the persuasive analogy, characteristic of magical
acts, which is based on transfer and evocation rather than on prediction.

In his analysis of rituals, Tambiah demonstrates how the magical
action is based on similarities (positive analogy) and differences (negative
analogy) in the attributes of the magically juxtaposed objects or processes.
This mechanism is much more complex than Frazer’s simplistic formula of
sympathetic magic (“like attracts like”). The ritual is based on “persuasive
transfer” (also called “persuasion’ through contact”) [Tambiah 1973: 212-
213] of the desired attributes of one object to another. It is not a causal action,
but a symbolic one. The analogical relationship and the desired effect are
confirmed verbally, simultaneously with performing the action.

Just like performative utterances, magical acts that are based on
analogy in thinking and action cannot be verified in terms of the criteria
of truth of Western logic. Tambiah counts among Western scholars’ typical
mistakes their attempts to interpret magical analogical acts in terms of
causal relationships that lead them only to disparage the erroneousness
of “savage mind.” In his opinion, magical acts are better described in
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terms of “validity,” “accuracy” or “felicity” of the performed ceremony.
Such approach seems only one step away from the application of the per-
formative theory in the analysis of magical acts, and Tambiah actually
makes this step in his writings. He concludes thus:

Ritual acts and magical rites are of the “illocutionary” or “performative” sort,
which simply by virtue of being enacted (under the appropriate conditions)
achieve a change of state, or do something effective [...] On the one hand,
the magical act bears predicative and referential langue-type meanings and
on the other it is a performative act. Both frames are co-existent, and it is as
a performative or “illocutionary” act directed by analogical reasoning that
magic gets its distinctiveness [Tambiah 1973: 221, 223].

In A Performative Approach to Ritual Tambiah further develops his
analysis of semantic and pragmatic dimension of rituals. He refers to
Peirce’s classic typology of signs (symbols, icons and indices) and links
the semantic dimension of a ritual symbolically with its content, and, by
the same token, with its whole cultural context. He also links (indexically)
its pragmatic aspect with the ritual’s participants, i.e., with the interpersonal
and social contexts of ritual action. Thus, Tambiah sees the ritual as a unit
of dual nature: symbolically and/or iconically, it represents the contents of
a given culture, and at the same time it refers indexically to the social con-
text, outlining and sanctioning social hierarchies. Tambiah describes thus
interpreted ritual as an “indexical symbol” (or, using a Jakobsonian term,
as a “shifter” [cf. Jakobson 1984] and/or “an indexical icon” [Tambiah 1979:
154]). The indexical symbols (icons) combine two roles: they are symbols
(icons) associated with the object they represent by conventional semantic
rules (they represent the object iconically based on the conventional seman-
tic rule of similarity), and at the same time they also exist as indices, that
have a pragmatic existential relationship to the objects they represent.!”

Anthropologists who study cultures other than the modern European
culture point out to the fact that cultural otherness goes together with
a different status of language in culture.!! This realization is shared by
field and armchair anthropologists alike, and has recently been expounded
by some prominent Polish scholars.

Mariusz Kairski and Marek Wotodzko, while doing research among
indigenous people of the Amazon region, endeavoured to understand a cul-
ture very diverse from their own. Their research required gaining perfect
command of the native language and as a consequence the researchers
devote much space to analysing the pragmatic and semantic aspects of
language in indigenous cultures [Kairski 1996]. Their point of departure
is that languages of such cultures
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are not “pure” symbolic-communicative practices, but rather methods of
doing things (a classic example is the belief in ‘physico-technical’ efficacy of
magical formulas). For this reason, language serves as a tool of physically
changing the reality and not as a tool for mental operations and communi-
cation [Kairski, WotodZko 1995: 74].

One should also mention the contribution of Michat Buchowski,
a scholar of magic and ritual, who co-authored, together with Wojciech
Burszta, a study of language in magico-syncretic cultures [Buchowski,
Burszta 1986; 1992: 32-46]. The two scholars point to the peculiarity
of these cultures which finds its manifestation in the unity (syncre-
tism) of their various spheres: the technical and utilitarian sphere, and
the spheres of communication, and worldview. According to Buchowski
and Burszta, these spheres can only be differentiated analytically, from
the perspective of an outside observer. This syncretism is also visible
in language: speech as a separate, autonomous part of culture does not
exist here.

As Burszta writes

In such circumstances, it is difficult to talk about language as a separate lin-
guistic practice, whose primary goal would be symbolic communication. Such
state of affairs is difficult to imagine, especially from our modern analytical
perspective, in which we find it easy to differentiate linguistic phenomena.
[tis customary to treat language as an element of the communicative sphere
of culture, alongside art and custom. But within “magical culture,” in which
“everything is everything,” such division and analytical differentiation
between areas of culture is utterly misleading [Burszta 1986: 72-73].

He adds:

Both thinking of the magical type and magical speech share one general
feature: they are not intellectual or reflective in character. To the contrary,
they evoke phenomena and at the same time constitute a participation in
these phenomena. Values embodied in magical speech and action belong
primarily to the metonymical and artefactual order, and, as such, they can
become objects of human action [Burszta 1986: 75].

In syncretic magical communities, it is possible to extract speech as a sep-
arate sphere of culture only from a theoretical perspective. In its original
context, it is inextricably “bound” to other spheres, in a way that cannot be
compared to the relation of language with other cultural spheres in modern
culture [Buchowski, Burszta 1986: 39].

The recognition of this “inextricable bind” between speech and
other spheres of culture leads Burszta and Buchowski to further explore
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the phenomenon which they call “magical speech-action” (or even “simul-
taneous speech-thinking-action-influence”) [Burszta 1991: 101]), whose
“referential connections consist of simultaneous symbolic-semantic and
artefactual-metonymic components” [Burszta 1986: 72].

Burszta and Buchowski’s views were inspired by the theories of
their mentor Jerzy Kmita, a noted philosopher of science, who described
the unique syncretic mechanism of magical speech in the following way:

A speech act symbolizes what refers to semantically, and at the same time
also remains in a metonymic relationship with it, that is, influences it
causally or is its physical part. To say a word or a phrase is not only to call
to the mind the corresponding object or phenomenon, but also to influence
this object or phenomenon and often - to conjure it literally. [...] Magical
speech always refers to reality, belongs to it, is a method of existing within
it and influencing it [Kmita 1984: 32, 35].

A more recent attempt to elucidate “the existential dimension of
language and the profound connection between the word and being in
cultures of the folk type” [Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 219] comes from Joanna
Tokarska-Bakir. The scholar used Gadamer’s concept of non-differen-
tiation, understood as “an onto-epistemological [...] tendency to merge
not only the signans and the signatum of the traditional semiotic differ-
entiation, but also the very being of that which is represented and that
which represents” [Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 48]. Tokarska-Bakir points
to the crucial role played by the “existential trope” or “the merging of
thought and being, and further - image and being and word and being”
[Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 367] in the folk and religious worldviews. Her
approach, owing to its perspective which combines philosophy and reli-
gious studies, offers a possibility of a broader perspective on the cultural
contexts of the folk speech-action, and seeing how, just like the sacred, it
is a phenomenon that can be curbed down but not rooted out completely.
Tokarska-Bakir posits that

between the “existential” and “communicative” concept of language there is
a chasm filled with the work of consciousness that differentiates between
the thing and its name The magico-religious merging of the object and its name
is the “natural state” of language, that is reaffirmed whenever the conscious
efforts of differentiation cease. The religious, existential concept of language
does not require effort, and for this reason, it often wins in confrontation
with linguistic conventionalism. In this sense, the “old,” magical attitude to
language and image, grounded in non-differentiation, has the edge over all
“new,” critical attitudes. The existential aspect of language and image will
never evaporate completely [ Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 49].
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1.3. A Particularization: the Folk Verbal Ritual

Magic and myth, and also myths in action (or rituals)
can be treated as techniques of actualizing the sacred.

Ryszard Tomicki [1983: 12]

One of the ways in which the magical speech-action manifests itself in
folk culture are verbal rituals.!? Their characteristic cultural context is
the mythical worldview (folk mythology): the dualistic image of the cosmic
order, which is influenced by Christianity but distinct from the canonical
Christian beliefs.

Mircea Eliade defines rituals as all activities of the archaic man
that constitute a repetition of the primordial, archetypal gesture,
originally made in illo tempore by the mythical ancestors or gods [Eli-
ade 1958: 32-34]. Within this paradigm, even the most immaterial or
trivial activities can be imbued with meaning and metaphysical value.
The performance of a ritual does away with the secular time, and
the ritual becomes one with its archetype. Its participants stand beyond
time, unified with the original act of creation, they exist in perpetuity,
in the “eternal now.” The ritual allows for “actualization of the sacred”
[cf. Tomicki 1983: 12].

Vladimir Toporov offers an interpretation of the ritual that is similar to
Eliade’s. He highlights that the ritual’s crucial function is the cyclical resto-
ration of the sacral dimension of human experience that, due to the activity
of various factors unrelated to the realm of the sacred often grow weak or
even disappear altogether. Because only the sacral is real (the profane is
not associated with any values), we can even talk about the pan-sacrality
of archaic cultures. Thanks to their cyclical nature and to the fact that they
symbolically repeat the original act of creation, rituals merge “here and
now” with “then and there,” providing a feeling of security and comfort
and satisfying the human thirst for meaning and direction in life. Thus,
Toporov sees rituals as the core of communal life. They constitute an archaic
mechanism of experiencing the world, whose goal is “taming the chaos” -
putting order into and integrating the experience of the world. Viewed in
this light, the ritual becomes a mechanism of the mediation between nature
and culture that is essential for mankind [Toporov 1988].

This interpretation of ritual finds its confirmation in the etymol-
ogy of the words used to denote it. Toporov identifies as the semantic
motivation of names of ritual activities in Indo-European languages in
the concepts of ‘sacrality’ (e.g., the Latin sacrum: ‘that which is holy/
sacred,” Greek mustérion, -ia: ‘that which is secret’), ‘doing’ (word derived
from the PIE root *kuer- ‘do, make,” including the Proto-Slavic *¢aro-déjv)

55



56

The Curse. On Folk Magic of the Word

and ‘law, order’ (e.g., the Latin ritus: ‘religious rite,’ derived from the PIE
root rtd-, which in the Vedas denotes ‘universal cosmic law’). The Slavic
words for ritual are derived from the Proto-Slavic *obred (with the same
root as the Polish rzqd, meaning ‘order, range, sequence’). “The word
obriad [ritual] [...] should therefore be understood as the instituting of
the natural sequence of conduct [...], [of] order, which is the necessary
condition of recreating the beginning” [Toporov 1988: 27].

Modern scholars concur that ritual and myth are closely connected.
The myth (mythical worldview) is an indispensable foundation for
the ritual, and conversely, the ritual is “myth in action” [Tomicki 1983:
12]. It is through rituals that we learn about the contents of myths: “all
ritual is a kind of language; it therefore translates ideas” [Mauss 2001:
75, cited in: Tomicki 1983: 12].

The perception of ritual as a language which contains symbolic con-
tent of a culture is naturally shared by proponents of semiotics. Nikita
Tolstoy thus summarizes the semiotic approach to ritual:

the term text denotes [...] a sequence of actions and interactions with objects
that has a symbolic meaning and verbal results. If we treat ritual as a kind
of text, expressed in the semiotic language of culture, we can differentiate
three [...] of its components: the verbal (words), the physical (objects, arte-
facts), and the actional (action, activity). In rites, rituals and some cultural
activities [...] elements of these three codes, which - to put it in a general
way - constitute “words” of one semiotic language, can often be used as
synonyms and treated interchangeably, and some of them can be eliminated
or reduced [Totstoj 1992: 21-22].

The structure of ritual is therefore a sui generis triad of word, object
and action, but in some cases it can be reduced to a verbal-actional diad.!3
Folk verbal rituals, such as the curse, can be called speech-action which
sometimes involves the use of paraphernalia. Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah
(inspired by Austin’s theory of performativity) defines it in the following way:

Ritual is a culturally constructed system of symbolic communication. It is
constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words and acts, often
expressed in multiple media, whose content and arrangement are char-
acterized in varying degree by formality (conventionality), stereotypy
(rigidity), condensation (fusion), and redundancy (repetition). Ritual action
in its constitutive features is performative [...] wherein saying something
is also doing something [Tambiah 1979: 119].

To particularize, and in summary, a folk verbal ritual is characterized
by the following three features:
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1. Itis a verbal-behavioural phenomenon that takes place in a specific
pragmatic (situational, cultural) context, and which may require
the use of paraphernalia.

2. It has specific linguistic form (generic, syntactic and lexical) as well
as definite conditions of use.

3. Itis connected to the sacred and is symbolic in character (it remains
closely connected with the semantic fields of “sacrality,” “action,”
and “order”).

Any description of verbal rituals, such as the curse, should take into
account that:

thought and action, myth and ritual, symbol and referent create [in this
case] a homogeneous whole, which is difficult to imagine, or present
discursively. It is the job of the anthropologist to break down this whole
into “elemental parts,” into categories that would be comprehensive for
his/her own culture, and then reconnect them, creating a coherent whole
[Buchowski, 1993: 111].

2. The Magic of the Word in Practice.
An Introduction to Word Magic in Folk Culture

Whoever utters words, sets power in motion.
Gerardus van der Leeuw [1938: 405]

The world of the primitive and of antiquity, and above all the religious
world, knows nothing whatever of ‘empty words,’ of ‘words, words’; it never
says: ‘more than enough words have been exchanged, now atlastlet me see
deeds’; and the yearning no longer to have to ‘rummage among words’ is
wholly foreign to it. But this is not at all because the primitive world has
a blunter sense of reality than ours; rather the contrary: it is we who have
artificially emptied the word, and degraded it to a thing. But as soon as we
actually live, and do not simply make scientific abstractions, we know once
more that a word has life and power, and indeed highly characteristic power
[van der Leeuw 1938: 403].

This thought-provoking passage from Religion in Essence and Manifes-
tation finds its full confirmation in the workings of folk culture. Within
the mythical worldview, the expression “empty words” is a contradiction
in terms. Within this paradigm, words cannot be empty. They are sui
generis physical beings, that have specific properties and capabilities.
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An anecdote reported by Kolberg can serve as an illustration:

Styszatem, jak jednego parobczaka proszono, aby co opowiedziat, a on
sie drozyt w ten sposéb (by sie od tego wywina¢): ,Kiedy dzi$ w lesie, jak
cigtem drzewo, torebke z bajkami powiesitem na seku i zapomniatem!” To
znaczyto, ze on niby miat bajki swe ztozone w woreczku, ktéry zapomniat
w lesie, i teraz nie moze nic powiedzie¢. Jednakze, gdy go nie przestawano
prosi¢, przytozyt maty palec do ucha i zdawat sie bacznie przystuchiwad,
co ten palec mu szepcze, po czym rzekt: ,At, m6j maty palec jesce pamieta
jedno bajkie, to i powiem” [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 413-414].

(I have heard a field hand being asked to tell a tale, and he was stalling (so
as to extricate himself) saying: “When I was in the forest earlier today,
and I was cutting wood, I hung my story bag on a tree and I forgot it!” It
supposedly meant that he had all the folk tales he knows stored in a special
bag, and without the bag he could not remember them. But when his inter-
viewer persevered, he finally relented and put his little finger'* to his ear.
He seemed to listen to what the finger was whispering and finally said: “All
right then, my little finger remembers this one story, so I can tell it to you.”)

Studying folk verbal magic, we are in a world where folk tales can
be stored in a bag, forgotten in a forest, and then found in a little finger,
whose miraculous ability and willingness to talk seems to be taken
completely for granted. Thus, the words of a folk tale seem to take on
a character of physical objects that can be stored in a bag. They can be
heard, but also experienced through other senses: especially sight and
touch. “When the hearing and touch merge, aural sensations gain physical
properties, they can, for example, be perceived as heavy...Haptic preces-
sion of auditory stimuli can mean that a word belonging to the order of
sacral acoustics can become perceived in spatial terms: it can be lifted
and laid down, summoned and banished” [Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 224,
more broadly Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 244-246]. Such words, anchored in
the matter are not inanimate: to the contrary, they appear to live with
a life of their own, which is not wholly dependent on humans.

The motif of the physicality or corporeality of words and utterances
can of course be found in many time periods and cultures. Aron Gurevich
quotes several pertinent medieval anecdotes:

Caesarius of Heisterbach tells without marvelling what took place in a church
in which priests sang loudly and without piety, “in a secular manner”: one
cleric noticed a demon standing on high and gathering the voices of the sing-
ers into a large sack. And they thus “sang” a “sack full.” Around a monk who
habitually dozed off in the monastery choir demons scurried in the form of
pigs. With grunts they picked up the words of the psalms, devoid of grace,
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that fell from the mouth of the sleepyhead [...]. Jacques de Vitry mentions
a stupid peasant who thus imagined hymns. He went to a neighbouring town
intending to buy some cantilenas, for the feast-day of his village’s patron
saint was approaching. A trickster sold him a sack full of choice canticles,
but in fact he had filled it with wasps, which in the end repeatedly stung
everybody gathered in front of the church [Gurevich 1988: 194-195, 254].

Another similar trope is that of frozen words, which crops up in
folklore and literature of many nations and regions. Julian KrzyZzanowski
gives an example of this recurring motif:

A pilgrim lost his way in winter, amidst in the wilderness, amidst a rocky
maze. Suddenly he saw a sable, scampering between the rocks. The pilgrim
cried out: “That must be the way!” and he immediately froze solid because
of the cold. When he melted in the spring, he noticed with astonishment
that the shape of the words he uttered could be seen on the ground, each
letter made of growing grass. He followed the trail of the words and found
a way out of the maze [Krzyzanowski 1977: 646].

Incidentally, it is worth remembering that some of the semantic
fields of ‘speech’ and ‘thing’ are etymologically connected. We know that
the Polish word rzecz (a thing) originally meant ‘speech, word’ [SEBr:
Rzec, Rzecz]. This meaning is still preserved in some Slavic languages (cf.
Russian re¢’, Slovak re¢, Czech re¢ - ‘speech, language’ [Vasmer: Rec’]).
This linguistic evidence is a telling proof that in Slavic culture, there
existed a strong connection between speech and objects. Their concept
of magical speech-action left traces that are visible to this day, permeated
in the languages’ semantic structure.!®

Songs and fairy-tales packed into sacks,'® words that appear on
the ground, written in grass [...]. Words truly have a life of their own,
which is “identical with the existence of the thing they denote” [Tokarska-
-Bakir 2000: 150]. As [ said before, the life of words can be independent of
the humans who utter them, and can even at times surprise the speakers.
Words can also be dangerous:

The death would be announced in such a way that the inhabitants of the neigh-
bouring houses on the left and on the right would notify those who lived in
the next house. The news would thus travel clockwise and anticlockwise at
the same time, and it had to make its way to every house in the village before
sunset, because keeping such news to oneself overnight and not passing it
on would bring misfortune [Biegeleisen 1930: 199].

The above custom shows that news of death can be “contagious,” and
thatitis the most threatening at night - a time, when the demonic powers
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of the other world are at their full potential. It can happen therefore that
words that were supposed to communicate news of somebody’s death
can exhibit metonymical relationship to death itself. Informing about
death, the words also bring death, they can besmirch the recipients of
the news and bring misfortune to the their families. After all, “magic is
a system in which cause-effect relationships and symbolic relationships
overlap” [Buchowski 1993: 65]. The belief recorded by Biegeleisen is an apt
illustration of the mechanism of magic speech-action, which is based on
metaphorical and metonymical transformations, and on treating symbols
as signals (and the other way round).

The possibility that words which are uttered can materialize lies
at the foundation of many proverbs: Speak of the wolf and the wolf is in
the net (Wilka mienig, wilk w sieci) [NKP, Wilk, Gada¢, Stowo]; What people
say will come about (Co ludzie gadajq, to i wygadajq) and optatives, such
as May your words turn into shit (Zeby sie twoje stowo w géwno obrécito)
[NKP: Wilk, Gada¢, Stowo] or May your words turn into naught (Zeby sie
twoje stowo w co nie obrécito; common saying). It is also the foundation
of another belief, that “we should not speak to much of the dead, even
if what we say is complimentary, because ‘we do not want to summon
them from their graves or to trouble them’” [LB 4: 377]. Words that are
connected with evil spirits and curses - can - just as news of somebody’s
death, infect the world around with evil. Tarnished by contact with them,
life itself weakens and dies, and is replaced with death. He curses so bad
that the grass withers (Klnie, az trawa schnie),” Trees wither when he
starts to curse (Drzewo by uschto, gdy pocznie przeklina¢) [NKP: Klg¢] -
these two sayings perfectly encapsulate this relationship. In order to
protect oneself from the evil power of words one can try to send them
outside the human world, “to the forest” (incidentally, similar thinking is
employed in banishing disease). Again, proverbs and sayings provide clues
to the underlying belief: Chaj klony twaje na les idu¢ (May your curses go
to the forest) [SBH 2, 476]. The forest is also the place where wiedZmar’s
[sorcerer’s] words would go:

on puszcza swoje stowo z wiatrem, i ono idzie drogg i jak nikogo nie spotka,
to wchodzi w drzewo, i ono uschnie. Jak w lesie drzewo suche, to w nim
licho [LB 1: 90].

(he casts his word on the winds, and the word wanders, and if it doesn’t
meet anyone, it will climb a tree, and the tree will wither. If you see a dry
tree in the forest, it’s because evil is lodged there.)

On a similar note, there is a belief recorded by Kolberg in Mazowsze
region: “If somebody bites their tongue while eating, this means that



Magic of Folk Verbal Rituals

the next word that he was going to utter would have been a lie” (“Je$li
ktos$ jedzac, w jezyk sie ugryzie, to znaczy, Ze pierwsze stowo, ktére
miat powiedzie¢, bytoby ktamstwem”) [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 410]. Should
we infer that even a word that is not yet uttered, that is unrealized also
has some measure of material existence? It seems so. The word is there
physically on the speaker’s tongue, waiting to be said, but is prevented
from being spoken by a higher power that guards the truthfulness of
words and is responsible for their proper relation to physical reality.
The power intervenes and the mendacious speaker bites his tongue
(or even perhaps, he bites on the false word). It seems therefore that
speaking (or refraining from speaking) is not always only an act of will
of the speaker: words have a life of their own, and superhuman powers
can intervene in speech.

Not only words (uttered or unuttered) can have physical presence.
The same characteristic also seems to apply to thoughts: “If someone
wants to say something, and they forget what they wanted to say, they
need to come to the same place where the thought first crossed their mind,
sit there, and it will jog their memory” (“Jak chce kto co$ powiedzie¢,
aw tej chwili zapomni, powinien wroéci¢ w owo miejsce, gdzie mu ta mysl
przyszta do glowy, i usig$¢ na nim, to mu sie zaraz przypomni”) [DWOK 42,
Maz 7: 409] (this belief is still popular today). So it seems that a thought
that has “slipped your mind” can simply be found in the same place where
it was “dropped.” The image projected here is that of a thought that is
left or misplaced, exactly like the stories, left in a sack hanging on a tree
by one of Kolberg'’s interlocutors. The division between the verbal and
the physical is also blurred in the case of enchantments, cast by an “evil
eye,” evil thought or insincere praise - such an enchantments can be
physically cleansed off a person who is subjected to it: “In order to undo
an evil enchantments, a mother should lick the baby’s forehead three
times, spitting out after each lick” (“Aby dziecku odczyni¢ urok, matka
zlizna¢ mu go trzy razy powinna z czota, i spluna¢ za kazdym razem”)
[DWOK 26, Maz 3: 93].

Enchantments can therefore be licked off and spat out. Incidentally,
this practice brings into focus the special properties of saliva in folk-
lore, which is treated as an intermediary between the human body and
the outside world. Similarly, words themselves can be rendered invalid
by spitting them out:

There are ways in which one can protect oneself against the onerous conse-
quences of oath-breaking. If during taking a false oath you have a small pebble
in your mouth, and then you spit out the pebble, the oath will not bind you.
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Likewise, if you have a coin secreted under your tongue, the false oath will stick
to the coin, and the oath-breaker will not come to any harm [Koranyi 1927: 4].

The abovementioned protective measures against consequences of
oath-breaking demonstrate that a word can indeed be treated as a physical
object. Kolberg’s collection contains one more interesting illustration of
this worldview:

Kto przysiegat krzywo, ten nie przezyje tego wystepku ani pét roku. Jest
jednak sposéb uj$¢ Smierci po fatszywej przysiedze, a mianowicie potrzeba
wsadzi¢ sobie za pazuche wrdébla zywego i trzymacé go tam, przystepujac
do wymawiania stéw przysiegi; wyszedtszy za$ po odbytej przysiedze
na dwor, wrébla wypusci¢; ten wkroétce zdechnie, a cztowiek ujdzie cato.
Niektorzy zamiast wrébla ktada za pazuche kawatek Zelaza, bo i ono
ma wtasno$¢ wciggania w siebie stéw wymawianej falszywie przysiegi
[DWOK 34, Chetm 2: 160].

(If someone breaks a solemn oath, this person will die within six months. But
there is one way in which an oath-breaker can protect himself. Namely, one
should put a live sparrow on one’s bosom under the shirt [za pazuche] and
hold it there when one takes the oath. Then, after taking the oath, one should
go outside and set the sparrow free. The sparrow will soon die, but the man
will live. Some people put an iron nugget under the shirt instead of a sparrow,
because iron also has the power to absorb the words of a false oath.)!8

As Thomas and Znaniecki put it:

“the animated and conscious thing” seems to be a category of the peas-
ant’s thinking in the same sense that the mere “thing” or “substance” is
a category of scientific reasoning [...]. For the peasant, the word is not only
a symbol, it is a self-existent being [...]. The attitude towards the word as
an independent being exists. This fact we must fully recognize [Thomas,
Znaniecki 1927: 209, 212].

The peasant’s thinking sees words (spoken, intended or only thought)
are substantive. If words have physical presence, then their utterance
can lead to physical consequences. Van der Leeuw muses on this char-
acteristic of words in the following passage:

The word determines possibilities. The word is an act, an attitude, a sum-
mons, an enactment of power. In every word there is something creative [...].
Every word is a spell: it awakens beneficial or threatening powers. Whoever
utters a word, influences the word, but also puts himself in the harm’s way.
For this reason, names are both essential and dangerous [...]. The word has
decisive power. Whoever utters words, puts powers in motion [van der
Leeuw 1978: 448-449].
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In a village called Huszcza, off Biata Podlaska, I have heard the fol-
lowing story:

Tu przed wojng do Czestochowy pielgrzymka jezdzita, i moja mama pojechata
z jedng kobietg. I byta w ciazy ta kobieta, nie byto jeszcze widac. I kaleki siedzieli
przed ko$ciotem, i na takiego garbusa ta méwi kobieta: “Ale to, Matko Boska,
cozto za potwor!” I takie same dziecko urodzita! Takie samiuskie! Miato garb
wyzej gtowy. “Co to za potwor, co to za potwor!” - to, niby, po prostu nazwata
nie po ludzku, bo cztowiek to nie potwor zaden. Pan Bég tak [sprawit], zeby
upamietaé, ze nie mozna z kogo$ zaszydzi¢, zaszyderowac [18].

(Before the war, people from here would go on pilgrimages to Czestochowa.
So one year my mother decided to go with one other woman. That woman
was pregnant, but it didn’t show yet. There were cripples sitting outside
the church. So this woman saw a hunchback, and she says: “Sweet Mary,
what a monster!” And when her time came, she gave birth to a baby that
looked exactly like that hunchback! He was exactly the same! His hunch was
so high, it stuck above his head. “What a monster, what a monster!” - that’s
what she said about the cripple, and it was inhumane, because he was no
monster, but a man like everyone else. God willed it so to show that you
shouldn’t mock or jeer at people.)

This story is yet another proof of the maxim: “Whoever utters words,
puts powers in motion.” Words have the power to become embodied, to
summon the objects they denote or to make them flesh - just as if the con-
nection between the signified and the signifier was a physical bond. We
are dealing with what Tambiah would term a “metaphorical transfer.”
The phenomenon was also described by Jakobson and Waugh:

Sound and meaning prove to be not thései, but physei - inalienably intercon-
nected for the naive members of any extant speech community. In defiance
of the scholastic slogan claiming the arbitrariness of verbal signs, a native
German is prone to believe at heart that the Frenchmen are silly when they
name “ein Pferd cheval” [Jakobson, Waugh 2002: 182].

But the special relationship between the signifier and the signi-
fied is not a full explanation. In the cases that I am most interested in,
the agential power of words is only revealed in specific conditions and
circumstances.

This is the essence of the story I quoted above. Its heroine, the pregnant
woman, is on a pilgrimage (a form of sacred time-space) and her unwit-
ting remark is a form of blasphemy (a pilgrim should be pure of heart).
She offends the cripple sitting by the church wall (therefore, a person
singled out by God, marked by his suffering, who is furthermore sitting
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in a sacred place). The situation related by my interlocutor is therefore
specially imbued with the sacred on multiple levels.

There is one more significant factor in this story, to which the interloc-
utor alluded in her own comments on the situation. “what she said about
the cripple [...] was inhumane, because he was no monster, but a man like
everyone else.” The folk philosophy of speech implies that every object
has its own proper name, and therefore ethics demands that these proper
names should be used. You should call every person and thing by their
proper names. A man is a man. If you call a man something else, you
shouldn’t be surprised that there will be consequences. ‘God will remind
you that you shouldn’t mock others or jeer at them.”!° The pregnant woman
used the word monster to refer to somebody who was not a monster — and
therefore this name was a misnomer, it could not harmoniously merge
with the person it was purported to describe and thus hung in the void.
But because empty words cannot exist in the folk worldview, and every
uttered word creates its signified, the word monster somehow created
a real monster which it could denote. The birth of a hunchbacked baby
becomes a lesson to the mother, and a punishment for her sin. We may
infer that she sinned not only against the hunchback in question, but also
against God, and perhaps against the very language itself. You should not
break the rules concerning the relationship between words and objects.
The principles of folk ethic of speech are rooted in the structure of lan-
guage. One could almost say, in the magical structure of language.

Bystron recorded:

Itis common to avoid using the word frog [Zaba] for two separate reasons:
one is fear that children will stop growing and will forever stay small like
little frogs. And the second reason is fear of an illness called the frog. Peas-
ants in Kujawy think that if you address a child by an endearment little
frog [Zabuchna] or if you simply use the word frog or froggy [Zabka] around
a child, the child will cease to grow. It is generally inadvisable to utter this
word in front of small children [Bystron 1980: 210].2°

The reasons behind this taboo seem straightforward enough: if you
call a child frog, the child will take on some of the properties of the frog:
it will start to look like it.?! Tambiah calls this process “persuasive
transferring” [Tambiah, 1973: 212]. Incidentally, the prohibition against
using the word frog is curiously widespread and pervasive, as during my
research in Biatystok region I heard the following admonition:

Nie mozna méwi¢ Zaba na dzieci, madry cztowiek tego nie powie. Nie wolno tak
mowic, bo to dzieciak; jaka on tam zaba! Zaba to zaba, a dzieciak to dzieciak [21].
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(You should not call children frogs, a wise person would never do this. You
shouldn’t do it, because a child is a child, and not a frog. A frog is a frog,
and a child’s a child.)

The above remark is an apt illustration of the direct relationship
between words and objects. Roman Jakobson commented on it in the fol-
lowing words:

only for a detached, alien onlooker is the bond between the signans and
the signatum a mere contingence, whereas for the native user of the same
language this relation is a necessity...The Swiss-German peasant woman
who allegedly asked why cheese is called fromage by her French country-
men - “Kdse is doch viel natiirlicher!” - displayed a much more Saussurian
attitude than those who assert that every word is an arbitrary sign instead
of which any other could be used for the same purpose [Jakobson 1965: 25].

Let us emphasize here, that the aforementioned prohibition concerns
not only the act of naming (“don’t call children frogs”). In the passage
quoted above, Bystron shows that its application is broader: “It is gener-
ally inadvisable to utter this word in front of small children”. The same
prohibition is recorded by Kartowicz: “The word frog must not be used if
there is a small child in the house” [SGPKar}: Kicka, Kiczka].?? Kartowicz
follows this admonition with examples of euphemisms that can be used
instead: kicka and its variant form kiczka (meaning literally ‘the one that
jumps’ [SGPKart: Kicka, Kiczka]).?? It seems therefore that the agential
power, the power to summon lies primarily in the true name, the proper
name denoting the person or object.? It seems that this is how words
function within the folk speech-action: as if they were actual proper
names for objects they denote. It is connected to the non-transparency
of the linguistic sign and is rooted in treating the signifier as a physical
entity with a life of its own, and not only as a signpost, directing one’s
attention towards the signified. Such non-transparent signs - indexical
symbols - are precisely proper names: objects they denote are merged
with words themselves. The words and objects have a metonymic con-
nection. As Leszek Kotakowski argues: “in some circumstances [...] signs
cease to fulfil their representational function and instead they become
what they denote” [Kotakowski, 1991: 54; emphasis AE]. The same
characteristic of names is described by Martin Buber:

for aman given to magical thinking, the “true” name of a person or object is
not only just a word, it is the essence of the said person or object, a distillate
of their being, which, when uttered, as if re-creates them once more [cited
in: Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 370-371; original emphasis].
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So, the word frog in the sources that I have quoted above serves ref-
erential and evocative functions. It both denotes an object and summons
it. But the euphemisms do not have this quality: they are not true (proper)
names. Being circumlocutory and indirect (e.g., kicka - ‘the one that jumps’)
they are merely descriptive and do not have the power to evoke. This is
after all their function: they are created not to evoke the object in question,
but to identify it in a safe way. Describing is not creating. A paraphrase is
devoid of the power of the original, the power of the proper name. Izutsu
thus summarizes the ramifications of this phenomenon:

Whenever and wherever man is moved by the desire to get possession
of a specified piece of reality he gives it a name; the name once fixed, he
can at will conjure up the thing designated and exercise over it whatever
control he pleases by simply uttering the name [...] to primitive type of
consciousness [...] to name, or to know the name of, a thing is [...] to grasp
the very living soul of that object. He who hold sway over words [...] exer-
cises thereby over the beings something of the creative sovereignty of God
[Izutsu 1956: 50-51].

The power of naming, linked to the palpable connection between
the name and the object (a relation of contiguity between the signifier
and the signified) can lead to such consequences as these we have seen
in the story about the pregnant woman who uttered the word monster.
The woman uttered the word unwittingly, oblivious to the principles
described above. The literature on the subject and the materials [ have
collected abound with similar examples, of which I am going to present
just a handful.

Kiedys, jak jechali na chrzest, po drodze do karczmy wstepowali, a potem
w ko$ciele méwili chce mary - zamiast wiary. No i byli mary, upiory, chodzili
nocng pora, po koniach jezdzili. Ludzie pijani podawali dzieci do chrztu.
Teraz akuratny cztowiek musi zajecha¢, zeby wymawiat za ksiedzem jak
trzeba, nie zmoras, tylko zdrowas Mario [8].

(People were going to church to baptize a baby, and they stopped in a road-
side inn. So then in church they were a bit soused, and they said This is our
wraith [chce mary] instead of saying This is our faith [chce wiary]. And thus
a child would become a wraith, a ghoul, hurting horses at night. Or people
would give a child to be baptized when they were tipsy. A godparent must
be careful and must recite after the priest exactly what the priest says: Hail
Mary (zdrowas Mario) and not Ghost Mary (zmoras Mario).)?5

A slip of the tongue, an unconscious omission - minor mistakes
made unintentionally by the speaker can lead to grave consequences.
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This widespread trope?® demonstrates that, within the folk philosophy
of speech, the evocative power of a non-transparent sign (as if an sign-in-
dex or indexical symbol) is independent of the speaker and belongs to
the very fabric of language.

Some illustrations of the belief in the power of language border on
the extreme: in some regions there are, for example, prohibitions against
planting and sowing on any weekday in whose name there is the sound r?7 -
because ris the first sound of the word robak (worm) [DWOK 3, Kuj: 94].%8
The right time for beginning, for setting in motion the mysterious process
of the natural growth, is a special sacred moment. By the same token, it is
a time which is especially threatened by evil powers who want to thwart
it. One needs to be careful and guard against evil. Worms are probably
biding their time waiting to devour the saplings and seedlings, so one
needs to avoid any word that could be connected with them, in order not
to summon them (metaphor=metonymy). As the proverb says, When evil
is silent, do not stir it (Zte, kiedy sie uciszy, nie poruszaj) [NKP: Zte].

And now let us come back to the belief that mistakes made by the god-
parents in their responses during christening can cause a child to become
a wraith. It is important to note that this slip of the tongue does not
happen in an everyday situation: it occurs during a religious rite, which
becomes befouled, or even turns into a sacrilege, because the godparents
are intoxicated. And being drunk, they are in the power of the devil. So
who says This is our wraith and Ghost Mary? The slip of the tongue may
be unintentional, but at the same time it is a serious trespass against
the principles of language, against the equation of names with the objects
they denote. Whoever changes the signifier, destroys the natural order
of things.?® So who can it be, if not the implacable enemy of God, one who
endeavors to thwart God at every step? It seems that the real speaker of
those words is therefore the devil, whom the incautious godparents let
into their company when they decided to stop in an inn. Who else would
have a stake in increasing the number of wraiths and ghosts?

Gurevich concurs:

In these stories the demons “take” a man at his word: he swears and mentions
the devil, and immediately the latter appears. Is this the magic of the word so
characteristic of archaic cultures? Perhaps. In any case, the devil only waits
until he is summoned or his name is uttered by chance [Gurevich 1988: 189].30

This is the reasoning behind the folk proverbs: Don’t mention the devil
at midnight (Nie wspominaj diabta o pétnocy) or Don’t call the wolf out of
the woods (Nie wywotuj wilka z lasu) or Let’s be quiet and let the devil sleep
(Cicho, niech $pi licho) [NKP: Diabet, Licho].
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Jan Stanistaw Bystron also recorded a similar anecdote:

I remember that back at University, me and Tadeusz Lehr-Sptawiniski invented
an interesting pastime. Namely, we would use all ways and means we could think
ofin order to force his servant, Wiktoria, to utter the word devil. Wiktoria was
very devout and always referred to the devil as he. She thought it was sinful to
use the word devil itself. So once, when I called on Tadeusz and found him not at
home, [ left a message for him, charging Wiktoria to repeat it to her master word
for word. The message was Mr Bystror was here and went to the devil. Wiktoria
repeated it to Tadeusz with perfect accuracy, and thus she sinned for the first
time in her life, to our great amusement [Bystron 1980: 212].

We have demonstrated that calling an object or a person by its proper
name causes them to appear, to materialise. It follows therefore that
the power of a name can be consciously evoked by a person who knows
how to do it. Descriptions of magical practices give numerous examples
of such actions.

In Ukraine, people would strike their own heads with a stone three times,
in some regions saying kamen holova [stone head] at each stroke, which
seems to suggest a willingness to give to the head one of the characteristics
of the stone, namely, its durability [KLS: 489].31

The name necessarily implies the thing signified. The person engaged
in this practice can be sure that his/her head will now take on the durabil-
ity of a stone and that it will be impervious to hurt, thanks to the twofold
contact with the stone (the tactile contact: the stone touches the head, and
the verbal contact: the word stone evokes the characteristics of the stone).

Conversely, evoking a proper name can also be a very effective method
of removing unwanted spells:

Jeden wtos$cianin z gtebi Litwy objezdzat woézkiem po kraju, opowiadajac,
ze dzieci jego i cata rodzina przemienieni zostali w wilkotakéw na weselu,
gdy zapomniawszy sie, w dniu pigtkowym tanczyli. Kto by wiec ujrzat
w polu wilka - prosit stroskany ojciec - niech wymieni imiona nieszcze$li-
wych, przezegna go i zméwi pacierz, a wilkotak przemieni sie w cztowieka
[ES: Wilkotak].

(A peasant from the depths of Lithuania was traveling around the country
in a wagon, telling all and sundry that his children and family were all
transformed into werewolves at a wedding, because they forgot that it was
a Friday and indulged in dancing. So, the disconsolate father implored, who-
ever would see a wolf should call the names of his family members, cross
oneself and say a prayer, and (if the wolf should prove to be the werewolf
in question), the beast will transform back into a man.)
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This special property of names can also be used if one needs to guess
some information. Gleaning the right name will solve the mystery:

Komu zrobi sie chrosta na jezyku i piecze go przez chwile, tego kto$ obgaduje;
nalezy sobie wspomnie¢ taka osobe, a jeZeli sie ja rzeczywiscie odgadnie,
chrosta znika i b6l ustaje [Gonet 1896: 332].

(Whoever has a pimple on the tongue, it is because people are gossiping
about him. He should utter the names of the people he suspects, and, once
he guesses right, the pimple will vanish and the pain will subside.)3?

And similarly:

Jak co zginie, by zgube znalez¢ i ztodzieja, jedna osoba utkwi nozyczki
z géry w sito, a drugie dwie osoby podpieraja uszka nozyczek drugimi
palcami prawej reki. Jedna z nich méwi: “Swiety Pawle i Piotrze, wyjaw
te zgube!” - i wymienia imiona oséb podejrzanych. Wiec jesli trafi na imie
zlodzieja, woéwczas sito odwraca sie lub tez odpada [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 412].
(Should something get stolen, you can learn the name of the thief in the fol-
lowing way: one person should thrust shears into a sieve. Two people should
prop the shears handles with the index fingers of their right hands. One
of them should say “Saint Peter and Saint Paul, reveal to us who stole it!”
(“Swiety Pawle i Piotrze, wyjaw te zgube!”) and the other person should recite
the names of the suspects. Once the name of the thief is uttered, the sieve
will overturn or fall to the ground.)

There is yet another widespread custom which is predicated upon
naming, that of baptizing “little souls.” Such “baptism” is a creational act,
and as such can change the existential status of the souls of unbaptized
children (called “little souls” (duszyczki)). The souls of babies who died
without baptism wander aimlessly in the intermediary zone between
the earth and heaven, but after being baptized, they become fully fledged
individuals, and can enter heaven:

Gwiazdy spadajace to dusycki dzieci “nieokrzconych.” Dobry uczynek zrobi
ten, kto ujrzawszy taka gwiazde, zawota: “Adamie albo Ewo, ja ciebie krzce”
[Pleszczynski 1892: 101].

(Falling stars are the little souls of unbaptized children. It is a good deed
if, upon seeing a falling star, one should say “Adam or Eve, | baptise thee.)

Chtop styszy ptaszki wotajgce “chrztu, chrztu,” chrzci je stowami: “Jesli$ pan,
niech ci bedzie Jan, a je$li$ panna - niech ci bedzie Hanna,” ptaszki, tj. wyba-
wione dusze niechrzczonych dzieci, odlatujg z podziekowaniem [PBL 2: 205].33
(A peasant hears little birds crying “baptise us, baptise us,” and he baptises
them saying: “If you're a man (pan),  name you Jan, and if you are a maiden
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(panna), I name you Hanna.” Upon hearing this, the birds - i.e., the souls of
previously unbaptized children fly away feeling thankful.)

To nas i ksiadz uczyt [...]: Idziesz, méwi, droga czasami, czy gdzie$ przecho-
dzisz, i tam ptacze, méwi, dusza ptacze, dziecko ptacze. Ona nieochrzczona.
Wtenczas stan i powiedz: “Duszo, czego potrzebujesz, moze chrztu? Jezeli
jestes chlopiec, niech ci bedzie imie Krystopiec, jezeli dziewczyna, niech
ci bedzie imie Krystyna. W imie Ojca i Syna i Ducha Swietego, amen, a ja
ciebie chrzcze.” I, méwi, przestanie ptakac. Bo to kto$ zamordowat dziecko
nieochrzczone, i to dziecko prosi chrztu. Ot, tak [50].

(So the priest taught us [...]. He told us that sometimes when you are walk-
ing on the road, there might be a soul crying, a child crying. This would
be an unbaptized soul. So then you should stop and say: “O soul, what do
you need? Do you wish to be baptized? If you are a boy (chtopiec), I name
you Christopher (Krystopiec), and if you're a girl (dziewczyna), | name you
Christine (Krystyna). In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,
Amen, I baptise you.” And then the soul will stop crying. Likely, somebody
has murdered a baby, and this baby craves baptism.)

Above, we have discussed the properties of proper names or “true
names” of people and objects. Within the mythical worldview, which is
characterized by “blurred distinctions between subject and object, word
(name) and object (physical entity), the signans and the signatum, the whole
and the part, the one and the many, the temporal and spatial relationships”
[Tomicki 1987: 246] . It is a world in which “one is all and all is one.” Thus
perceived, the proper names seem to join the symbolic and indexical aspects
of a sign and its denotative and nominative functions. According to Peirce,
“The indexical relation between signans and signatum consists in their factual,
existential contiguity” [quoted in: Jakobson 1971: 700]. A child called a frog
is one. It happens here and now, in the moment when the word is spoken,
because “an index has the being of PRESENT experience [...]. The value of
an index is that it assures us of positive fact” [Peirce 1933: 448, quoted in:
Jakobson 1977: 1032, original emphasis]. Jakobson continues his analysis
of Peirce’s theory in Quest for the Essence of Language:

Peirce’s concern with the different ranks of co-assistance of the three functions in
all three types of signs, and in particular his scrupulous attention to the indexical
and iconic components of verbal symbols, is intimately linked with his thesis
that “the most perfect of signs” are those in which the iconic, indexical and
symbolic characters “are blended as equally as possible” [Jakobson 1965: 26].

The “magical” sign should therefore be perceived as tripolar: the sym-
bolic, the iconic, and the indexical. Such a sign would therefore refer to



Magic of Folk Verbal Rituals

the signified in accordance with the usual semantic rules, would repre-
sent it in accordance with the principle of similarity, and would also be
connected to it by a relationship of existential proximity. Therefore, if
we wanted to show “the most perfect of signs” using Odgen and Rich-
ards’ triangle of reference, we would have to reimagine this triangle as
a sphere in which all the three elements: the subject, the referent and
the designation are merged into one.

Here, classification (categorizing an object into a class) can be equaled
with nomination: naming specific objects, calling the objects by their true
names. By calling a child frog, or even uttering the word frog in the child’s
hearing, we are using the true name of the object, therefore pointing to
a particular, specific entity. Zaba ( frog) as opposed to kiczka (jumper, the one
that jumps) is not a predicate but an index, and also a vocative. The true
name indicates and evokes. The folk culture is aware of these properties of
names, and for this reason uttering the word frog becomes a taboo. It also
contains a contingency measure if the word should be used inadvertently:

This word should not be uttered in the presence of a small child. If however
someone says it, the mother or other carer can immediately undo the spell by
saying garlic under the tongue [czosnek pod jezykiem]. If the counter-measure
is not taken, the child will have ulcers inside the mouth, or the tongue will
be tethered to the floor of the mouth, in the shape of the frog, and the child
will lisp [Bystron 1980: 210].

Every utterance of a word causes the evocation of the object. Say-
ing “P” evokes P'. The magical sign summons the object by the power
of the semiotic convention. Its reference - the signatum - becomes also
its effect. The magical language is after all “indexical” - it not so much
signifies as refers. Speaking is not used to describe the world or reflect
upon it, but repeatedly recreates it anew, and establishes order. Inci-
dentally, the goal of “describing the world” is by definition redundant,
as the relationships between words and objects are already obvious,
well-known and well-defined, and for this reason they do not need to be
further explored or questioned. The magical language directly influences
and changes the world. After all, the language “is a mode of action, and
not an instrument of reflection” [Malinowski 1923: 312]. Where there is
no juxtaposition between subject and object, there is also no room for
description or reflection. Let us remember that “religious Weltanschau-
ung’ is never merely a ‘point of view,” but is always a participation” [van
der Leeuw 1978: 577, original emphasis].

The imperative function is crucial for magical speech - [ would
even venture to say that it is perhaps its basic principle. The evocative
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function of naming, discussed above, can also be seen as an imperative
function - every name used in magic is also a vocative. And a vocative
implies an imperative. Magical speech (that is speech-action) is always
tantamount to saying be so and so (whether I say stone head, and when
people say O oak tree, my oak tree, make what I eat good for me (Debie,
debie, daj, Zeby byto zdrowe, co jest w gebie) [Kotula 1974: 71] or when
[ swear: Go to hell!). In truth, the magical speech has a vocative-imperative
structure.3* What is more, the magical speech-action does not involve
only summoning objects: it seems to be the very condition of the objects’
existence. If something is not named, it does not exist. There is no object
without a name. A folk riddle asks: “What is the one thing that God, water,
man and everything else cannot do without?” (“Bez czego sie Pan Bdg,
woda, czlowiek, w ogdle wszystko nie obejdzie?”) And the answer to
the riddle is “Without a name” (“Bez imienia”) [the riddle recorded by
Gonet 1896: 230; quoted in: Tomicki 1981: 31].

So far, we have looked for the traces of the vocative-imperative lin-
guistic structures in names, and therefore - in words where that feature
of magis speech action is present in a condensed form. But how does it
look in longer utterances? The perusal of sources and my own interviews
have yielded the following examples:

Zaraza w postaci niewiasty w biate szaty przybranej na wysokim wozie
o dwdch kotach objezdza wiejskie osady i ulice miasta. Gdy przed dom
ktéry przybyta, pukajac zapytywata: “Co robicie?” Kiedy odpowiedziano:
“Nic nie robimy, tylko Boga chwalimy” - ponurym dodawata gtosem:
“Chwalciez go na wieki” - i w tym domu zaraza nie panowata. Gdy za$
wieczorem gdzie przybyta, a na zapytanie: “Czy $picie? ” odpowiedziano:
“Spimy,” wtedy rzekta: “Spijciez na wieki!” I cate wymarto domostwo
[DWOK 42, Maz 7: 342].

(Pestilence takes the shape of a woman, dressed in a white gown. She drives
through towns and villages in a high wagon. When she passes a house,
she stops the wagon, gets up, knocks at the door and asks “What are you
doing?” If people inside answer “Praising God” then she would reply in
a glum tone “And so you shall,” and people inside would not succumb to
the plague. But sometimes she was traveling in the evening, and she would
ask people: “Are you asleep?” and when people replied “Yes, we are,” she
would say “So now you will sleep for all eternity” and all people inside
that house would die.)

In the example above, the imperative comes from a demonic presence,
a personification of pestilence. Words spoken by a supernatural being (both
negative and positive) become a reality every time, with no exceptions.
In fact, all utterances of such a powerful figure become reality: it does
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not involve only indicatives but also simple statements. Below we will
discover further proof that the special status of the speaker can imbue
utterances with power:

Swiety Wojciech to byt ksigdz. On miat wielki przywilej od Boga. On méwit,
i potrafito sie tego dnia tak stac [1].

(Saint Adalbert was a priest, and thus he received a great gift from God.
Whatever he said, would happen on that day without fail.)

Kon chodzit po trawie, jak Matka Boska z Panem Jezusem uciekata. Pan Jezus
chcial, zeby kon podwidzt ich; kon odmdéwil, ze sie jeszcze nie najadt. I powie-
dzial Pan Jezus mu: “Zebys$ sie nigdy nie najad!!” I faktycznie ko sie nigdy
nie naje, dzien i noc zre. Potem spotkali osiotka i osiotek im nie odméwit [8].
(When Virgin Mary and Jesus were on the run, they saw a horse in a pasture.
Jesus wanted the horse to give them a ride, but the horse refused, telling them
that he is hungry and needs to eat some more. So Jesus told him: “May you
never be full!” And so it is: a horse has to eat and eat all day and all night. And
later Virgin Mary and Jesus met a donkey, and the donkey helped them.)3®

Kiedy$ jak Matka Boska uciekata z Panem Jezusem, schowata sie pod osine,
aona zaczeta sie trza$¢. Matka Boska méwi jej: “Bedziesz sie cale zycie trzesta,
czy bedzie wiatr, czy nie.” I dlatego osina sie cate zycie trzesie. I schowali sie
pod leszczyne, ona gatazki opuscita do dotuiich okryta. Dlatego leszczyna
jest taka niska jak parasole [9].

(When Virgin Mary and Jesus were on the run, they hid under an aspen
tree and the aspen started trembling. And so Virgin Mary told the aspen:
“And now you'll be trembling all your life, whether there’s wind or not.” And
that’s why we now have trembling aspen. So later they hid under a hazel
tree, and it hid them willingly, lowering its branches. And this is why now
hazel trees are short and look like umbrellas.)3®

As the stories above testify, the words of Virgin Mary and Jesus, who
are divine beings, are so potent that their effects are permanent. They can
shape the reality and put order into the world. Spoken in the mythical time
of beginnings by the mythical creators, these words have the power to
create. Folk imagination includes countless saints in the ranks of creators
and it contains a belief that “the curse of a saint is more influential than
that of an ordinary person. Thus, nobody in or from the town Gniezno
can ever make a fortune since St Adalbert cursed the town more than
nine centuries ago” [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 262].37

But words of ordinary people can be powerful too:

Na Zwiastowanie przewaznie bociany przylatuja, to juz dzieci krzycza:
“Bocian, kiszka, przynie$ mi braciszka!” Matka ile sie nakleta! [2].
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(Around the feast of Annunciation the storks usually come, and children shout
to them “O stork-bowel, bring me a brother” [“Bocian, kiszka, przynie$ mi
braciszka!”] My mother was so furious at this that she cursed and cursed!”)

The children’s custom of ‘asking’ a stork is much more widespread than
the Podlasie region from which the above testimony comes.3® The most
perplexing element of the reported utterance is the compound stork-bowel
(bocian-kiszka).3° It would be tempting to assume that the word bowel
here is used just as verbal padding (and in order to provide a rhyme for
the word ‘brother’ (kiszka/braciszka)), but such an explanation undoubt-
edly robs the quoted utterance of much of its interest. Let us therefore
try and explain the significance of the term kiszka (bowel).

I believe that the word can be interpreted in two ways. One interpre-
tation is very straightforward, it implies that the word kiszka, recorded in
Podlasie, is a corruption of kliczka (‘a clacker, one that clacks’). After all,
records from Kielce region give us a similar utterance with the word kliczka:
‘Storky, you clacker, bring me a brother!’ (Bocus, kliczka, przynies mi braciszka!).
Kliczka is clearly defined as ‘one who clacks, who makes a clacking noise’.
Kartowicz [SGPKart: Klek] even lists the word klek (clack) as a synonym for
stork, and Briickner’s dictionary [SEBr: Klicz] contains the entry klik (click)
which is defined as ‘a cry’ (cf. Belarusian klika¢ - ‘to call’).

Whether the word kiszka (bowel) found its way into the children’s
rhyme as a corruption of the original form kliczka (clacker), or whether we
are dealing with an independent incantation that originally used the word
kiszka, it is important to stress that the word itself has obvious phallic
connotations: in European folklore, a stork is a bird bringing babies, and
thus a symbol of fertility*® (and incidentally, according to some folk tales,
a stork is really a magically transformed human).*! This association is
confirmed by some meanings of the lexeme kiszka (bowel), which can
be stretched to denote all long objects; there are also some suggestions
that the word kiszka can be an euphemism for phallus.*?

Thus, the power invoked in the incantation is a stork, a giver (or
bringer) of life, a stork who clacks. This attribute of storks seems closely
related to their role as a symbol of life and fertility because clacking (just
as any noise or sound) in the folk system of binary oppositions is situated
on the side of life and is the opposite of death and silence.

Thus, the double vocative Bocian-kiszka! (O stork-bowel!) can be seen
as a magical invocation. If we call the stork both by the bird’s proper name
and by the term bowel, we are invoking it twice, but every vocative has its
own separate function. The word bocian is a proper name, which serves as
an evocation (the history of magic consistently predicates that the knowl-
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edge of a proper name gives the speaker power over the object or person
in question). But the second name, kiszka, is not a proper name, but rather
a paraphrase, a description. Thus the double vocative consists of an index
(the proper name) and its description (a grammar structure that describes
the object’s attributes: you who clack). Thus the invocation serves to call
on the stork and fully describe its power, and the stork is summoned and
needs to obey. The speaker proves that she knows the name of the object
and its attributes, that she knows the secret principles of its operation.*3
Magic speech is only possible when the speaker knows the proper names of
things and is always, at its core, a spell. Whoever invokes objects or beings
by their proper names forces them to come to him, or to take shape.

And whoever conjured a power (and thus subjected it to their will),
can command it. For this reason, in the abovementioned formula of stork
invocation, the next word after the apostrophe is an imperative: bring me!
(a brother). Thus, one can say that semantically, such vocative-imperative
structure of conjurations is tantamount to pronouncing “o power, make it
so and so.” The speaker of such a spell must every time specify the power
that is invoked (identified and characterized, or magically named, that is
conjured) and to give it a specific task. The basic formula (O power, make
it...]) must be filled with specifics. In the example above, the specific
command that the stork should obey is “so that I have a brother.”

After this in-depth analysis of the stork conjuration it is easier to
understand the mother’s reaction (“My mother was so furious at this that
she cursed and cursed!” [2]). Perhaps the mother is afraid or unwilling
to get pregnant again, and now her children have invoked a magical
power,** they have bound it to their wills. The new baby brother will
come. So the unhappy mother “curses and curses” in desperation, wishing
to avoid the inevitable.

But taking back one’s words (and especially undoing a spell) is
an impossible task. Our study of folk speech magic demonstrates that
the word and the object it denotes are bound in an absolute and irre-
versible way, which is independent of human volition:

Opowiadali ludzie, Ze jeden trzy razy sasiada spalit i potem pokutowat [po
$mierci]. Przyszedt do tego, co go spalit, i méwi, Zeby mu tamten wybaczyt,
to przestanie pokutowadé. Ale tamten odpowiada: “Jakby$ mnie raz spalit,
to bym ci wybaczyt, jakby$ mnie dwa razy spalil, to tez bym ci wybaczyt,
ale Ze$ mnie trzy razy spalit, to ty idZ do diabta i mi glowy nie zawracaj!”
On tego nie chciat, ale jak to powiedziat, to jak sie wiatr nie zerwie, diabet
przyleciat i tego pokutujgcego zabrat [8].

(People said that there was a man who burned down his neighbour’s house
three times and then had to atone until he died. He came to the neighbour
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whose house he burned and asked for forgiveness. But the neighbour told
him: “If you only burned me once, I would forgive you. Even if you burned
me twice, I would still forgive you. But you burned my house three times!
So now don’t beg me for forgiveness, go to hell and stop pestering me!” He
didn’t mean for this to happen, but once he said it, wind rose, and the devil
came on its wings, and took the arsonist with him to hell.)

We know how that in magic repeating a gesture or a formula three
times has a special significance. Similarly, committing the same sin three
times carries an especially heavy punishment - eternal damnation with no
possibility of appeal. The wronged farmer cannot offer forgiveness, even if
he wanted to. It is a significant moment: it appears that the words uttered
by the wronged neighbour (perhaps even unwittingly) serve as instruments
of God’s justice. The highest power, guarding the order of the word, uses
the words said by the man in order to bring a sinner to justice.

Words can become reality, and thus serve the cause of justice:

Pewien gospodarz byt przez siedem lat wilkotakiem, zamieniony w taka
postac przez czarownice. Wrécony do ludzkiego ksztattu, gdy skoriczyt mu
sie czas przemiany, wraca noca do domu i wota Zone. Siedem lat zmienito
wiele. Z chatupy wybiegt z widtami jego dawny parobek, obecnie maz gos-
podyni. Uderzony tym nieszcze$ciem, zawotat wniebogtosy: “O, czemuz nie
jestem dalej wilkotakiem!” I w tej chwili przemienit sie znowu i w wilczym
ksztatcie pozart dziecie gospodyni z drugiego matzenstwa, ja sama kasajac
$miertelnie [Stupecki 1987: 89].

(There was a farmer who was turned into a werewolf by a witch for seven
years. When he became human again, he came back home, he stood in
front of his own house and called his wife. But seven years is a long time.
So the door opened and his former field hand emerged, with a pitchfork in
his hand. It turned out that now he was married to the man'’s wife. Struck
by his misfortune, the man cried out: “I wish I were a werewolf still!” And
in a blink of an eye, he was changed again. As a werewolf, he ate his wife’s
baby by her second husband and bit his wife to death.)

Earlier we talked about the substantiality of the word that is spoken,
intended, or even thought. Now, talking about the agential power of words,
we should also address the issue of words that are merely thought:

Diabtéw moze czarownica zada¢ np. w wodce. Totez, kto sie od tego chce
uchroni¢, winien przed wypiciem wédki przezegnac sie lub pomysle¢ o krzyzu
Swietym, a natychmiast dno szklanki wyleci i wodka razem z diabtami
rozleje sie [DWOK 3, Kuj 1: 100].

(A witch can make you swallow a devil, serving them for example in a glass
of vodka. In order to safeguard oneself, one should cross oneself before
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drinking, or atleast think about the holy cross: then the bottom of the glass
will fall off, and the vodka with devils will spill.)

Kobieta brzemienna jesli o co prosi, nie mozna jej odmoéwi¢, bo odmawia-
jecemu wszystko szczury i myszy zjadtyby. Jest jednak na to sposéb, gdy
taka kobieta o co prosi, a nie chce jej kto$ tego uczyni¢; jesli nie wypada
glo$no powiedzie¢, to przynajmniej mysle¢ te stowa: “Moje chusty (bielizna)
w twojej skrzyni” - to wtenczas nie temu, kto odmoéwit, lecz proszacej myszy
szkody narobig [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 392].

(If a pregnant woman asks for something, one should not refuse her. If one
refuses a pregnant women, mice and rats will eat all possessions of such
aman. But there is one way by which one can refuse with impunity: one can
say (or atleast think) a phrase “My sheets are in your chest.” Then mice will
eat things belonging to the pregnant woman and not to the person whom
she asked for a favour)*

All the above-mentioned examples of agential power of words were
connected with the sacrum: a stork as a bringer of fertility, a soul atoning
for sins, a devil, a werewolf, and a witch: all these addressees are not ordi-
nary mortals. However, words can have agential power also in everyday
situations. An elderly woman in Podlasie told me the following story:

Byta tu jedna panna, taka piekna! Tak mi sie podobata, Ze ja zazyczyta: “Zeb
ona byta dla naszego Andrzejka! Jaki nasz Andrzejko dobry!” - chociaz ona
miata narzeczonego. I jak tylko sie zobaczyli, to sie poZenili. Zeb moje stowa
byli btogostawione! [19].

(A beautiful girl came here. I liked everything about her, so I made a wish:
“Let her marry Andrew, my grandson. Our Andrew is such a great boy that
he deserves her!” She was engaged to somebody else then, but once she met
Andrew, that was it. They got married. It’s as if my words were blessed!)

This situation is however only superficially mundane. Perhaps my inter-
locutor voiced her wish at a particularly auspicious time? Or perhaps her
words truly had supernatural power? After all, they brought about an event
that seemed impossible (as the girl was engaged to somebody else).

Using a language is a mystery, it is a magical activity. Men and women
struggle to master it, and sometimes their mastery of language is not
complete. The principles of language operation may seem obscure to
the language users themselves. Sometimes a speaker’s words can be
blessed, sometimes - the opposite. As Gerardus van der Leeuw puts it:
“aword is always a charm: it awakens power, either dangerous or benef-
icent” [van der Leeuw 1938: 404].
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PART TWO.
THE CURSE






3

THE CONCEPTUAL FIELD
OF “CURSING™!

Tatu$ moj, méj tatus mowit, i ksigdz na amboni, czy do spowiedzi p6jda, to
krzyczat bardzo: “przeklenstwo nie btogostawienstwo! Wez rézga i utnij
go. Rézga to sie zagoi, a przeklenstwo nie blogostawienstwo.” I przeklina¢
nie mozna byto [53].

(My daddy told me that the priest often hollered from the pulpit or in the con-
fessional “Cursing is not blessing! Take a rod and strike him that offends
you! The rod will heal, but cursing is not blessing.” And you could not curse.)

Tamta sasiadka, ktéra byta zabrata ten plac, to chodzita do cerkwi i $wiece
stawiata. U nich tak jest przyjete, Ze kazdy jeden, kto przychodzi i prosi tam,
btaga kogos czy przeklina, czy co$, to kupuje §wiece w cerkwi i stawia tam
przed ikona. [...] Przeklinata réznemi sposobami, o [44].

(There was this woman, our neighbour, who wanted to lay her hands on that
plot of land. She went to the Orthodox church and lighted candles. For they
have this tradition that whoever comes into the church and lights candles
in front of an icon, can ask God for help in good or ill, can beg for help or
curse. [...] And so she cursed in many different ways...)

- Bo tojakjuz dziewczyna idzie za maz za tego, za ruska, to ksiagdz przeciw,
ajak ruska idzie dziewczyna za polaka, to toz w cerkwi dzwonig dzwony.
Dlaczego?

- A, bojuzim sie nie podoba, jakby kiestwo. Batiuszce ptaca i stugi dzwonia [51].
(- So when a Polish girl marries a Russian (Orthodox) guy, the priest might
not like it. But when a Russian girl marries a Pole, they ring the bells in
the Orthodox church.’

Why is that?

- They don’tlike it, that’s why. They want to curse the girl. They pay the Ortho-
dox priest and he orders the bells to be rung.)
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Ale ot Sybylia - ona juz wiedziata. Nawet tam drzewo byto, ktére na krzyz...
byto podobrano gdzie to w budowie, ono nigdzie nie szto. Méwili, Ze to
przeklete drzewo. Rzucili na rzeke Cyndron i przechodzili po ktadce z tego
krzyza. A juz Sybylia przechodzita - catowata ta ktadke i przechodzita przez
rzeke. Wiedziata, Ze to krzyz dla Pana Jezusa [54].

(Sybil the prophetess, she knew about it. There was a tree that was only fit to
be made into a cross, it wasn’t fit to be anything else. They said the tree was
cursed. But they cut the tree and used it to make a bridge across the brook
Kidron. Many people crossed the bridge made from the cross-tree. But
prophetess Sybil, when she was crossing, she would always kiss the wood.
She knew this would be used to make a cross for Lord Jesus.)?

- Ale zrazu, oj wiedziatem, w jakim to roku, zrazu zebrali sie kardynaty.
[...] Zebrali sie i oni klatwa taka dali, znaczy, ze nie Zeni¢ sie. No i od tego
tak i poszto.

To tylko na ksiezy taka klatwa byta?

- Tylko na ksiezy, na batiuszkéw nie [66]

(- And so all cardinals gathered and they put a curse on all priests so that
they would not marry. That’s how it started.’

So the curse was only put on priests?

- Yes, only on Catholic priests, not Orthodox.)

It is clear from the quotations above that the word “curse” can be
used to describe a range of different activities and phenomena. In Polish,
the semantic field of curse contains such activities as wishing somebody
ill (by thinking ill, or by voicing one’s wishes, as well as by performing
some magical activities or rites), somebody, holding somebody obliged
or swearing an oath. The concentration of polysemy and synonymy
is so intense that it can almost seem impenetrable. Most lexemes in
the semantic field of curse are in fact ambiguous: klg¢ (to curse) means
‘to put a curse on somebody/something’, but also ‘to imprecate? berate,
to swear’ (ztorzeczyé, wymyslac). The reflexive verb klg¢ sie means ‘to
swear an oath’ (przysiegac). Another related collocation is: klgé kogo - ‘to
beseech/implore somebody’. The noun przekleristwo (a curse) means also
‘anathema’ and ‘a slur, a term of abuse’, and the noun zaklecie (a spell) can
also mean ‘a magic formula’, ‘an entreaty’ or ‘an oath’ (in the reflexive form
zaklecie sie). The relations of synonymy exist not only between the deriv-
atives of to curse (klg¢) such as klqé, zaklgd, skigé, przeklinaé (‘to impre-
cate? berate, to swear’) or the nominal forms: klgtwa, przekleristwo and
wyklecie (an anathema), and also between non-related words such as
przeklinaé, ztorzeczy¢ (to inveigh), wymyslac (to accuse), pomstowac (to
rail against something), taja¢ and rugac (both meaning to scold), bluzga¢
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(to holler). Another strand of synonymous verbs includes zaklinaé sie (to
pledge oneself) - przysiegac¢ (to swear) - zarzekac sie (to promise) - zare-
czac (to vow) - bozy¢ sie - zadusiowac sie. The same relation of synonymy
can also be noticed among non-related nouns: klgtwa (a curse) - anatema
(an anathema) - ekskomunika; przekleristwo (a curse, swearing) - obelga,
wyzwisko (both meaning abuse) - inwektywa (an insult).

An attempt to impose order upon this broad and chaotic field would
require a systematic and in-depth synchronic and diachronic analysis.
Such an analysis lies regrettably beyond the scope of my monograph.3
Below I will offer some remarks about the semantic field of curse in Polish.
My analysis is in no way comprehensive: its goals are purely practical. In
the maze of many related words that form the semantic field of curse in
Polish, I would like to indicate which ones are the most pertinent for my
research because they are connected to the folk ritual which is the subject
of my research. With this objective in mind, I will now endeavor to present
the polysemic and synonymic relationships within the semantic field in
question. I hope that this chapter will lead us closer to the understanding
what “the curse” means within the context of the folk culture.

In my discussion, I am going to use Polish language dictionaries
na ktérych podstawie beda przytaczane przyktady uzy¢, jak réwniez
eksplikacje omawianych lekseméw. Jako dodatkowy materiat postuzg
przyktady z rozmoéw, przeprowadzonych w czasie badan terenowych. As
[ have stated before, | am interested primarily in the synchronic image of
the semantic field of curse. I am mostly going to rely on modern dictionar-
ies, but occasionally I may resort to older dictionaries in order to provide
historical context. The reliance on such limited material (dictionaries and
interviews) must necessarily lead to simplifying the image of the field,
but I believe that it will be fully sufficient dla zatoZzonego celu - préby
zrozumienia, czym jest ludowy rytuat klagtwy.

1. Casting a Curse. CURSING; (Przeklqc¢ (to Curse);
Przeklecie (a Curse))

The folk ritual of the curse is intimately connected with the first sphere
of the conceptual field of ‘cursing,’ which I denote CURSING; and define
‘by uttering specific words, cause something bad to happen to somebody
(something) because they (it) did something bad.”

“CURSING;” is represented in dictionaries by verbs klgé, przeklgé¢
and wyklgé, and by zaklg¢ (which is archaic in this usage). The dictionary
definitions are as follows:
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klgé: ‘to speakill, to bring about a calamity or misfortune by mocq stowa
(‘ztorzeczy¢, sprowadzac na kogo$ nieszczescie lub niepowodzenie
mocg stowa’) [SXVI]; ‘to casta curse’ (‘kKlatwe rzucaé, wyklinac’) [SW,
SJPDor]. Interestingly, Doroszewski’s entry contains a note ‘archaic’
and Szymczak’s dictionary omits the entry altogether;

przeklgé: ‘to casta curse on somebody/something, to repudiate some-
body’ (‘rzuci¢ na kogo, na co klgtwe, wyklaé kogo, co’) [SW, S]PDor,
SJPSz]; e.g: He cursed his wicked children (Przeklgt wyrodne dzieci);
God cursed the entire generation (Bég przeklqgt cate to pokolenie);

wyklgé: ‘to repudiate/renounce somebody, to condemn somebody by
cursing them’ (“wyrzec sie kogo$, potepi¢ go przeklinajac”) [SJPDor,
S]PSz]; He repudiated his own child (‘Wyklq¢ wtasne dziecko’);

zaklgé: (only Linde) ‘to curse somebody, to hurl abuse at somebody, to
alienate somebody by cursing, to cast somebody off’ (‘zaklina¢ kogo,
wyklina¢, klatwa wyobcowa¢, od spoteczenistwa odcinac’).

In modern Polish only two verbs from this group are in popular use.
They are wyklg¢ and przeklgé. The other verbs are archaic, as appropri-
ate notes in the dictionaries testify. It should also be stressed that both
verbs are in the perfective aspect and imply that the activity was only
performed once (they are non-continuous).

The linguistic material gathered in the field supports the dictionary
explanations of CURSING;. Interestingly, when one analyzes lexical
units that my interlocutors used to talk about CURSING;, the one verb
that was preponderantly used was przeklgé (to curse). “When a mother
curses her child, this curse will surely be fulfilled...” (“Jak matka prze-
kinie dziecko, to sie spetnia...”) [15], “Parents are most likely to curse”
(“Rodzice najpredzej moga przeklqgc”) [42] are just two examples. But
this one broad similarity (the preponderance of przekig¢) should not
lead our attention away from the differences between dictionary defi-
nitions and folk usage.

The material collected during the interviews differs from the tenor
of dictionary definitions. The differences mainly involve the syntax,
which also influences the aspect of verbs in Polish. Many interlocutors
used the phrase ktos przeklina komu/na kogos (somebody is cursing at
somebody/something), where the verb przeklina¢ is in the imperfective
aspect, highlighting the fact that the activity is repetitive and performed
many times. Some examples include:

W kosciele [...] $wiecy postawita. Juz ta sie modli, a ta poniosta koto niej,
zeby ona wiedziata, Ze to ona jej przeklina [53].



The Conceptual Field of “Cursing”

(She put some candles in the church. A woman was praying, and she took
the candles and put them right in front of the woman, so that the woman
would know that she has been cursing her.)

Przeklinata r6Zznemi sposobami, o. No, to kto wie, czy to przeklenstwo
spadto, czy nie spadto... [44].

(She was cursing in different ways, so she was. Who knows whether her
curses fell down?)

Rodzicom nie wolno przeklinaé, bron Boze, to jest najgorsze [40].

(Parents should never curse, God forbid. That’s the worst thing you can do!)

Matka na swoje dziecko bardzo przeklina¢ nie moze. [...] Dawniej to méwili
tak, ze jak cudza kobieta, czy tam kto$ przeklina, to nie szkodzi, a jak matka,
to szkodzi [33].

(A mother should not curse too much at her own child [...]. People used to

say that when a strange woman, or just somebody strange curses the child,
it doesn’t matter. But when a mother curses, real harm will be done.)

The second significant difference between dictionary definitions and
folk usage is the fact that the verb wyklg¢ is altogether absent from folk
usage. And thirdly, klgé, considered by Doroszewski as archaic, seemed
to be quite widespread in my interlocutors’ usage, apart from the pre-
ponderant przeklg¢ (and the imperfect form przeklinac). Klg¢ is used quite
often to express the meaning CURSING;. Wystepuje on w schematach
sktadniowych ktos kinie kogo/na kogo/komu, jak w przyktadach:

Nikogo nie powinno sie klg¢ [6].
(You shouldn’t curse anybody.)

Ja czasem na kogos kine. U mnie taka sgsiadka, szo wszystko krade, a naj-
wiecej drowa. To ja jej kInu. Taka wredna [25].

(Sometimes I curse someone. I have a neighbour who steal everything,
firewood most of all. So I curse her. She’s so mean.)

And finally, not only klg¢ is common but also zaklg¢ (only noted in
Linde’s early nineteenth century dictionary and long considered archaic)
is quite propular. It often appears in such expressions as ktos zaklgt kogo/
na kogo (somebody curses somebody/at somebody):

Jak zrobi jaki$ krzywde i ten skrzywdzony bardzo zaklina, to pdZniej sie
odziedzicza [27].
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(When someone wrongs somebody, and the injured party curses (zaklina)
the wrongdoer, the effects of the curse can be inherited by next generations
of the wrongdoer’s family.)

Mo6wig, ze jak ojciec czy matka zaklnie na dzieci, to bardzo szkodliwe jest [40].

(They say that when a mother or a father curses (zaklnie) their children,
itis very grave indeed.)

The nominal sphere of ‘cursing1’ is CURSE; (PRZEKLENSTWO, CURSE
proper). In the dictionaries it is represented by two lexemes, kigtwa and
przekleristwo (English equivalents for both nouns are ‘a curse, a male-
diction’). Klecie and przeklecie are defined in dictionaries [SW, SJPDor]
as: ‘the noun form of the verb klg¢ (przeklg¢)’ (“forma rzeczownikowa
czasownika klgé¢ (przeklq¢)’), with no usage examples given, [ will there-
fore not dwell on these two words.

In the older dictionaries klgtwa (a curse) is defined as ‘words that can
cause misfortune (through magical means) to someone, maledictio’ (‘stowa
$ciaggajace (w magiczny sposéb) na kogos zlo; ztorzeczenie, maledictio’)
[SStp]; ‘malediction and its results, such as untoward and unfortunate
events and happenings, etc.’ (‘ztorzeczenie i jego skutki w postaci nie-
powodzenia, nieszczescia itp.”) [SXVI]; examples include: a curse of God
(klgtwa boza), to be the object of a curse (by¢ w klgtwie).

Modern dictionaries only give examples of metaphorical usage of
the term: They have fallen under the curse of time (Klgtwa czasu juz na nich
padta) [SW, a quotation from Wincenty Pol]; Zbiorek ballad, uwazanych za
gatunek poezji romantycznej, zostajqcej pod klgtwq, rzucanq przez wielu
poezji arbitréw (A collection of ballads, considered a genre of Romantic
poetry, which is under an anathema from the arbiters) [SW, a quotation
from Adam Mickiewicz]; In schools, dip pens are under a curse (an anath-
ema), students are still expected to write with quill pens (W szkole stalowki
znajdujq sie pod klgtwq - uczniowie sq obowiqzani pisa¢ wytqcznie piérami
gesimi) [SJPDor, a quotation from Wiktor Gomulickil].

In turn, przekleristwo (a curse) is explicated as ‘a curse, malediction’
(‘klatwa, ztorzeczenie’), e.g., A curse on his head (Przekleristwo spadto na
jego gtowe); He came home, with a curse of his countrymen upon him, and
was struck by thunder on his doorstep (Gdy wracat okryty przekleristwem
ziomkdéw, na samym progu zgingt od pioruna) [SW]; ‘literary: a wish of
misfortune, bad luck and failure directed at somebody, a malediction’
(‘ksigzk. wyrazone przez kogo$ zyczenie komus$ ztego losu, nieszczeScia,
kleski itp.; klatwa’), e.g., to cast a curse (rzucié¢ na kogos przekleristwo),
to lift a curse (zdjqc¢ z kogos przekleristwo) [SJPDoR, SJPSz]. A dictionary
of collocations [SFraz] also notes metaphorical usage, e.g., love is a curse
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(Mitos¢ jest przekleristwem cztowieka). The dictionaries also quote two
archaic forms: przeklectwo and przeklestwo [SW, S]JPDor].

The material related to the nouns kilgtwa and przekleristwo collected
in my research is in line with the dictionary usage. Most common exam-
ples include:

Matki klgtwa najgorsza [17].

(A mother’s curse is the most potent.)

Klgtwa zostaje w rodzinie [43].

(A curse will run in a family.)

Przekleristwo matki spada na dzieci [44].

(A mother’s curse befalls her children. Do as you would be done by.)

To jakie$ przeklenstwo, niedobre zyczenie, nieszczere... [44].

(It was like a curse, an ill-wish, a wish which was full of meanness.)

Przekleristwo moze ci sie sta¢. Nie zycz nikomu, co tobie niemite [38].

(The curse can happen to you. Do as you would be done by.)

Less common noun forms include przeklon [SW] (in two dictio-
naries: [SW and SGPKart], both noun forms przeklon and przeklecie
refer directly to przekleristwo)® and klon which is listed as a variant of
praklon [SBH2: 476 and LB4:146]° and klestwo (absent from dictionaries
altogether).

The examples show that CURSE; (KLATWA,) is an ambiguous term.
It denotes primarily the verbal formula that can cause ill to befall to
somebody. But its meaning is expanded to contain also the speech act
itself: the act of speaking the magic formula. The range of metaphorical
usages also suggests that the term has also a third meaning which refers
to the results of a curse, czyli o ,przekleciu spetnionym”. It denotes
the state of being cursed. We can therefore assume that we are dealing
with a classic instance of regular polysemy: CURSE;is “a verbal formula
that contains an ill wish”, CURSE, is “the act of uttering CURSE;” and
CURSE; is the state of being cursed as result of CURSE,, or the result of
uttering the curse formula (CURSE{), misfortune, bad luck.””

Our modern European worldview forces us to treat the CURSE in
such an analytical way, splitting the meaning of the word into three
components: the formula, the act of uttering it, and its result. Within
the syncretic mythical worldview, all the three components are united,
forming a homogenous speech-act. For this reason, within the folk
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worldview, words simply must have effect on reality. Words do not exist
as abstracts disconnected from the act of speech, and there is no action
without a result. Within the folk worldview, CURSE, CURSE, and CURSE,
are the same.®

But if we pursue the analytical train of reasoning, we can come to
the conclusion that within the field of CURSE; one can detect a kind of
evolution, or two subtly different but disparate meanings. It seems that
dictionaries contain two different definitions of CURSE; (PRZEKLECIE;):
it denotes either an agential verbal formula, which by the mere fact of
uttering it will bring the expected or desired result, or an ill-wish, an utter-
ance in which the speaker wishes somebody bad luck, but which does not
necessarily have an agential function (or in other words, agentiality is not
a necessary condition for a thus-defined curse). The second, non-magical
meaning of curse is more common today. As dictionary evidence shows,
this meaning is frequently carried by the lexeme przekleristwo. In the fol-
lowing part of the chapter we will see that this word serves as a link to
CURSINGy (cursing to abuse, swearing at someone.)

This meaning of CURSE;, understood as a wish of bad luck or mis-
fortune finds confirmation in the explication of the English verb to curse
provided by Anna Wierzbicka in English Speech Act Verbs. A Semantic
Dictionary (1987).

The real purpose of curses is speaker-oriented. The speaker doesn’t really
want to cause any harm for the person or thing cursed, although he momen-
tarily thinks that he does. What he really wants to do is to give an expression
to his feelings [Wierzbicka 1987: 163].

Wierzbicka’s entry also contains an explication of CURSE; in its
meaning of a magical formula.

It should be added that the verb curse can also be used in another (histori-
cally no doubt earlier) meaning, where the causation of harm is thought of
as not imaginary but real, as in the following example: Perhaps he was also
afraid that his father might curse him, and there is nothing an Italian fears
more than a parental curse [Goudge 1961: 40]. In both cases the speaker
feels “something bad” towards someone or something and says (implies):
“I want something bad to happen to X.” However, in one case he says so
in order to express his feeling (“I say this because I want to show how
[ feel thinking of X”), in the other, in order to actually cause some harm
(“I say:  want something bad to happen to X, I assume I could cause it by
saying this, I say this because I want to cause it to happen”) [Wierzbicka
1987: 164].°
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2. Cursing to Exclude from a Community.
CURSING, (Wyklg¢ (to Excommunicate);
Wyklecie (Excommunication))

CURSING, (KLAC,: wyklg¢, wyklecie) should be considered as a narrowing
of the meaning of CURSING;. The meaning of CURSING, is limited to one
very particular type of cursing that follows a strictly prescribed scenario:
that of religious excommunication. Such a meaning is exemplified by
the following definitions:

Klgé: ‘to exclude somebody from the religious community, to excommuni-
cate, to casta curse, to cast an anathema’ (‘wytaczaé ze spotecznosci
koscielnej, ekskomunikowaé, rzucaé klagtwe, obejmowac klatwa’)
[SStp]; ‘to cast an ecclesiastical curse’ (‘naktada¢ klatwe koscielng’)
[SXVI];

wyklgé/wyklinaé kogo/co: ‘to casta curse, an anathema on somebody, to
exclude somebody from the church community by means of a curse,
to cast somebody out, to denounce somebody by means of a curse, to
condemn a document, a book or a belief on the grounds of its blas-
phemous or heretical nature, etc.” (‘rzuci¢ nan klgtwe, ekskomunike;
klatwa wytaczy¢ ze spotecznosci wiernych, wyobcowad; przez klgtwe
potepi¢, nacechowac nieprawowiernos$¢ pisma, ksigzki, mniemania
itd.”) [SWT; ‘religious: to exclude somebody from a Christian church, to
cast an anathema, to excommunicate’ (‘rel.: wytaczy¢ kogos z kosciota
chrzescijanskiego, rzuci¢ klatwe, ekskomunikowac’) [SJPDor, SJPSz];

zaklgé: ‘to dispel with a curse, to exorcise, to evict with a curse, to
excommunicate’ (‘klatwa wypedzi¢, wydali¢; klatwa wytaczy¢,
egzorcyzmowac; wyklac¢ klatwg, ekskomunikowac’) [SW].

Some dictionaries also contain the antonym of CURSING,, the verb
odklg¢ (to lift a curse), which means “to lift or break a curse, to rid some-
body of an ecclesiastical curse’ (‘znies¢, zdjaé klatwe, uwolnic od klgtwy
koscielnej’), e.g., On one synod they curse, on the next they lift the curse
(Synod na synod; jeden wyklina, drugi odklina) [SW, quotation from Piotr
Skarga). The verb odklgé¢ also has a secondary meaning, ‘to counter a curse
with another curse, to send a curse back’ (‘klatwa odpowiada¢ na klagtwe,
odbija¢ echem klgtwe’) [SW, S]JPDor].

In modern Polish, only the lexeme wyklg¢ still exist. The other two
lexemes within the field of CURSING,, klg¢ and zaklg¢, are now definitely
archaic. The material I collected only occasionally referred to cursing in
its meaning of excommunicating, even though folk culture undoubtedly
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came much contact with this church ritual through the ages. The lexeme
used by my interlocutors is przeklqé/przeklinaé. An interlocutor opined:

Przekla¢ nie moze zwykty cztowiek, bo nie ma taski bozej. Natomiast ksieza
majg duzg moc i przeklinajg po tacinie.1°

(An ordinary person cannot curse like this, because they don’t have God’s
grace. But priests have a lot of power, they can curse in Latin.)

There is only one noun referring to CURSE,, it is simply klgtwa (curse).

Klgtwa: ‘a punishment that consists of excluding someone from the church
community’ (‘kara polegajaca na wytaczeniu ze spotecznosci kosciel-
nej, od uczestnictwa w obrzedach; ekskomunika’) [SStp]; ‘an anathema’
(‘klatwa koscielna, wyklinanie”) [Linde]. Similar definitions can also
be found in SW, SJPDor and SJPSz.

Just as in the case of CURSE;, it seems that CURSE, (EXCOMMUNICA-
TION) is polysemous and can be subdivided into three subtly different
meanings. mozemy mowic o jej trzech podznaczeniach, reprezentujacych
analogiczne do KLATWY1 relacje regularnej polisemii. They can be
called EXCOMMUNICATION; ‘the verbal formula which excludes its object
from the church community’; EXCOMMUNICATION, ‘the act of uttering
the verbal formula (EXCOMMUNICATION;)’; and EXCOMMUNICATION,
‘the state resulting of EXCOMMUNICATION; i.e., the exclusion of the object
of the curse from religious community, the state of being excluded from
religious community.’

The ecclesiastical curse - excommunication (Latin excommunicatio
‘excluding from community’), anathema (Greek anathema - ‘something
dedicated’),'! interdict (Latin interdictum ‘a censure’) belong to high
culture. Within the framework of Judaeo-Christian culture (but also
in other religions), excommunication is an institutionalized religious
ritual that has specific legal consequences. Its roots can be traced back
to legal traditions of Eastern antiquity, codified in the Old Testament.
From the point of view of my own research interests, it is important
that both the Catholic and Orthodox Church use excommunication as
a type of ecclesiastical punishment, which excludes the wrongdoer from
the religious community.'?

A visible trace of the fact that the folk culture retains awareness
of ecclesiastical curse are the references to the practice of bell ringing
(wydzwanianie)'® in the interviews. One of the quotations I included in
the opening section of this chapter contains a reference to this practice
(which persisted to 1939) in the Catholics-Orthodox borderland in Belarus.
Bell ringing was practiced when people from two different religions
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were married. The first fragment of conversation about bell ringing can
be found above, below I include the follow-up:

- [Wydzwaniano] patamu, szto ana byta wrogom swajej wiery i ana uze
swaju wieru astawlata, katolicku, a szta na prawostawnu. Uze paslednije
zwany w kasciele zwanili, Ze ona nie dotzna bolsze w kasciele pajawitsia.
Ana uze datzna chylitsia da cerkwy. Ot - zwanili zwonami. [...]

A kto dzwonit w koS$ciele?

- Kos$cielnik. On uze iz zto$ci zwanit. Znaczyt, ana kidaje swaju wieru i idzie
da prawostawnych. Czy to moze od ksiedza tak? Ana idzie na prawostawnu,
tak treba jejo wyzwanit’ iz kaSciota [64].

(- [They would ring the bells] because the girl was the enemy of the faith,
she was rejecting the Catholic faith and entering the Orthodox church. So
they would ring the bells to show that she had no right to set her foot in
the church ever again. She should go to the Orthodox church. So they rang. [...]
But who would ring the bells?

- The sexton. He would get angry and would ring the bell, because the girl
turned her back on her faith. Or maybe the priest would tell him to do it?
Because the girl wanted to become an Orthodox, so you would have to ring
her out.)*

Yet another trace of excommunication in folk culture is the use of
candles!® in folk curse rituals, referencing the one of the three components
of church excommunication rite.'® Dashing burning candles to the ground
(and in some instances stomping on them) is an element of the church
ritual. In the folk ritual, a candle is placed in the church, and the person
performing the ritual endeavours to break it in two or to twist it, so that
(according to magical logic) the object of the curse would also be broken
or twisted. Thomas and Znaniecki in their monumental study of Polish
peasant culture argue:

The use of objects consecrated by the church could be made in the favor of
the devilish as well as of the divine community, according to the intention
of the person who used them. Sometimes it was necessary, indeed, to use
them in a perverse way in order to attain results favorable to the devilish
community, especially in cases where the long use for divine ends had evi-
dently imparted to these objects a certain incompatibility with the world
of the devil [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 267].

The fullest description of the folk ritual of curse (CURSE{, which uses
the props connected to CURSE, or the church ritual of excommunication)
that I have been able to find does not come from ethnographic records at
all but from fiction: it features in a a novel written by Florian Czarnysze-
wicz, entitled Chtopcy z Nowoszyszek (The Boys from Nowoszyszki):
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przesuneta sie podle $ciany ku prezbiterium, zméwita Ojcze nasz, zapalita
gromnice i zaczeta zaklinaé: “Jezu Nazarenski! Krélu Zydowski! Ja stuzebnica
Twoja przysiegam, Ze na kobiercu teraz zulik stoi! Skrzywdzit zdrajca niewinna
dziewczyna. Siedem lat sukinsyn musztrowat biedna dziecka, a teraz rzucit jo
na hanba. Na §wiadectwa prawdy tego co méwia, tamie przed Twym ottarzem
ta gromnica, a Ty Boza ztam jemu Zyécia cata!...” [Czarnyszewicz 1963: 294].

(she tiptoed along the wall towards the altar, said a Pater noster, lighted
a blessed candle and started cursing: “Jesus of Nazareth, king of the Jews!
I am thy faithful servant and I swear to thee that that unworthy rascal is
getting married now! He, the betrayer/traitor? hurt a poor innocent girl. He
was pursuing her for seven years and now he left her, and she is ruined. And
in confirmation that what I say is true,  am now breaking this blessed candle
in front of thine altar, and I beseech you, O Lord, to break this liar’s life.”)

My interlocutors were also familiar with this ritual:

3.

Czy stawiaja w koS$ciele $wiece, Zeby komu$ podrobi¢?

- A stawiaja, stawiajq u nas. U nas skidaje batiuszka, kak wiedaje, szto kto
ta takuju paszkudnu $wieczku stawi¢ w cerkwi.

Jaka $wieczke?

Obyknawiennuju kuplajut w cerkwi §wieczku i stawia¢ jeju tam. Tam
gawariat, szto wykruczywaju¢ jeju i tamajué i wsielakije figury, kab etamu
czetawieku, katoraha praklinajué, kab jeho tak tamato. Ale batiuszka kak
uwidzi¢, to haworyé¢, sztoby bystra snimac [64].

(Do people place candles in the church in order to do for somebody?

- Oh yes, they do. But our priest will tell them to remove them, if he knows
that these are ugly candles.

So what candles are they?

- They look like normal candles you buy at church. They buy them and put
them in front of the altar, but they twist them and break them beforehand,
so that the man whom they curse would also be twisted and broken. So
when the priest sees this, he tells people to remove such candles right away.)

Cursing to Enchant. CURSING;

(Zaklg¢ (to Enchant, to Cast a Spell);
Zaklecie (an Enchantment, a Spell))

The third meaning of curse is best rendered by the English verb to enchant.
It features in the following dictionary definitions:
klgé: ‘to enchant, to cast a spell’ (‘zaklina¢, zaklecie rzucac’) e.g., They

enchanted a spirit and it had to obey (Kleto ducha - klgtwy stucha)
[SW, quotation from Adam Mickiewicz];
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zaklgé: ‘to casta spell in order to enthral, captivate, render unconscious,
render harmless or enchant, to transform somebody by means of
a spell’ (‘klngc obezwtadni¢, zmdc, znieruchomic, zdretwic, uniesz-
kodliwi¢, zaczarowac; kleciem zamieni¢ w kogo, w co’) e.g., to put
a charm on fire (zaklina¢ ogien), he was silent as if somebody charmed
him (milczy jak zaklety), a princess charmed (transformed) into a frog
(krélewna zakleta w Zabe) [SW];

zaklqé/zaklinaé (perfective/imperfective): ‘in fairy-tales: to casta spell,
a glamour on somebody or something, to transform somebody by
magic, to enchant, to avert’ (‘w bajkach: rzuci¢ czar, urok na kogo,
na co; przemieni¢ w co za pomoca czaréw, magii; zaczarowac, zaze-
gnac’) [S]PDor].

The study of the material I collected leads to the conclusion that
the list should also include the verb przeklgé: “I've heard once a mother
cursed (przekleta) her children so that they turned into rooks, because
they were naughty” (“Styszatam, Ze raz matka przekleta dzieci w gawrony,
jak byty niepostuszne”) [8]. This remark is an echo of a popular folk tale
trope Siedem krukéw (Seven ravens (T 451) [PBL 1: 141-142]). Folk tales
containing this trope teach that an enchantment (ENCHANTMENT,) can
sometimes be lifted (if certain conditions are fulfilled). The verb zaklg¢
(‘to curse, to enchant’) has a handy antonym odklg¢ (‘to lift a curse/an
enchantment’). This usage is confirmed by dictionary definitions: odklg¢:
‘to lift a spell, an enchantment, to ward off a spell’ (‘odczyni¢ zaklecie,
zdja¢ urok, odczarowac, odzegnac’) [SW]; odklgé/odklinaé: ‘arch. to lift
an enchantment, to ward off a spell’ (‘odczarowywac z zaklecia; odzeg-
nywac urok’) [SJPDor].

CURSING3 is mostly used in the syntactic structure ktos zaklina kogos/
cos w kogos/cos innego (somebody transforms somebody/something into
somebody/something else). This meaning of the verb zaklg¢ (to enchant)
can best be summarized as “obliging a power, by use of specific words to
change somebody(something) in a way desired by the speaker.”

ZAKLECIE (CURSING3, ENCHANTMENT)

Klgtwa: ‘an enchantment’ (‘zaklecie’) [SW]; ‘arch. an enchantment’
(‘daw. 'zaklecie’), e.g., They intoned the first curse, by the distaff and
the garland (Juz sie tam ludzie zebrali. Pierwszq klgtwe juz zakleli,
klgtwe wianka i kqdzieli) [SJPDor, quotation from Adam Mickiewicz];

Zaklecie: ‘words spoken by a magic practitioner, magic’ [SW]; ‘a magic
formula that allegedly!” causes supernatural effects (an element
of primitive religious rituals)’ (‘magiczna formutka wywotujaca
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rzekomo nadprzyrodzone skutki (element pierwotnych obrzedéw
religijnych)’) [SJPDor, S]PSz].

This usage of enchantment (both klgtwa and zaklecie) is also con-
firmed in my own material:

Cyganki to tez maja jakie$ kigtwy [4].

(Gypsy women have their own enchantments.)

Za Bugiem, na Polesiu, tam s3g czarnoksiezniki. Zaklecia byty. To byli ludzie,
tylko wszystko wiedzieli. Zaklecia robili, ze cate wesele w wilki puscili.l8
(Beyond Bug River, in Polesie, there are sorcerers there. They have enchant-
ments there. They are ordinary people, but they see more. They cast spells
and enchantments, for example there was this one time when they turned
all wedding guests into wolves.)

Zaklecie (enchantment) is undoubtedly closely connected with CURSE;
(anarrowing of CURSE; which only refers to the religious ritual of curse).
In fact, CURSING3; (ENCHANTMENT) seems to be the broadest of all
the three notions, as it means ‘obliging a power, by use of specific words
to change somebody (something) in a way desired by the speaker.” Sum-
moning a power, and then binding it to do the speaker’s bidding seems
to be the key component in the semantic field of CURSING.' For this
reason, I believe that CURSING3; (ENCHANTING) can be considered to be
the very core of the whole semantic field of CURSING. The other variants
can be seen as its narrowings or more specialized usages. In the case
of CURSING; (to curse), the power is summoned by the speaker, who
binds it to their will in order to cause some misfortune to the intended
object (in revenge for some evil act previously perpetrated by the object
of the curse). In the case of CURSING, (to excommunicate), intended by
the speaker is quite simply the exclusion of the object of the curse from
the church. But in contrast, the meaning of CURSING; (to enchant) is much
broader: the person casting the spell can wish for different outcomes,
good and ill. But always, whether we are dealing with turning a princess
into a frog, turning a miller into a bear, asking a stork for a baby brother,
or wishing the perfect girl to marry the speaker’s grandson - ENCHANT-
ING “actions and motivations of individuals through formulaic appeals to
deities, spirits and daimones” [Gager 1990: 216]. This particular aspect of
enchantments, the speaker’s power over the object of the enchantment,
is very visible in the name by which such enchantments are commonly
referred to in English-language literature on the subject, which is binding
spells [Gager 1990: 216].
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In the case of the nominal usage CURSE; (ENCHANTMENT) we
can also perceive the polysemy, familiar from our study of CURSE; and
CURSE, (excommunication). Again, we can perceive three subtly different
meanings of ENCHANTMENT: ENCHANTMENT; ‘a verbal formula which
binds the power to perform what the speaker wishes’; ENCHANTMENT,
‘the act of uttering ENCHANTMENT, and ENCHANTMENT, ‘the state
resulting from ENCHANTMENT,, the result, the state of being enchanted,
or, the state in which the wishes of the person performing the enchant-
ment are fulfilled.’

It is also worth pointing out that the three verbs we have discussed
so far (przeklqé - to curse, wyklqé - to excommunicate, zaklg¢ - to enchant)
also possess their past participles: przeklety (cursed), wyklety (excom-
municated) and zaklety (enchanted): a cursed daughter, a cursed tree,
excommunicated children, an excommunicated person cannot enter a church,
enchanted knights, an enchanted kingdom. The existence of these colloca-
tions is a proof that, from the folk perspective, the three actions analyzed
below (cursing, excommunicating, enchanting or ‘binding’) are seen as
effective. The cursed daughters and excommunicated children and knights
are people who were the object of CURSE1, CURSE2 and CURSE3. As we
will see, it will be different for the remaining three sferach of CURSING
which shall be discussed below.

4. Cursing to Abuse. CURSING,
(Przeklinac (to Swear); Przeklinanie (Swearing))

The fourth sphere within the semantic field of CURSING consists of verbs

whose meaning is to swear. A full list of these verbs includes: kigé, sklgc,

zaklgé, naklgé (przeklgd), przeklinaé, wyklinaé.?°

Klgé: ‘to utter curses or swear words, maledicere’ (‘ztorzeczy¢, przek-
lina¢, zle zyczy¢, maledicere’) [SStp]; ‘to utter swear words, to curse,
to utter expletives’ (‘mdéwic przeklenstwa, przeklinaé, ztorzeczyé¢,
wymysla¢’) [SW]; ‘to utter expletives, usually in anger, to swear at
somebody or something’ (‘uzywa¢ wyrazéw obelzywych, zwykle
w zdenerwowaniu, w zto$ci na kogos$ lub co$; ztorzeczy¢, wymyslac’)
[SJPDor, SJPSz].

My interlocutors often used the verb to curse in the same meaning:
Teraz to stary kinie i mtody kinie - dawniej to trudno byto to postyszec.

Jak wolno$¢ weszta w dziewieéset pigtym, to dawniej zeby kitdcit sie, czy
przezywal, to nie byto [17].
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(Now the old ones curse and the young ones curse. Earlier, not so much. It only
started when we got our freedom in nineteen-oh five.?! In the old days,
people would never quarrel or call one another names - they just didn't.)

Sklgé: 1. ‘to level verbal abuse by someone by cursing them, to inveigh
against somebody’ (‘klngc zwymysla¢ kogo, naztorzeczy¢ komu").
2. ‘to utter a curse, to swear’ (‘wymowic przeklenstwo, zaklg¢’)
[SJPDor]. My material contains only one usage of skig¢: “His mother
swore at him” (“Matka go za to skleta”) [13].

Naklqg¢ / (imperf.) naklinaé: ‘to curse repeatedly, to hurl verbal abuse’
(‘wiele przeklenstw nagada¢, nawymyslac¢’) [SW], ‘to hurl curses, to
insult, to berate’ (‘obrzucic¢ przeklenstwami; nawymysla¢, zwymyslac’)
[S]PDor, rare]. Both dictionaries also note reflexive form naklgc¢ sie: ‘to
curse somebody repeatedly, to swear continually; to become tired due
to swearing, to have enough of it’ (‘wiele razy kogo sklg¢, wypowiedzie¢
wiele przeklenstw; zmeczy¢ sie wymyslaniem komu, przeklinaniem,
mie¢ tego dos$¢’) [SJPDor]. This verb was also used by my interlocutors:

Inny raz to tam i nawymysla, i naklnie - i nic. A to jest taka chwila, ze tak
sie wypowie i tak sie stanie [34]

(Sometimes you can curse and curse (naklnie) and nothing happens, and
then a time comes when you curse and lo! it happens.)

Przeklqgé/przeklina¢ (more often used in the latter imperfective form): ‘to
be unable to let go, to be unable to stop regretting something, to con-
demn by cursing’ (‘nie méc sobie czego$ darowac, nie méc odzatowaé
czegos$; potepic¢ co$ ztorzeczac’), e.g., to curse one’s fate (przeklinac
swdj los), [S]PDor, S]Psz]. The usage of this form points to the ongoing
process of semantic specialization with regard to aspect: the modern
meaning of przeklg¢ is to curse;.

Przeklinaé (only imperfective): ‘to utter swear words, fabrications,
obsceninties, to swear, to curse’ (‘'uzywac przeklenstw, wymystow,
wyrazow nieprzyzwoitych, ordynarnych; kla¢’) [S]PDor, SJPSz];
the definition in SW is closer to the meaning of CURSING,, which
is further reinforced by an old quotation: “to curse, to inveigh”
(“ztorzeczy¢, pomstowad, klaé (bodajkac)”) e.g., She was cursing
him so that he would break his leg: may you break a leg! (Przeklinata
go ztamaniem ndg: bodaj nogi ztamat) [SW, quotation from Grzegorz
Knapski - Knapiusz].

Both verbs, przeklina¢ and przeklg¢ were commonly used by my

interlocutors, e.g.,
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Kla¢ to niedobrze. Dobry cztowiek, porzadny, nie bedzie kogo przeklinat,
tylko subrawiec [13].

(A good person, an honest person will not curse (przeklina) anybody, only
arascal.)

Wyklinaé: ‘to hurl abuse, to inveigh, to execrate, to call somebody names’
(‘wymysla¢, ztorzeczy¢, pomstowaé, wyzywac kogo’) [SW]; ‘to use
verbal abuse against somebody, to curse somebody/something, to
inveigh, to rebuke’ (‘uzywa¢ wyrazéw obelzywych w stosunku do
kogo; przeklina¢, kla¢ kogo, co; ztorzeczy¢, wymysla¢ komu’), [S]PDor].
My interlocutors confirm such usage: for example, in reply to my

question “Why is cursing bad”, one of my interlocutors said:

A po co ja mam panig kla¢ na przyktad? Tak sie zagniewac, tak wyklinaé
bez potrzeby? [38].

(Why should I curse you for example? Why should I be angry at you and
curse (wyklinac) you for no reason?)

Zaklgé: ‘to utter a curse, to curse, to inveigh’ (‘wymoéwi¢ przeklenstwo,
odezwac sie z nim, ztorzeczy¢’) [SW]; ‘to utter a curse, to curse’
(‘wypowiedzie¢ przeklenstwo, przekla¢’) [SJPDor, SJPSz].

As I said before, my interlocutors used zaklg¢ in its meaning of
CURSING;.

CURSE,: PRZEKLENSTWO (ABUSE)

The only nominal form of przeklina¢ which is used today is przekleristwo
((verbal)abuse, a swearword). With the exception of przekleristwo (abuse),
all nominal variants of PRZEKLINAC found in the dictionaries are archaic
or dated. Perhaps it is yet another proof of the process of semantic special-
ization: today, the primary meaning of klgtwa is A CURSE and EXCOMMU-
NICATION, whereas the primary meaning of zaklecie is ENCHANTMENT
or BESEECHMENT. The dictionary definitions are as follows:
klgtwa: ‘a curse,a swearword’ (‘przeklenstwo, plugawy wyraz’) [SXVI];

‘swearing, a curse, cursing’ (‘przeklinanie, przeklenstwo, przeklecie’)

[SW]; ‘dated cursing, swearing’ (‘przestarz. przeklinanie, ztorzecze-

nie’) [SJPDor];
wyklinanie: ‘rarely, usually plural disparaging words, inveighing some-

body/something; insults, curses’ (‘rzad., zwykle w .Lmn. stowa uwta-
czajace, ztorzeczace komu, czemu; obelgi, przeklenstwa’) [SJPDor];
zaklecie: ‘a curse, a malediction’ (‘przeklenstwo, ztorzeczenie’) [SW];

‘dated a curse’ (‘daw. przeklenstwo’) [SJPDor].
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The dictionary definitions of przekleristwo are quite self-explanatory and
define the word in the following way: ‘cursing, swearing’ (‘klgtwa, ztorzec-
zenie’) [SW]; ‘often plural, derogatory, rude words expressing the speaker’s
anger or irritation with somebody or something’ (‘czesciej w Lmn. obelzywe,
wulgarne wyrazy uzywane w stosunku do kogos lub dla wyrazenia gniewu,
ztosci’), e.g., a volley of abuse (wybuchnq¢ gradem przekleristw) [S]PDor, SJPSz].

Apart from the ubiquitous noun przekleristwo, my interlocutors also
used klecie as nomen actionis:

Diabet sie nieraz przys$nit za klecie [12].
(The devil can come to you in your dreams for cursing [klecie].)

The boundary between them seems somewhat vague, and I would
like to explore the similarities and differences between these terms
a little further.

“Cursing (przekleristwo) is an ambiguous notion,” Maciej Grochowski
aptly opines [Grochowski 1995: 12], and moves on to differentiate

three meanings of the notion: evaluative, instrumental and expressive.
The instrumental meaning, “rooted in the belief in the magical function of
words, which permeates folk culture and religion” is visible in such phrases
as somebody casts a curse on somebody else, somebody curses somebody else”
[Grochowski 1995: 12].

Grochowski’s “instrumental meaning” is thus identical with my
own CURSING1 (przeklg¢) ‘to cause with certain words for something
bad to happen to someone (something) because they did something bad’
(‘spowodowac za pomoca okreslonych stéw, ze komus$ (czemus$) staje sie
co$ zlego, poniewaz zrobit co$ ztego’). In contrast, przeklinanie (cursing,
swearing, CURSING4) is only an expression of the speaker’s emotions. This
verbal behaviour does not affect any change in the outside world. The results
it causes can only be interpersonal and subjective (e.g., the addressee can
experience discomfort, anger of other emotions - provided, that is, that
the curses have their designated addressee, which is not always the case.)
Thus defined, CURSING,4 matches Grochowski’s “expressive meaning,”
exemplified by the phrase somebody’s swearing. It is

spontaneous verbal behaviour, uttering a string of derogatory expressions
and swear words such as hell, bloody hell, damn, darn, which reveal the speak-
er’s emotional state...Itis also important to remember, that such sequences
of derogatory expressions or expletives do not necessarily be uttered only
when the speaker experiences extreme emotions. For some speaker’s, their
use may also be conditioned by habit [Grochowski 1995: 12-13].
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So far, the situation seems clear, bipolar: CURSING; (przeklecie) is
an agential act (containing a CURSE;as a lexical unit which has “instru-
mental meaning”) and CURSING, (przeklenstwo) is a non-agential act,
alexical unit that has “expressive meaning.” It seems however that between
these two poles there exists a spectrum of transitional forms.

Dwubiegunowga opozycje zaciemnia juz trzeci wyrézniony przez
Grochowskiego ,sens przeklefistwa” - warto$ciujacy. The third identified
by GrochowskKi is called evaluative. It is exemplified by such phrases as
somebody curses somebody else for doing something (e.g., a mother curses her
daughter for squandering the family money) and somebody curses something
(Eva curses the long queues in which she has to wait every day). This usage
of the verb to curse conveys “the speaker’s negative opinion of somebody
else’s action (or potential action)” [Grochowski 1995: 12].22 At first glance,
the first example quoted seems close to the usage of the CURSING1 (prze-
klg¢), whereas the second example is closer to CURSING, (przeklinac). Gro-
chowski’s definition of a curse states “a curseis a lexical unit which allows
the speaker to spontaneously reveal their emotions towards somebody or
something, without passing on any information” [Grochowski 1995: 13].23
To my mind, it refers to the expressive pole, but excludes the instrumental
(and also, partially, the evaluative pole.)

Anna Wierzbicka’s English Speech Act Verbs also contains a relevant
entry:

Swearing2 involves giving vent to one’s negative feelings (anger, frustration,
irritation) by saying something that is felt to be ‘bad’...it is not necessary,
however, for the swearer to express a judgement: one can also swear in
the imperative or exclamatory form, without either saying or implying anything
bad about a particular person or object, but simply expressing one’s feelings
(shit! bloody hell!). What is necessary for swearing?2 is the use of taboo words,
that is to say words which are widely regarded as words which should not be
used, atleast not for the purpose of expressing one’s emotions [...]. Breaking
ataboo belongs to the very essence of swearing2. The swearing person feels
‘bad feelings’ and wants to express them. But this is not the only purpose.
Swearing has also a semi-magical purpose (as a substitute for action) and
therapeutic one [Wierzbicka 1987: 252-253].24

Grochowski would probably not be willing to accept the second part
of Wierzbicka’s argument, because he draws clear distinctions between
przekleristwo (swear words), wulgaryzm (an expletive) and wyzwisko
(a slur). “An expletive is a lexical unit which allows the speaker to express
their emotions towards somebody or something, in a way that breaks
alinguistic taboo” [Grochowski 1995:15]. A swear words does not need to
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be an expletive (and conversely, not every expletive is a curse). Similarly
with slurs, which are: “spontaneously uttered expressions that reveal
the speaker’s emotions towards the addressee: they can be used so that
the addressee would know that the speaker feels negative emotions
towards them, and to make the addressee feel bad about it” [Grochowski
1995: 18]. Curses and expletives can be used as terms of abuse, but this
function can also be fulfilled by other types of expressions.?®

And now let us leave the academic perspective and study the point
of view of the folk speakers of curses.

Many interlocutors talked about przeklinanie (CURSING,, swearing),
for the simple (if paradoxical) reason: the folk culture contains interdic-
tions against swearing.

- Sowies¢ i cze$¢, moéwi sie, cztowieka. Jak to mozna [przeklinac]? Jeden
“maty, pierematy,” a drugi - ot, pakryczat i paszot.

A co to znaczy?

- Jak tam powiedzie¢... to te taki niecenzurnyje stowy, o ni, tego juz nie. [...] Jak
cztowiek normalnyj, to on tego wymawiac nie bedzie, a jak jezyk rozpusci... [77].
(- There are such things as conscience and honour. How can you curse?
Some people holler maty,?® and some just yell and go away.

What does it mean, maty?

- How best to explain this... they are swear words. [...] A normal person
would avoid using them, but some people can’t resist...)

- Janie przeklinam sig, ja nie lubie przeklinad.

No, ale jak sie pani zdenerwuje?

- No, taki mat.

Mat? A co to takiego?

- A nu, to brzydko tak. Ksigdz krzyczy [na tego, kto przeklina] [75].
(- Me, I don’t swear. I hate swearing.

So what happens when you get angry?

- Well, then I say mat.

What is mat?

- It's an ugly word. The priest hollers [at people who use it].)

“The priest forbids us to swear, but all the same some people swear their
neighbors, which you shouldn’t do. It’s a sin, and a grave sin at that” (“I ksigdz
nie dozwala, Zeby przeklina¢, tak jak niektére przeklinajg sgsiada swojego,
to tak nie mozna. To grzech wielki, to grzech”) [56].27 Why is swearing a sin?

[ asked this question to my interlocutors and have received a range
of diverse explanations: “Because it’s bad, people say it’s bad to swear”
(“Bo to tak Zle. Méwig, Ze to niedobrze, Ze to Zle”) [39], “Because one to
another does harm” (“Zle robi jeden drugiemu”) [36], “Because it can
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happen” (“Bo moze tak sie sta¢”) [37]. This question will become clear
if we analyze the folk names for people who swear a lot. Such a person
would be called niedobry cztowiek (a bad man) [36], wykletny (cursed),
bezbozny (godless), sSwintuch (a swine) [38] and finally przekletnik. Prze-
kletnik is somebody ‘who swears a lot’ and also (to use the SW definition)
‘a cursed man, somebody damned, a human fiend (piekielnik), and ‘a devil’
(‘cztowiek przeklety, potepieniec, piekielnik, ‘diabet’).

My interlocutors were quick to describe the direct link between swearing
and the devil: “It’s a sin to swear. In the old days, it wasn’t like today. People
were really afraid of sinning. Sometimes, if you sweared during the day,
at night the devil visited you in your dreams” (“To grzech kla¢. Dawniej
tego nie byto co teraz, strasznie sie bali tych grzechéw. Diabet sie nieraz
przy$nit za klecie”) [12]. “It can sometimes happen, the devil will possess
you in life” (“Bywa tak. Diabet za zycia opeta”) [38]. Thus a sequence of
implications is unocovered: if somebody swears a lot, he is sinning, and
as a result this person is cursed, or damned - in short, the swearer is put
under the power of the devil. The swearer (sinner) “will need to do penance”
(“moéwili, ze bedzie pokutowat”) [36]. “He swore so much, there will be no
rest for him after he dies, if he said all those things” (“Taki przekletnik,
cholera, po $mierci nie mial miejsca, jak on takie rzeczy méwit”) [24]. Even
more interestingly, it seems that the devil is really invested in increasing
the number of sinners, and actively tempts people to swear, because then
he can possess their souls.?® A logical (and ethical) consequence is therefore
one exception from the general ban on cursing:

Czy na diabta mozna naklg¢?
- Na diabta mozna [78].

(So, can you curse the devil himself?
- Yes, you can.)

This exception proves the rule that those who swear (CURSE,) are
beyond the pale, excluded from contact with God.

Mozna zy¢ nie wierujuczy?

- Nie mozna, nada wierowac¢ Bohu, bo Boh je. [...]

Jak heta mozna pazna¢, szto czetawiek nie pryznaje Boha?
- Raz ruhajecca u Boha, to toj i nie pryznaje Boha.

Szto heta znaczy¢, szto ruhajecca u Boha?

- Matami [84].

(Can you live without faith?
- No, you can’t. You have to believe in God, because he exists. [...]
How can you tell that someone doesn’t believe in God?
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- If somebody swears, that means they don’t believe.
Swear, how?
- If they holler maty.?°)

The folk worldview is essentially dualistic, stating that the world
was created jointly by God and the devil. As a result, God is the lord and
the source of all that is good in the world, and the devil - of all that is evil
and sinful. God is the fount of blessings, and the devil - of swear words/
curses. According to “the dualist structures of folk cosmogony, the Devil
is the originator of all that is opposed to God and his creation” [Tomicki
1980: 62]. The connection between the devil and cursing (swearing)
seems self-explanatory, and also, as the word przekletnik demonstrates,
inscribed in the very fabric of the language.3°

As we have established in the preceding chapter, the folk ethic of
speech3! demands that people and objects should be called by their
proper names. It also demands that words should be uttered in the right
circumstances or situational contexts, they should not be misused. As
we have seen in the prohibition against referring to children as frogs
and in the story of a pregnant woman who was punished for unwittingly
offending a beggar, misused words can attach themselves to their object
or to the unfortunate speaker. There is also another eventuality: misused
words (or other verbal offences, such as swear words or gossip) can also
accumulate in the underworld, waiting for the speaker to join them:

Kto na tym $wiecie ludzi obgaduje, oczernia, to sam jest na tamtym §wiecie
uwalany w brudzie, piasku i sadzach, bo nikt nie rzuca stowa na nikogo
innego, jak tylko na siebie samego na tamtym swiecie [LB 1: 223,
emphasis A.E.].

(Whoever gossips about people behind their backs and speaks ill of them,
will be covered in filth, dirt and soot in the afterlife, because whenever
you speak ill of someone, these same words will come back to you in
the afterlife.)

People who understand that words have a real power to evoke,
will not badmouth others (because the filth will stick to the speaker in
the afterlife), and will refrain from swearing (specifically, from using
such expletives as bloody hell! or what the devil!), because such curses can
actually summon the powers to which they refer - and then the speaker
himself will be in grave danger. This paradigm explains the existence of
folk proverbs such as Don'’t stir up evil when it’s silent (Zte, kiedy sie uciszy,
nie poruszaj) [NKP, Zte]. The folk culture puts great emphasis on this
interdiction, it is a taboo that should not be broken. And thus - breaking
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itis a highly transgressive, dangerous act. As Anna Wierzbicka argued in
the passage quoted above “Breaking a taboo belongs to the very essence
of swearing” [Wierzbicka 1987: 253]. For this reason, one of my interloc-
utors, in answering the question which curse is the most potent replied:
“It’s May the devil take you” (“Zeby diabli cie wzieli”) [37].

The situation is different of course when cursing is justified: this is
precisely the difference between CURSING4 and CURSING;.

CURSING, (swearing) breaks the most important rule of the folk
speech ethic, that of calling things by their proper names (as we remember
from the previous chapter, a man is a man and not a monster). But, more
importantly, it is also an act of evocation or summoning, which can result
in bringing the powers on which the speaker calls into the world. The evil
powers, enchanted by the swearer, are obliged to react. They come at
the speaker’s behest and act according to their nature: in situations where
swearing is justified on the grounds of folk ethic (the speaker swears
a sinner or a wrongdoer), the evil powers do the speaker’s bidding. But
if swearing is unjustified (for example, somebody swears at an innocent
person, at somebody who does not deserve it), the evil power will take
care of the swearer instead. In the first case, we are close to the field of
CURSING; (cursing) and in the second: CURSING, (swearing.)

We can say therefore that the folk worldview knows two versions of
cursing: one is CURSING;, which we have discussed in the first section of
this chapter. This type of cursing is connected to preserving the natural
order of the world, and consists of evoking the power of God and imploring
God for just punishment for those who break it. CURSING; is a ritual that
puts order into the world. The second type of cursing, described in this
section, is CURSING, (swearing), connected to God’s adversary and with
the opposite with all that is holy and good in the world. Swearing is on
the side of chaos. Whoever swears, summons the evil forces in the world, and
puts themselves at their disposal. For this reason, swearing is taboo.3? One
of my interlocutors summed up the folk view on swearing in the following
way: “If you swear, you are going to end up badly” (“kto klnie, temu w Zyciu
zle sie powodzi”) [37]. A person who swears rejects the world of God and
enters the world of evil. The same themes are also visible in the following
interview transcript (in which I have inserted my comments):

- Jak klnie kto$ bardzo [czyli KLNIE,], to méwio, toz on moze przeklac [czyli
PRZEKLAC] - czy dziecko, czy co. Po co takie klencie [czyli PRZEKLINANIE].
To i teraz tak gadajo. Ot, méwio, jaki to przeklety [czyli przekletnik, - 'ten,
kto (duzo) przeklina', ale zapewne tez jednoczes$nie przekletnik, - 'cztowiek
przeklety, potepieniec, piekielnik']. On klnie, ale on nie wie, czy to on na
siebie klnie, czy on na kogo klnie [czyli PRZEKLINA]. To nie wiadomo, czy
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ono przystanie na tego, co on klnie, czy na niego upadnie [w momencie
przystania czy upadniecia na kogos PRZEKLENSTWO - KLATWA, staje sie
PRZEKLECIEM - KLATWA/].

0d czego to zalezy?

- 0d durnego cztowieka. Jak on nie rozumie nic takiego, a chlapie czort wi
co. Bo madry cztowiek to musi sie zastanowi¢, czy to mozna powiedziec,
czy nie mozna to powiedzie¢ [24].

(- Is somebody swears [CURSE,] a lot, they can curse [CURSE] a child. Why
should you swear [CURSE,]? If somebody curses too much, he becomes
cursed (przekletnik: a noun meaning both “a person who swears too much”
and “a cursed one”). So such a man curses [CURSE,], but he doesn’t know if
he curses [CURSE,] himself or somebody else. He doesn’t know if bad things
will happen to himself, or to the person whom he curses, if the curses will
fall on him or on somebody else pit seems that in the moment of uttering
the words, CURSE, becomes CURSE,].

So what does it depend on?

- It depends on the person. If somebody is dumb and wag their tongue, they
have it coming. A clever man will think about what they want to say, and
will know whether this thing should be said aloud or not.)

The same belief is also visible in another, older interview:

Tak jest, bo aniot i diabet kragza wokét cztowieka i noszg przeklenstwa. Jak
przeklina cztowiek nawet szatana, to nie jego, ale wtasng dusze przeklina,
bo Pan Jezus powiedziat: “zemste zostawcie mnie”.

(Angels and devils fly around people, carrying curses [i.e.: swear words].
Even when somebody swears Satan, in reality he is cursing his own soul.
After all, Jesus said: “Vengeance is mine.”)33

This is precisely the point: men should not meddle in God’s justice.
Those who would like to take justice in their own hands, are in fact play-
ing into Satan’s hands. The mills of God grind slowly, but they grind fine.
A person who swears in fact “curses their own soul.” Who is not with God,
is with the devil - there is no other option.3* Who renounces God, has Satan
for a companion (Kto wyrzeka sie Boga, temu czort radzi) [LB 4: 35].3°

As the proverb goes, what people say is bound to happen (co ludzie
gadajq, to i wygadajq) [NKP: Gadad]. It could also be paraphrased as he
sweared and sweared until the curse was fulfilled (klgt, klgt, az przeklqt).
The very principle of folk speech-action describes the process in which
przekleristwo (CURSE,, swearing) becomes a curse (CURSE,). It cannot
happen any other way: verbal abuse must turn into a curse. It is pre-
cisely this process of transition from SWEARING “giving vent to one’s
negative feelings [...] by saying something that is felt to be ‘bad’” [Wierz-
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bicka 1987: 252] or else “breaking a language taboo to express a strongly
negative emotional state” to CURSING;: “the state where, as a result of
uttered words, someone has done something bad happens,” which we
can observe on the linguistic plane between the poles of “CURSING;”
and “CURSING,”, which in all probability takes place in the grey area
between the two meanings.

It is not surprising. When we are studying this problem synchronic-
ally, we can assume that “cursings” (and in my terminology, “cursing,”)
“(in the synchronic sense,) is a semantically independent predicate of
cursing,” (in my terminology, cursing;) [Grochowski 1990: 91]. However,
this does not change the fact that the semantic relations between the two
units point to their close connection in the past.

Swearing was genetically connected with the magical function of language.
Swear words belonged to the category of ill wishes: they sent the addressee
or some other object to the sphere of evil. Today, they are heavily conven-
tionalized signals of negative emotions, and their etymological meaning
has long since waned [Przybylska 1986: 348].3¢

The original curse/swearing, before it became conventionalized,
could express no emotions at all, but it had to send its designated object
“into the sphere of evil”, the domain of the negative sacred.

The exact verbal formulas of CURSE; and CURSE, may be completely
different (e.g., CURSE: May you turn into stone! and CURSE,: Damn!) or
they may be identical: May the devil take you! or Go to hell’*” (here, CURS-
ING4 is not limited to evocation, it also becomes an optative).

Today however, outside the folk culture, swearing has completely
shed its dangerous magical function of summoning the evil powers. Now
its tole is purely expressive. According to van der Leeuw, it has become
“an empty shell” [van der Leeuw 1938: 454]. The swear words have com-
pletely lost their magical power and agential function.

5. Cursing to Hold Someone Obliged. CURSINGs
(Zaklinac¢ (to Conjure), Zaklinanie (a Conjuration))

The fifth usage of the verb to curse is relatively straightforward. Its
English equivalent is the verb to conjure.

klgé: klgé kogo na co; ‘to beg persistently, to implore, to conjure’ (‘zaklinac,
prosi¢ usilnie’), e.g.,  beseech you in the name of all that is holy - speak
the truth! (Kine cie na wszystkie swietosci - powiedz prawde!) [Sfraz)].
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zaklgé/zaklinaé (perfective/imperfective aspect); ‘to bind somebody
with a curse, to oblige somebody with a curse, to implore, to coerce’
(zaklina¢ kogo ztorzeczenstwem, pod przeklectwem obwigzywaé,
zaprzysiegac, prosi¢, przymuszac’) [Linde]; ‘to oblige somebody under
a curse, to beseech’ (‘zobowigzac pod przeklenstwem, zaprzysiac’)
[SW]; ‘to implore, to beg’ (‘prosi¢, btagac¢ o co’) [SJPDor, S]PSz].38

The nominal form of CURSINGs is zaklecie (conjuration): ‘the words
used for beseeching’ (‘stowa btagalne’) [SW]; ‘an earnest entreaty’ (‘goraca
prosba, btaganie’) [S]JPDor, SJPSz].

What is the connection between CURSING; and the previous types
of cursing? It seems that traces of the connection are visible in the clas-
sic dictionary definitions of Linde and Kartowicz (‘to bind somebody
with a curse,” ‘to oblige somebody under a curse’) and secondly, in
the now obsolete construction zaklina¢ na cos. The speaker may implore
in the name of God or in the name of all that is holy, and this makes conjura-
tion different from other, more ordinary “earnest entreaties.” CURSINGg
(CONJURATION) is an act of binding the addressee, holding them obliged
by magical means, forcing them to do the speaker’s bidding. Whoever
beseeches somebody in the name of God or in the name of heaven, calls
on the highest possible authority to hold the addressee obliged, to make
it impossible for the addressee to refuse. In this way, we are entering
the realm of CURSING; (ENCHANTMENT) - the addressee of a conjura-
tion is as if under a spell, deprived of freedom to exert their own will.

6. Cursing to Assure. CURSINGq (Zaklinac sie

(to Swear a Vow); Zaklinanie sie (Swearing a Vow))3°
In contrast with the others, CURSING4 describes a conditional CURSE
directed against the speaker him- or herself, lest the speaker keep his or
her word; thus, it differs formally from all other spheres of cursing. This
meaning in modern Polish is carried by lexemes kig¢ sie, zaklg¢ sie (perfective)
and zaklina¢ sie (imperfective). The dictionary definitions are as follows:

klgé sie: ‘to swear an oath, to make a vow, anathemizare’ (‘przysiegac, zak-
linaé sie, anathemizare’) [SXVI]; ‘to swear an oath’ (‘klnac, przysiegaé
sie’) [Linde]; ‘to pledge (oneself), to make a vow’ (‘zaklina¢ sie,
przysiegac sie’) [SW]; ‘to make a vow, to pledge oneself’ (‘przysiegaé,
zaklina¢ sie’) [S]PDor, SJPSz];

zaklqé sie/zaklina¢ sie (perfective/imperfective aspect): ‘to assure
under a curse, to assure under oath, to pledge oneself’ (‘zapewnia¢ pod
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klatwg, pod przysiega, zaprzysiegac sie’) [Linde]; ‘to make a promise
under a curse, to pledge oneself’ (‘zapewni¢ pod klatwa, przysiac sie’)
[SW]; ‘to aver or assure under oath, to swear’ (‘zapewnia¢ o czyms,
zareczac pod przysiega, przysiegac’) [SJPDor, SJPSz].

The nominal of CURSINGg is today completely archaic: the old lexemes
zaklecie and klgtwa were ambiguous, and alongside the meanings which we
have discussed above (zaklecie - enchantment, klgtwa - curse), they used to
convey the meaning of CURSEg, but in modern Polish they were completely
supplanted by the unequivocal noun przysiega (an oath, a vow, a pledge).

The act of pledging oneself or of swearing an oath contains a conditional
curse directed at the swearer himself/herself.#? This voluntary curse
(CURSE;) should take effect if the speaker’s words prove to be untrue or
if the speaker breaks his promise or vow. In the act of swearing an oath
(CURSINGg), the speaker calls on a supernatural power (God, heaven,
hell, all saints, etc.) to witness their oath. The swearer is fully aware of
the consequences of oath breaking, which will take the form of punish-
ment, meted out by the power that witnessed the oath.*!

Making a pledge or a vow is undoubtedly very close to taking an oath
(przysieganie). According to SPst, “the meaning of ‘taking an oath’ devel-
oped from the original ‘to curse oneself, to cast a curse on oneself in
the eventuality if one lies’” (“znaczenie ‘przysiega¢’ rozwineto sie z pier-
wotnego ‘przeklinac¢ samego siebie, ztorzeczy¢ sobie na wypadek méwienia
nieprawdy’”) [SPst: Kleti].*?> For my interlocutors, the two lexical units
are so closely bound together that it is difficult to distinguish them. They
used klg¢ sie (pledge oneself, curse oneself) and przysiegac (swear, take
an oath) interchangeably, as perfect synonyms. Asked about zaklinanie sie
(cursing oneself) they described the ritual for taking an oath.

My interlocutors see pledging oneself (zaklinanie sie) and swearing
an oath (przysieganie) as synonymous. It is easy to understand, as in
the folk culture an oath retains its original sacred character, it is still
seen as assuring under a curse. The interlocutors, however, differentiate
the curse from such speech acts as promise (obietnica, przyrzeczenie)
or obligation (zobowiqzanie). These acts may also require drawing on
a supernatural power as a witness, but it is not obligatory: “A promise,
giving your word of honour - then you are bound in your honour to do
it. But if you swear an oath, the thing rests with God” (“Obietnica, stowo
honoru - to cztowiek honorowy. Trzeba dotrzymac. A przysiega - to juz
Pan B6g”) [12]. Thus, an oath is closely connected with God: “We on earth
do not decide this. It is the power above that decides” (“O tym my na ziemi
nie decydujem. To juz chyba géra decyduje, czy jak”) [16].
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Swearing an oath is a complex verbal ritual that needs to fulfil a range
of special requirements. To use the words of Tolstoy, it needs to fulfil
“prop-related and action-related requirements” [Tolstoy 1992: 21-22]:
the presence of certain people, objects and gestures. My materials contain
descriptions of the ritual:

Przysiega prawdziwa byta, ten krzyz dawali. Dwa palce podnies$¢ trzeba
bytoikrzyz dawali catowac. I przysiegalo sie, Ze sie bedzie méwito prawde.
Jak sprawa jakas$ byta w rodzinie, to w domu przysiegali, krzyz sie stawiato,
$wiadkowie byli. Do ko$ciota chodzili na przysiege, przysiegali przed ksie-
dzem, przed ottarzem. Bez krzyza przysiega niewazna [20].

(In order for an oath to be valid, there needs to be a cross. You raise two
fingers and Kiss the cross, and you swear that you will tell the truth. If it was
a family matter, then it would take place at home. There would be a cross and
witnesses. Or people could go to the church, to swear in front of the priest,
at the altar. Without a cross an oath is not valid.)

Podnosit dwa palce do géry: “Wzywam Boga na §wiadka, Ze bede mowit prawde.”
Ksigdz wydaje przysiege, jest przy tym. P6zniej ksigdz daje krzyz catowac [13].
(You would raise two fingers and say: “As God is my witness, I will tell
the truth.” A priest needs to be there, to oversee an oath being given. And
then the priest gives you the cross to kiss.)

My interlocutors seem very aware of the oaths’ power: “Once you
swear an oath, you must keep it until death. You can’t go back on your
word” (“Jak juz przysiegal, to musiat dotrzymac¢ do $mierci. Stowo sie
rzekto, kobytka u ptotu”) [21] and of the consequences of oath break-
ing. The punishment for oath breaking or perjury could be termed
CURSE;, “the state of being cursed by CURSE,.” “They say that if you
swear an oath on the cross and break it, the family will be cursed unto
the third generation: they will be born blind or stupid or some such”
(“Moéwia, ze jak ktos fatszywie na krzyz przysiegat, to do trzeciego
pokolenia ta rodzina jest przekleta i rodzg sie jacy$ gtupi albo $lepi
czy cos takiego”) [3].

In essence, an oath is a conditional CURSE,, an act of cursing oneself
conditionally. The results of the curse only come into effect if the con-
dition of the curse (the speaker’s truthfulness, or his promise to keep
his word) is unfulfilled. The person who swears an oath puts himself/
herself voluntarily in the hands of divine justice, which were called upon
by the act of swearing the oath: thus, if an oath is not taken in good will,
the speaker is justly punished. Those who swear an oath untruthfully,
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in effect curse themselves. They experience the same consequences as
people who were cursed by others (CURSING,).

Tu jeden taki byt, co przysiegat w kosciele. To on miat z panng dziecko i sie
nie przyznal, to mu morde wykrecito. Kazdy gadal, ze go Pan Bég skarat,
bo w koSciele przysiegat [4].

(There was a man here, he swore an oath in church. He had a child out of
wedlock, but he kept it a secret, and he was punished, his face got perma-
nently twisted. Everybody was saying that he was punished for swearing
falsely at church.)

Jak kto$ fatszywie w sadzie zeznawal, za pieniadze, za wodke, i pdzniej,
kiedy mu sie co$ stato, to mowili: “Pan Bdg cie dotknat za krzywoprzysie-
stwo.” Za moich czaséw w Krypach umierat cztowiek, bogaty rolnik, [ktéry]
strasznie sie procesowat, brat §wiadkéw fatszywych. Jak umart, to strasznie
byto patrzeé na niego, oczy mial otwarte i jezyk wywalony. Kazdy uciekat.
Méwito sie, ze Pan B6g go skarat [7].

(If somebody went to court and perjured himself for money or for vodka,
and then something bad happened to him, people would say that it was
because of the perjury. In my lifetime, there was this old farmer in Krypy,
who was very rich. He always took people to court and bought witnesses.
When he died, he looked a sorry sight: his eyes were open and his tongue
was sticking out. People would be rushing out of the room, so horrible he
looked. People said that God punished him.)

0j, méwio, Ze moze stac sie co$. Jak przysienga, to méwi, ze grzech wielki
moze spa$¢ na dzieci czy na wnuki. Nic nie wolno, milerika, ztego. Nic ztego
nie wolno. Méwi sie “nie czyn drugiemu, co tobie niemite.” To juz takie
przystowie i tak mowi sie. [ ot, coz tut robi¢? [50].

(Sure, bad things can happen. When you swear an oath falsely, this is a grave
sin. Sins of the fathers can be visited on the children or grandchildren. For
this reason, my darling, one should do no ill. It is said “Don’t do unto others
and you wouldn’t want others to do unto you.”)

The fear of grave consequences of a false oath led to an interdiction
against swearing oaths (similar to the interdiction on swearing (cursing,
using swear words) which we discussed above.) An early reference to
the towards oaths can be found in a twelfth century chronicle by Hel-
mold of Bosau “Slavs take oaths very reluctantly, for they live in fear of
oath-breaking, and of resulting anger and punishment of God” [in: Briick-
ner 1980: 145-146].

An oath-breaker risked not only temporal, but alsobudzace groze supernat-
ural punishment...Gods, invoked as guarantors of the oath, would punish
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the oath-breaker. The situation of the oath-breaker reversed the normal
human condition: instead of being under the benevolent protection of
the gods, the oath-breaker was now cursed by them, and those objects
and people that were nearest and dearest to him (his own sword, his own
kinsman) could turn against him [Modzelewski 2004: 156].

As we can see, the reluctance against oath-taking is very long-lived:

We know with what trepidation peasants swear an oath at court: they are
afraid that, through a momentary defect of memory or mistake, they can
bring on their heads God’s punishment for perjury. The act of oath-taking
fills them with holy awe: it sometimes happens that a litigant chooses to lose
the case if the a chance of winning would bring the necessity of swearing
an oath [Koranyi 1927: 3].43

He who speaks sets powers into motion...He who swears “calls on
powers.” Switezianka (A Nymph from Lake SwiteZ), one of the best-known
ballads of the Polish Romantic bard Adam Mickiewicz contains an accurate
presentation of an act of pledging oneself (making a sacred oath):

Chtopiec przykleknatl, chwycit w dion piasku, / Piekielne wzywat potegi, /
Klat sie przy $wietym ksiezyca blasku...

(A boy knelt and took a handful of dust/ He called on the powers of hell/
Cursing under the holy light of the moon.)

Itis worth stressing that this short passage contains all the constitu-
tive elements of taking a holy oath: the ritual takes place in a special time
(the night; the moonlight can even be interpreted as the supernatural
power that will be the guarantor of the oath). The speaker performs rit-
ual gestures (kneeling, taking a handful of dust) that refer to the ancient
form of swearing “on the earth.”

An analysis of this passage can illuminate the essence of swearing
a holy oath (and in fact, all the six spheres of CURSING which we have
discussed in this chapter). Swearing and cursing are predicated upon
“calling upon powers” This fact finds confirmation in the etymology of
both klgtwa and przysiega. Klg¢ ((Proto-Slavic kleti, klong (se) [SPst: Kleti])
in all probability shares its root with ktoni¢ (to bow, Proto-Slavic. *kloniti,
*klon- [SESt: Klg¢]) and with kleczeé (to kneel). Its broadest meaning
is ‘to bend, to squeeze.’ Briickner notes: “Making a vow, a Slav would
bow (ktonié sie) to the ground, and touch it with his hand” [SEBr: Klg¢].
In turn, przysiega (an oath, a vow) is derived from siega¢ (to reach, Old
Church Slavonic sekti, segq ‘to reach, to touch, to seize’ [SPst: Prisekti]);
and Briickner again provides an explanation: “Making a vow, a Slav would
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touch the ground with his hand, would reach for the ground” [SEBr:
Przysiega, Siega¢].** Similarly, SPst notes:

The completely lexicalized meaning ‘to swear, to make a vow’ [‘§lubowac,
sktada¢ przysiege’] is strictly connected with the Slavic ritual of making
avow, that required consuming a small quantity of earth, kissing the earth or
laying one’s hand on it... By reaching to the earth, or bowing to it, the speaker
calls upon its power as a witness of the oath, or a guarantor of the obligation
[SPst: Prisekti].

By reaching towards the ground or bowing to it, the speaker invokes
its great power and asks the earth to witness the vow and become its
guarantor.*

7. Conclusion

As shown by the above discussion of the semantic field of CURSE in Polish,

calling upon a power. What are the reasons for calling?

PRZEKLAC (TO CURSE) - ‘by uttering specific words, to call upon
a power, to oblige the power to do something bad to somebody
(something)’;

WYKLAC (TO EXCOMMUNICATE) - ‘by uttering specific words, to call
upon a power, and to oblige the power to exclude somebody from
the community’;

ZAKLAC (TO ENCHANT, TO CAST A SPELL) - ‘by uttering specific words, to
call upon a power, obliging it to do something, wished by the speaker,
to somebody (something)’;

PRZEKLINAC (TO SWEAR) - ‘by uttering specific words, to call upon
a power,*® breaking a verbal taboo, in order to express a negative
emotional state of the speaker’;

ZAKLINAC (TO CONJURE) - ‘by uttering specific words, to call upon
a power, to oblige the power to force somebody to do what the speaker
wants’;

ZAKLINAC SIE (TO SWEAR AN VOW) - ‘by uttering specific words, to call
upon a power, obliging it to do something bad if the speaker word.’

The semantic field of CURSING can also be illustrated graphically.

The table below shows the different meanings of the verb kigé and
the noun kigtwa, based on the material which I had collected. It presents
the six distinct of CURSING, differentiated on the basis of semiotic dif-
ferences between them.

111



The Curse. On Folk Magic of the Word

112

pIiomIeams MOA
e ‘Surreams [[ods e quaunueyous ue uonen(uod e asmoe UOTE[UNUIUIOIXD € ‘MOA UE SuLIEaMS
OMISNITIAZYd HIDATIVZ JINVNITIVZ HIDHTNAZYd HIDATIAM HIS HINVNITIVZ
[[ods e quaunueyous ue jo Amunwwod usAIS e | anay s1 Suryiawos jeysy
asn a3 Aq Suiyrowos ojul Guiyowos op 03 Apogawos | wogj Aeme Aeis Aoy 18y} uiyowos
Apogawios e 1eams 0} Apogawos w.iojsue) 03 | Apogawos aan(uod 0} 9s.and 03} 0s Apogawios as.1nd 0} Aq MOA e 1eams 0)
500 27
oboy ppulpyazid 500 m oboy oz | 00 Aqaz ‘oboy JpulpDZ o0box pbpyazid pbys 060y bpyAm ‘S02 bu 1S JpUIYDZ

J30 3B
Jeams 03 | [[ods e 3Ised 03 ‘JueydUad 0} ain(uod 0} 3s.Ind 0} 0} ‘93BD[UNWIUIODXD 0} MOA € IBIMS 0}
DVNITIHIZYd VY DIVZ DVNITIVZ V' DIaZYd DV DIAM qIS QYNIIVZ
JF8ursano, S£8ursano, S3ursand, J3uisano, LZ8ursano, JS3uisand,

Aunwwod
91} WO.1J UOISN[IX3, Jpiom
J18y) Yealq Aoy i,

.peq Suryiawos pip £33 asnesaq,
Apogawos Joxeads a1y
,91E]S [BUOIIOWD o3 suaddey Joyeads ay3y | Aq padisap uonoe ue Apogawos 03 suaddey peq 3uryawios,

aanedau A[3uons e
ssa1dxa 0} se 0s ooqe)
aden3uef e yeauq 03,

Aq paaisap Sulylowos,

su10j.19d Apogawios,

ey os uryawos op 03 1amod a3 a81qo 03,

Jamod e unjoaut ‘spaiom oy1dads Surtenn Aq,

[elI91eW Pald3[[0d Y3 JO SISe( Y3 U0 ‘DMID]Y
unou ay3 pue 2bpy qaa ay3 Jo sSuiUBaU JO UOIILIIUSIIIIP Y.L "YSI[0d Ul HNISHUND JO PIaY dlauewas ay L, "I d[qelL




The Conceptual Field of “Cursing”

The materials analyzed in this chapter come mostly from standard
Polish language dictionaries and from my interviews with represen-
tatives (or, in most cases, successors) of folk culture. The idiolect of
most of the interlocutors was half way between regional dialects and
standard Polish. I feel that perhaps I should justify my decision of using
dictionaries of standard Polish and not dialect dictionaries. There is
a practical reason for this decision: the only dialect dictionary which
might be relevant for my research, is Kartowicz’s Stownik gwar polskich
(A Dictionary of Polish Dialects). I used Kartowicz’s dictionary as much
as I could, but it does not contain entries for many lexemes that were
the focus of my argument. Moreover, Kartowcz'’s examples of usage are
so short and devoid of context as to make them ambiguous or vague.
Generally it seems that SGPKart confirms the meanings of CURSE; and
CURSE, for the lexeme klg¢, CURSE, and CURSES for przeklgé, and CURSE;
and CURSE, for zaklgé. Thus, there are no discrepancies between SGPKart
and non-specialist dictionaries.

The folk ritual of the curse is connected with the first sphere of
the semantic field described above, Rytuat klagtwy wiaze sie z pierwsza
sferg pola pojeciowego 'klecia’ CURSING;. A study of dictionary definitions
leads to a conclusion that the meaning CURSE; (PRZEKLECIE(), ‘the magic
verbal formula’ is confirmed only for historical usages. Contemporary
dictionaries often preface the definitions of klgtwa and przekleristwo
with notes that these word’s meanings are metaphorical or literary.
[s it possible that for a contemporary speaker of Polish the meaning of
curse (klgtwa or przekleristwo) as “words that bring harm to someone”
became dated? This is what dictionary definitions seem to suggest. Such
a constatation however would be a mistake: it seems more likely that
the definitions in the newest dictionaries are not exhaustive or compre-
hensive. The understanding of the curse as an agential magic formula
seems far from forgotten. During my many conversations I have noted
many contemporary examples of curses that were fulfilled.
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THE FOLK RITUAL
OF THE CURSE

Kiedys$ to wierzyli bardzo w klatwy i byli postuszne
rodzicom, bo méwili, Zze to przeklenstwo bardzo na
czlowieka potem upadato.

(People used to really believe in curses and obeyed
their parents, as they said that a curse would have
terrible consequences.)

Luba from Zabtocie

1. Parental Curse

1.1. In Search for the Structure of the Ritual

Parental curse (most frequently encountered in the form of a mother’s
curse) is the most common type of a curse ritual in folk culture. The major-
ity of the accounts collected during my research concern curses of this
type. Below are some of the accounts of my interlocutors:

W mojej wsi przed wojna cérka [katoliczka] wychodzita na prawostawne
wiare. A matka miata jedne jedyne corke. No, jedzie do $lubu, do cerkwi. Matka
bardzo ptakata. No, juz jak to do uktonu, jak to przed §lubem - btogostawi
ojciec, matka. I matka powiedziata: «Zeby ty, dziecko, nie dojechata!» Tak,
tak jo juz pozegnata przed tym $lubem. Jechali do $§lubu furami; konie
skrecili gdzie$ na ruski cmentarz; wypadta w réw, ztamata reke od razu.
Pojechali do szlubu; no, jak ksigdz? Ksigdz, taki byt staruszek - ja pamie-
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tam - wyszedt, no, prawa reka ztamana. Ale dat, natozyt te obraczke i dat
$lub. No i ona tam juz byta u jego rodzicéw, tam juz ja pilnowali z tg reka,
sktadali, wozili do Bokinki do tego Romanowicza, on te reke ztozyt. No
i urodzita dzieci bliZniaczki, dwa syny, oboje nierozwiniete. [...] Oni oboje
byli takie. Oni niezdatne ni do roboty, ni do mowy, ni do niczego. Wiecej nie
miata juz dzieci, tylko te dwa nieakuratne chtopczyki [41].

(It happened in my village before the war. One daughter, (a Catholic) was
getting married to an Orthodox. Her mother had only one daughter. So, she
was going to the Orthodox church to get married. The mother cried a lot.
And, as always before the wedding, the father and the mother were to give
their blessings. And that mother said: ‘may you never get there, my kid!’
This is how she parted withblessed her before the wedding. They were
going to the church in wagons when suddenly the horses turned into a Rus-
sian (i.e. Orthodox) cemetery; the wagon fell into a ditch and the daughter
broke her arm at once. They arrived at the church; and what did the priest
do? The priest, he was such an old man; [ remember, he came out and saw
the bride with the right arm broken. Never mind, he put a wedding ring on
her finger and married them. And so the daughter stayed at her husband’s
parents, they took care of that injured arm, they took her to Bokinka, to
that man, Romanowicz, and he fixed her arm. Later she had twins, two
boys, both retarded. ... They were both like that. They were unable to work,
speak or do any other things. She didn’t have more children except for those
two unfortunate lads.)

W Piszczacu matka nie kazata sie synowi zeni¢ tam, gdzie chciat: “Wolata-
bym cie w trumnie widzie¢ niz z nig przy ottarzu!” Chtopakowi, jak deski na
stoty robit, pita sie wyrwata i przerzneto go na pé6t. Przyjezdza orkiestra,
a on w trumnie. Méwili matce: “I teraz zadowolona jestes? Nie powinna$
ptakac!” [18].

(One mother in Piszczac forbade her son to marry the girl. “ would rather
see you in a casket than at the altar with her!’ she said. And so, while he
was cutting planks for tables, the saw slipped from his hands and he got
cut in a half. The wedding orchestra came only to see him in the casket.
People kept saying to the mother: “Are you happy now? You shouldn’t be

crying!”)

Tutaj po sasiedzku on sie podzielit sam majgtkiem i jesce przeklinat. Matka
moéwi tak: “To przeklinaj na swoim!” [ uderzyt matke, az krew posta. Matka
go za to skleta. A jesce przy mnie nieraz, ja tam do nich zajde, méwita: “Ja
mu nie daruje, niech mu Pan Bég nie daruje!” Juze drugi rok, jak umart,
z gtowy. Widzi pani, matke w gtowe uderzyt, to i matka powiedziata: “Ja mu
nie daruje, niech mu Pan Bég nie daruje!” Ja wiele gdzie byt, przezyt 80 lat:
matcyne przeklony skodzace! I kto jaka miarkg mierzy, takg jemu p6zniej
odmierzajg. Wszystkim [13].
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(Here, in the neighbourhood, one man divided the property himself and
yet he kept cursing. His mother told him: “If you want to curse, do it in
your place’. He hit her so hard that she bled. The mother cursed him. And
oftentimes, when I came over, she would tell me: “I will not forgive him, and
may God never forgive him, either’. And now it’s been two years since he
died umart, z gtowy > umart, bo zachorowat na gtowe, taki sens. You see,
he hit his mother on the head, so the mother said: “I will not forgive him
and may God never forgive him’. I am eighty, I have seen a lot, when your
mother curses you, you are done! And with the measure you use it will be
measured to you, it’s the same for everybody.)

Tu jeden pobil matke. I rzucit jg na ziemie. A ona méwi: “Zeby cie Pan Bog tak
rzucat!” Wie pani - i spetnito sie! Jego przypadzisko [tj. padaczka] chwycito.
[ dzi$ jeszcze Zyje ten cztowiek, niedaleko. I dzi§ ma taki lek do ludzi. Widzi
pani - matka przeklnie! [38].

(One man here beat his mother up and threw her to the ground. The mother
said: “may God throw you to the ground like this!” And you know what? It
came true! He got the accident [przypadzisko, i.e., epilepsy]. He is still alive,
he lives here, nearby. And he is still scare of people. You see, that’s what
a mother’s curse is!)

W jednym miejscu byta wydana cérka za maz, byty dzieci, a te stare za ten
majatek to by jak najdtuzej chciaty ciaggna¢ te zyski. Tamta juz sie chciata
usamodzielni¢, zaczeta sie ktéci¢: “Oddajcie majatek!” A ta stara mowi:
“Bodaj$ sie zatrzesta ze swojemi dzie¢mi!” Potem sie te dzieci trzesty
tak, az byto strach patrzec¢. To byta faktycznie prawda, moi rodzice o tym
moéwili [24].

(There was a woman here, she got married, she had children, but her parents
still wanted to profit from the property. The daughter wanted to become
independent and she started to make demands: “Give me my property back!”
Her mother said to that: “may you get the shakes, together with your kids.”
And after that these children started to shake so terribly that it was hard
to watch them. It is a true story, my parents told it to me.)

Moéwili kiedys, Zze matka z corka co$ nie tego, sprzeczka byta, corka uparta
sie, wyszta za maz. “Zeby ciebie to i tamto!” - matka zaczeta przeklinaé.
I dziecka zadnego nie urodzita jak nalezy, umarta bez dzieci. Jedno dziecko
urodzito sie z dziurg w podniebieniu (wilcza paszcze miato), drugie ryjek
miato [18].

(People talked once about a daughter and her mother, they didn’t get on,
they quarrelled, the daughter got her way and got married. “May this or that
happen to you!” the mother cursed her. And the daughter never gave birth
properly, she died childless. One kid was born with a cleft, with a mouth
like a wolf, another had a muzzle.)
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Rodzice prawowali sie z synem o ziemie i odebrali tg ziemie. On - dawaj
zeni¢ sie, a ten majatek ojciec zabrat. No i pozenili sig, a tu nie ma i nie ma
dzieci. Co$ tu poszkodzito - matka tego mtodego to bardzo kleta, bo ten
nieprawnie chciat wzig¢ ten majatek [28].

(The parents took their son to court over land and took this land away from
him. He was about to get married, but there was no land, the father took
it away. So they got married, and there are no kids at all. Something must
have gotten in the way: that man’s mother cursed him really hard, because
he had no right to that land.)

Tu byt jeden, kawaler taki. “Zeb ty zdréw nie przyjechal!” - ojciec go zaklat,
jak konie wziat bez pozwolenia na kulig z panna. I w drodze kon mu oko
wybit - kopnat go, jak sprawdzat, czy sie nie zagrzat [13].

(There was one bachelor here. One day he wanted to take a girl for a sleigh
ride and he took the horses without his father’s permission. The father
cursed him: “may you not come back in good health.” During the ride he
got his eye kicked out - the horse kicked him while he was checking if it
wasn’t too sweaty.)

Ona sie uczepita do jednego i chciata za niego wyjs¢. Ojciec przeciwko byt. Poze-
nili sie, wieczorem $lub w koSciele wzieli. Ojciec jg potem z widtami przeganiat.
Ona umarta i dziewczyne zostawita chora. Ojciec okropnie przeklinat [11].

(One girlinsisted on marrying a man against her father’s will. She got married,
in church, after dark. After that the father would chase her with a hayfork. Later,
the daughter died and left a sick daughter behind. The father cursed terribly.)

W Piaskach wiecej byto prawostawnych, a polakéw mato. [...] Byly siostry
[prawostawne] i jedna wyszla za katolika. Jak ona przyszta z ko$ciota od
spowiedzii ojciec juz wiedzial, Ze ona wychodzi za polaka, to méwi: “Lepiej,
daczuszka, ja ciabie widziatby na katafale czym na kabiercy». I do roku czasu
ta corka zmarta - przy porodzie; dzieciaczek ten tez. I on potem méwit:
«WychodZcie za koho choczecie, cho¢ za Zyda, ja nie bede bronit” [44].

(In Piaski there were more Orthodox people than Catholics [...]. There were
two (Orthodox) sisters and one of them married a Catholic. When she came
back from the confession, her father, who had learnt of the marriage, said
to her: “I would sooner see you on the deathbed than at the wedding altar.”!
The daughter was dead within a year. She died at childbirth, her child died,
too. Afterwards the father kept saying (to his other children): ‘marry who-
ever you want, even a Jew, | won’t speak a word against it.”)

“True stories” told by my interlocutors smoothly turn into mythical

tales and tropes. Real life events blend with folklore in such a way that
we can no longer be sure whether the story we are listening to is a “true
story” which took place “here”, or the one that happened “once upon
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a time”, “in the past”, “somewhere”; whether the narrator witnessed it
or knows it from ‘someone who saw it” or, simply, from “people,” which
may indicate that the narrator retells various folklore tropes presenting
them as “true events”. The credibility of people who are the source of
the information serves as the only criterion of its veracity (“It is true,
my parents told me this story”?). We are dealing here with the culture
in which tradition is transmitted orally ( “the oral culture”, ‘the folklore
culture” - to bring up just two of various terms which are used to describe
it); the transmission of “the truth” and “tale” is governed by the same
narrative rules, as if both “the truth” and “the tale” were instances of
reported speech, preceded by a “someone once told me...”.

May we therefore conclude that the difference between the truth and
the myth is not so important?3 We must remember that there is a kernel
of truth in every tale. The structure of “tales” about casting the curse is
the same as the structure of ‘true stories”. As a matter of fact, in the case
of both “the true stories” and “the tales,” we are dealing with a myth. Let
us listen to what it has to say:

Moja teSciowa opowiadata: Na Wolce byt lesniczy. Miat takie pare koni
i dubeltéwkie. A matka byta bardzo religijna. I matka do ko$ciota, a on na
polowanie. Brat te psy i te dubeltéwkie i juz jechat na te polowanie. A matka
prosita, Zeb on szedt do koSciota. A ten syn nie postuchat. Usiadt w tg bryczkie,
i te pare koni zatozyt, i tych dwa psy, i pojechal. Wyjezdza, a matka mowi:
“Zebys ty sie obrécit w kamien!” I jest ten kamien! Para koni, bryczka, dwa
psy i cztowiek. A jak zaczeli rwac tego kamienia (juz dtugo po tym, jak sie
to stato), bo chcieli rozbi¢, to krew wytrysneta [34].

(My mother in law told one story: there was a forester in Wélka. He had
a pair of horses and a double-barrelled gun. His mother was very religious.
She would go to church while he would go hunting. He would take the dogs
and that gun and off he was to the forest. The mother begged him to attend
the mass but he didn’t obey her. He got into the chaise, harnessed the horses,
took two dogs and set off for the hunt. He was leaving when the mother said:
“May you turn into a stone!” And lo and behold, there it was! Two horses,
the chaise, two dogs and the man turned into stone. And while they were
trying to uproot this stone (long after it happened) they wanted to crush
it, and blood gushed from it.)

Moéwig, Ze jedna matka... tak, o, dziewczynka pod oknem stata, i tam co$ ona...
a ona wszystko krzyczata na jej, ta matka, a ona, nie wiem co, nie postuchata...
I ona méwi: “Kab ty kamieniom stata!” [ kamieni stanat [50].

(People say that there was this mother... a girl was standing by the window,
and something was wrong, that mother yelled at her, but the girl didn’t obey
her, and the mother said ‘May you turn into a stone!’. And the stone appeared.)
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Matka nie pozwalata cérce wyj$¢ za maz za ukochanego, wiec cérka uciekta
z nim z domu. Matka powiedziata: “A Zeb ci sie nie szykowato, zeb ty zgi-
neta!” I jak jechali do $lubu, cérce upadta chusteczka i, schylajac sie po nig,
zamienita sie w kamien. Kamien ten teraz znaleziono; to byto w Neplach [32].

(Once a mother didn’t let her daughter to marry her sweetheart, so the daugh-
ter eloped with him. The mother said: “may life be hard on you, may you
perish!” While they were on their way to the wedding, the daughter dropped
her handkerchief, and, as she bent to pick it up, she turned into a stone. This
stone has been found just now, it all happened in Neple.)

Styszatam, Ze raz matka przekleta dzieci w gawrony, jak byty niepostuszne [8].

(I've heard once of a mother who cursed her children into rooks, when they
were disobedient.)

Opowiadajg w Lubelskiem o ztej i leniwej dziewczynie, ktéra na wotanie
matki chowajac sie, odpowiadata kukaniem. Pewnego razu matka zniecier-
pliwiona przekleta j3 stowami: “Zebys tak kukata i w $wiat poleciata!” I zta
corka przemieniona zostata w kukutke, ktéra odtad nie ma gniazda, lata
i kuka [Biegeleisen 1930: 41].

(In Lubelskie people talk about one bad and lazy girl. When her mother called
her she hid and cuckooed like a bird. Once the mother lost her patience and
cursed the girl: “May you cuckoo and fly away!”. And the wicked daughter
turned into a cuckoo who, since then has no nest, just flies and cuckoos.)

The stories about someone being turned into a stone or a bird are
akin to myths and magical folk tales, they speak of the punishment ‘that
seems to be incommensurate with guilt. The punishment is symbolic”
[Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 116]. The story of the girl turned into a cuckoo
corresponds to the folk tale trope T 2522 [PBL 2: 182-183],* while the motif
of turning children into rooks is an echo of the trope of The Seven Ravens
(T 451). This magical folk tale is known throughout Europe (Krzyzanowski
tracked 21 versions of it in Poland alone), which tells a story about a sister
freeing the brothers who had been cursed by their mother (alternatively
by the step-mother or the father) into ravens (alternatively into eagles or
storks) [PBL 1: 141-42]. In the version recorded by Kolberg, the situation
in which the curse was cast is described in the following way:

Miata matka trzech synéw i jedne coéreczke. Poszta z céreczka do wody
prac i zabaczyta wzig¢ jedny koszuli z domu. I tyj céreczce kazata biezy¢
po te koszule. Cérka poszta po one koszule, a 6ni bracia ij sie psocg przed
sienig. Tak matka, ktérna to widziata, zaklena ich, zeby tak polecieli, jak to
ptactwo leci, zeby 6ni razem z nim polecieli. Tak tez Pan Jezus dat, ze 6ni
polecieli z nimi (ptakami) i nie widzieli ich juz bez sidem lat ani ojciec, ani
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matka, ani siostra (O trzech braciach-ptakach i siostrze — The Story of Three
Brothers and Their Sister [DWOK 18, Kuj 1: 123]).

(A mother had three sons and one daughter. Once she took the daughter with
her to do some laundry, but she forgot to take with her one of the shirts. She
sent the daughter to bring it. When she came home to pick up the shirt, she
saw that the brothers who were left at home were naughty. When the mother
saw it, she cursed the sons telling them to fly away with the birds. And so
Jesus made them fly with the birds and neither their mother, their father,
nor their sister saw them for seven years.)

Let us take a closer look at the participants of the curse ritual.
1.1.1. The Object of the Ritual

Jezeli dziecko niedobre, to matka przeklnie
(If the child isn’t good, the mother will curse them.)
Stanistawa from Krasnybor

The curse ritual focuses on the cursed person. The object of the curse is
the very reason why the curse comes into existence. In all of the situations
described above, the object of the curse was a child (or children). What
kind of a child becomes the object of the curse? What leads to such a curse?
As it follows from the accounts of the interlocutors, the children
who are cursed are naughty (they play pranks, cry, yell), disobedient
(and their disobedience can manifest in various ways, from seemingly
trivial situations to very serious ones, such as getting married against
the parents’ consent, or even without their knowledge)® arguing with their
parents (wishing to get married against the parents’ will, litigating over
property), raising their hand against the parents, or rejecting commonly
accepted religious values (by ignoring holy days or changing their faith).
Let us listen to what my interlocutors had to say about it:

Jezeli dziecko niedobre, to matka przeklnie [37].

(If the child isn't good, the mother will curse them.)

Tutaj jeden, on takim byt bandziorem, on ludzi mordowat, jego matka jego
zakleta: “Zeby ty sie nicego nie dorobit!” I nic sie nie dorobit [13].

(There was one man here, he was a bandit, he murdered people, and his mother
cursed him: “may fortune never come your way!” And he never prospered.)

Zocha Kisielowej miata tego Henikka. Byt kawalerem i tak pil. Ona byta po
prostu wykonczona; widocznie przekleta, bo zachorowat i umart szybko,
w ciggu paru tygodni [12].
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(Zocha, Kisiel’'s daughter, had that son, Heniek. He was a bachelor and
a drunkard. She’s had enough; she must have cursed him, because he fell
ill and soon died, within a few weeks.)

Powtarzajg na przyktad, ze matka na syna powiedziata, czy na cérke, bo
byta niepostuszna; ze i przekleta, i ziemi nie dali, dlatego, Ze nie byli pokorni
dla swoich rodzicéw - o, takie o [23].

(People talk about a mother who said something against her son (or maybe
it was a daughter), who was disobedient; and that mother cursed that son
(or daughter), and didn’t give them land, because they weren’t respectful
to their parents. Well, at least that’s what they say.)

Kazdyja ba¢ki swajmu dziciaci dabra choczu¢. Praklinaju¢ tolka taho, katory
nie pa sahtasiju backou idzie zamuz. I jakojeb jano nie byto dzicia, ci jano
dobraje, ci niadobraje, jesli jano paszto zamuz prociy ba¢kou woli. Abyczna
kazu¢: “Jak jana chocza. Ci tam syn. Azaniuysia, nu i niachaj. Nie nrawicca
mnie niawiestka. Ja, kaza, da ciabie wiek u chatu nie zajdu” [52].

(All parents wish their children well. They curse only when a child marries
without their permission. It doesn’t matter whether the child is good or bad,
ifthey married against their parents’ will, the parents usually say: “It is her
(or his) choice. He got married, so be it. But I don’t like my daughter in law.
[ shall never set my foot in their house.”)

Ajedna to tak przeklinata swoja corke, bo nie chciata, Zeby za rozwodczika
szta: “Bede przeklinac¢ ciabie uze az do $mierci, skolki ja zy¢ budu” [65].
(One woman cursed her daughter terribly because she didn’t want her

to marry a divorced man: “I will keep cursing you as long as I am alive,
till I die!”)

Przed wojna, nie daj Boze, byta wtedy w wiosce dziewczyna, co sie w jednym
ruskim zakochata, potem w drugim, ale matka nie puszczata i ksigdz zaka-
zywat. A onaitak poszta, i oZenita sie w cerkwi, i wtedy dzwony dzwonity
na przeklenistwo, Zze od swojej wiary odeszta, katoliczka sie z prawostaw-
nym ozenita [50].

(Before the war, God have mercy, there was a girl in our village, she fell in
love with one man of Orthodox faith, then she fell for another, but both her
mother and the priest were against such a marriage. She did it anyway, got
married in the Orthodox church, and the bells rang to curse her for betraying
her faith, a Catholic who married an Orthodox.)

As we can see, the cursed child is naughty, disobedient, and dis-

respectful; commits a grave sin by drinking or committing a murder;
breaks the community rules governing marriage by maintaining a rela-
tionship with somebody divorced or a heretic. Can we find a common
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denominator for all the transgressions that result in a parental curse?
The answer seems to be positive. The child who is cursed is the one
who opposes their parents (“isn’t respectful to the parents” as one of
my interlocutors puts it). They may rebel against their parents in two
ways: either directly, by disobeying them (i.e., opposing their will) or
by showing lack of respect (the extreme example of which is beating
a parent), or indirectly - by rejecting traditional values upheld by
the parents. We must keep in mind that the parents are the ones who
introduce children into the community, teaching them that drinking,
murder, godlessness, or converting to a different faith are sins. A sinful
child is, in fact, a disobedient child.

One of the typical ways in which such disobedience can be mani-
fested is the loss of virginity (for girls) (in Polish folk culture the loss of
virginity by a girl is called strata wianka - “loss of the garland”) or loss
of innocence (boys). The consequence of breach of the norm of prenup-
tial chastity is parental refusal to bless the newlyweds. This trope has
a separate place in folk songs.

Songs about “the loss of the garland”’ often contain the motif of
the curse: they feature either a mother cursing her daughter who com-
mitted a transgression® or a girl cursing a boy who had abandoned her.’

The loss of innocence in the circumstances other than permitted (i.e.,
in a ritual wedding scenario) prevents the parents from passing their
blessing to the newlyweds. By committing a sin, the newlyweds lose
the possibility to inherit good fortune from their family in a ritual way.
“Parental blessing, mainly a father’s blessing, is a wedding ritual through
which the progeny or descendants are allowed to benefit from ‘familial
good fortune’ represented by the father and bestowed by him” - as J6zef
Obrebski commented, referring to the traditional culture of Polesie. “Con-
tinuous litanies of parental blessings accompanying specific stages of
the wedding ceremony reach their culmination in ‘the sitting ceremony”
(posad) which, in the old times, was related to checking the innocence
of both the bride and the groom. The newlyweds who had disregarded
stringent patriarchal interdictions and engaged in premarital sexual
intercourse were deprived of the right to the above ceremony and its
blessings, including the paternal blessing, or else they would be deemed
sacrilegious” [Obrebski 2007: 152]. As a consequence, such newlyweds
remained in a non-blessed state, which may easily be called the state of
the curse (CURSE).

As it is difficult to analyze the situation of a disobedient child in
isolation from the parents, let us take a closer look at the person who
performs the curse ritual.
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1.1.2. Performer of the Ritual

Matki przekleistwo to mury cementowe wraca...
(A mother’s curse tears down even cement walls...)°

Maryja from Krasnowce

Since we are analyzing the parental curse, the performers of the curse
are parents; and in the material I have collected, they are in fact mainly
mothers. Although it is difficult to present an exhausting characteristic
of cursing parents on the basis of the accounts quoted above, they still
provide us with lot of useful information.

What we learn from them are the causes of the curse: a mother argues
with her daughter, a mother punishes her son for beating her, parents sue
their son over land, parents are against marital plans of their children. We
also learn about two other possible situations: a mother “cried terribly”
and “a mother pleaded him to go to the church”. There is also a story about
a mother who bezmys$lnie uttered the dangerous words May the devil take
you. We can delineate three situations in which a parental curse is uttered.
In the first situation, the parents sternly enforce their will and punish
disobedience: the child must obey the parents unconditionally. An apt
label for this role of the performer of the ritual would be the punishing
mother (punishing parent/parents). In the second situation, parents suf-
fer because of the child’s maltreatment and disobedience (the wronged
mother); in the third situation a mother loses control over her tongue,
the curse ‘slips” out of her mouth (the careless mother). Let us listen
to what my interlocutors had to say about it.

Both parents can curse their children but all the interlocutors agree
that “a mother’s curse is stronger” (“matki klgtwa silniejsza”) [35, 40, 42],
“amother’s curse is the worst” (“matki klatwa najgorsza”) [17], “a father’s
curse cannot have the same power as the mother’s curse” (38), or even:
“only a mother can curse, a father lacks such power” (“tylko matka moze
przeklaé, ojciec nie ma takiej wtadzy”) [8], or: “And a mother, she can do
real harm! A mother’s curse, God forbid! She can really curse her child!
There are such mothers. It can happen” (“A matka, to juz szkodzi! Matka,
to nie daj Boze! Matka na dziecko jak zaklina...! Sg takie matki, sg. Tak
sie zdarza”) [41].

It can happen...The words of the curse uttered by the mother must
fulfil. A mother never curses in vain! (Macierzynskie przekleristwo na suchy
las nie idzie) [LB 4: 243].

Raz matka swojemu synowi powiedziata: “Zeby ciebie pioruny bity, jak
bedziesz sie zeni¢ z nig.” I piorun zabit jego, i ptakata, Ze to ona go zabita, bo
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go przekleta.  matka tak powiedziata, a matki przeklenistwo to mury cemen-
towe wraca. To nie mozna, bo to tak sie stanie, jest taka przedmowa na matki
przeklenstwo, ze jak mury cementowe wraca, takie mocne, najmocniejsze Raz
matka swojemu synowi powiedziata: “Zeby ciebie pioruny bity, jak bedziesz sie
zeni¢ z nig.” I piorun zabit jego, i ptakata, Ze to ona go zabita, bo go przekleta.
I matka tak powiedziata, a matki przeklenstwo to mury cementowe wraca. To
nie mozna, bo to tak sie stanie, jest taka przedmowa na matki przeklenistwo,
ze jak mury cementowe wraca, takie mocne, najmocniejsze [65].

(Once a mother told her son: ‘may the lightning strike you if you marry this
girl! [...] And lightning killed him, the mother despaired that it was her who
killed him, because she cast the curse. It was a mother’s curse and a mother’s
curse tears down even cement walls, strong walls, the strongest ones.)

Why is a mother’s curse so powerful?

Dlaczego? Bo matka. To dziecko nosi w sobie i rodzi [12].
(Why? Because she’s the mother. She bears this child. She gives birth.)

Klatwa najgorsza matki. Matka to moze przekla¢. Bo matka jest najwa-
lorniejsza. Wykarmita, wynosita, wiele wycierpiata. No to potem dziecko
musi stucha¢ [11].

(A mother’s curse is the worst. A mother, she can curse! Because the mother

is the most important. She was the one who fed the child, who carried it, she
had to suffer a lot. So the child must listen to her afterwards.)

Matki dlatego, ze matka porodzita i pokarmita [37].
(Because a mother gave birth and fed the child.)

Klatwa matki silniejsza, bo matka na sercu nosita w sobie. A ojciec to jak
ojciec... [35].

(A mother’s curse is stronger because a mother kept the baby under her
heart. A father is just a father...)

Bo matka urodzita, wynosita pod sercem, i ten swdj charakter, te nerwy
wtozyta [18].

(Because the mother gave birth, kept the child under her heart, and she
gave a lot of herself, put a lot of nerves into it.)

Ojca klon nie taki mocny. Jak by nie byto, matki, bo matka rodzita, i matki to
serce lepiej boli. A ojciec powie: “niech sobie co chce robi.” Ojciec machnie
reka, i juz. A matka nie tak... [30].

(A father’s curse is not so strong. In any case, the mother’s curse is stronger,
because the mother gave birth, and the mother’s heart hurts more. A father
will say “let him do as he wishes.” He will not care. A mother is different...)
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Najgorsze przeklenstwo jest matki. Bo to serce matki to wszystko wyczuje,
nawet sie wy$ni. To jest ten instynkt matki. To dlatego matki szkodzace te
zyczenia [18].

(The worst curse is a mother’s curse. Because the mother will know every-
thing with her heart, she may even see it in her dreams. This is her instinct.
This is why mother’s curses are so harmful.)

Dziecko wychodzi z tony matki, to wiecej szkodzi klagtwa matki. I ojca szko-
dliwa, ale nie tyle, co matki [34].

(The child comes out of the mother’s womb, so the mother’s curse is more
harmful. A father’s curse is harmful too, but not as much as the mother’s curse.)

Matka rodna moza praklasci. Jak jana je§¢ matka, to moze pawlija¢ na zdaroyje
dziciaci swajmu. [...] Moza, jak rodna matka, i syn jaki szto ytwory¢, moza
Boh i prymie heta klenstwa [64].

(A blood [rodzona] mother may curse her child. Because she is the mother,
she can harm her child’s health [...]. She can, because she is the rodzona
mother, and if her son does something wrong, God may listen to such a curse.)

- Przeklenstwo matki oczen, oczen, oczen niedobrze. Bardzo niedobrze.
Dlaczego?

- No, to, Ze jest matka, ona i rodzita jej, hadawata, pielengnowata, a teraz
sama swoja krew przeklina. To jest niedobrze.

Swojg krew?

- No pewno, to jedna krew, ci matka, ci corka [65].

(- Amother’s curse is really, really, bad. Very bad, indeed.

Why?

- She’s the mother, and she gave birth, brought the daughter up, took care
of her, and now she is cursing her own blood. It isn’t good.

Her own blood?

- Yes, sure, it’s one blood, the mother and the daughter.)

The power of a mother’s curse comes from the special relationship she

has with her child, as she gives life to the child. However, this relationship
is not only biological, but also involves social and spiritual ties;'? a mother
takes care of her child, brings it up, and introduces it to the world:

ToZ ona nosi jego tyle miesiecy, potem wychowuje swoim pokarmem, ile
ona ma pracy! Czy ojciec tyle ma starania, co matka? Toz ona musi dziewie¢
miesiecy wychodzi¢, toz to ciezar, ja sama wiem, ja miatam piecioro. Tyle
pracy, tyle meki z porodem i wychowaniem, tyle prania i tego pielegnowa-
nia! I dzi$ cztowiek jeszcze dla nich mitos¢ trzyma, czym sg starsze [38].

(She carries that child for so many months, then she feeds him with her own
milk, she has so much work! Does a father have as much to work as a mother?
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She has to bear the child for nine months, it is a burden, I know, I had five
children myself. So much work, so much suffering during the birth, so much
hassle bringing them up, so much laundry to do and so much tending to
them! Even now I still love them as they grow older.)

The child is seen as a part, an extension of the mother. The thread
of life that binds them is never cut (it naturally snaps at the moment of
the mother’s death, more precisely, during the ritual of the deathbed bless-
ing'®) and it continues to impose obligations on each of them: the child
“has to listen,” the mother “has to love.” My interlocutors explicitly refer
to this obligation:

Jak mozna! [kla¢ na dzieci] Niech ono bedzie i najgorsze, ale nie mozna
kiepsko zrobi¢ i mysli¢ jemu. Insza matka - to jakas taka je zto$¢, ze nak-
linaje na dzieci. Ale ja nie wiem, jakie to sumienie, ze mozna na dzieci co$
mys$lié... Mnie zdaje sie, ze koby nie [wiem] co zrobito moje dziecko, to ja
nie moge co$ na niego mysli¢ [25].

(How can one do it! [i.e., curse children]. Even if the child was the worst,
one cannot harm him or have ill thoughts. A mother who isn’t like that, who
curses her children, maybe because of anger. What kind of conscience... to
wish children ill... I think that whatever my kid might do, I couldn’t wish
him ill.)

Tu byta matka taka, Przybylska nieboszka. Ona przeklinata, to raz; a po
drugie oddata swoje dzieci, pod milicje oddata za Niemcé6w, i zabrali dwéch
chtopakéw, zabili. Oni tam Zle zyli, oni nie stuchali sie ji, a ona, po drugie,
to nie byta matka, tylko - bo ja wiem? [27].

(There was such a mother here, her name was Przybylska, she is dead now.
First, she cursed her children, second, she turned in two sons during the war,
and she gave them to the German police and they took the two boys and
killed them. They got on badly in that family, they didn’t listen to her, and
she, she wasn't like a mother.)

It has finally been said: a bad mother is not a mother. A mother
must be good to her children, accept them, wish them well - these are
the conditions that the folk culture deems to be the defining qualities
of a mother.™

So, is it possible that “a good mother” can curse her children? Inter-
estingly, sometimes this is exactly the case. She can cause real harm to
her children by cursing them.

Najgorse skodzace matcyne przeklony. Bo matka wyhodowata, wychowata,
to bardzo skodzace. Jezeli dzieci jest zte. Matka tak sobie nie zaklInie, tylko
ze ztosci [13].
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(A mother’s curses are the most harmful. Because the mother raised the child,
she can do harm. But only if the children are bad. A mother will not curse
without any reason, only because she is angry.)

This is a model situation in which the curse ritual takes place: if
children are “bad” the mother not only has the right to curse them, she
is obliged to do it (a good mother will not curse without any reason).
Such curses are ‘the most harmful.” “If someone has a reason to curse,
the curse will be harmful” (“Kto stusnie zaklnie na dzieci, to skodzace,
to niedobre”) [13], my interlocutors opine. Furthermore: “they say that
when the father or the mother curse the child, it is very harmful. Parents
mustn’t curse, God forbid, it is the worst” (“Méwia, ze jak ojciec czy
matka zaklnie na dzieci, to bardzo szkodliwe jest. Rodzicom nie wolno
przeklina¢, bron Boze, to jest najgorsze”) [40].

Are we not facing a contradiction here? On the one hand, parents have
the right, even the obligation to curse a disobedient child (“Parents are
most likely to curse” - “Rodzice najpredzej moga przeklg¢” [42]), based on
a strong belief that ‘the curse of a father or a mother is the worst, because
they are the source of everything” (“ojca i matki klgtwa najgorsza, bo
wszystko zaczyna sie w imie ojca i matki”) [21], and on the exceptional
significance of the fourth commandment in the folk moral code. On
the other hand, there is a strong prohibition against cursing. What lies
behind this prohibition? How is it justified? My interlocutors must have
been asking themselves similar questions since they frequently mention
that one should not and must not curse:

Matka nigdy nie powinna powiedzieé na dziecko, to jest bardzo Zle. Zostaje
nawet na cate zycie [18].

(A mother should never speak against her child, itis very wrong. Such a curse
may stay with the child even for their whole life.)

Jak matka przeklnie dziecko, to sie spetnia, to jest bardzo groZne. Nie
powinna matka tego robi¢ [15].

(When a mother curses her child, the curse comes true, it is very dangerous.
A mother shouldn’t do that.)

Nie mozna przeklina¢ tak uzo, kab matka praklinata. Toz matka jest rodna
matka. Moze Boh pryjmie takoje przeklenstwo [64].

(You shouldn’t curse, a mother shouldn’t curse. Being a mother, this is your
own blood. Maybe God will accept such a curse.)

Matka zeby sie najbardziej wystrzegata. Nawet niechcacy przeklenstwo
wypowiedziane na dziecko bedzie cigzyto na dziecku [18].
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(A mother should be the most careful. Even if she did not want to curse,
the curse will hang over the child.)

Nikogo nie powinno sie klgé. Rzuci¢ tatwo. Madra matka tego nie zrobi,
tylko gtupia [6].

(Nobody should be cursed. It is easy to cast a curse. A wise mother would
never do such a thing, only a stupid one.)

Matka nie powinna. Ona urodzita, to jak teraz przeklinac? [18].

(A mother shouldn’t do it. She gave birth to the child so how can she curse
him now?)

Matka na swoje dziecko bardzo przeklina¢ nie moze. Czy jakie$ niepowo-
dzenie moze by¢, czy cé$ takiego. MozZe c6$ sie stac. To tego wystrzegali sie.
Jakie by ono tam nie byto, ale trzeba juz cierpie¢. Dawniej to méwili tak,
ze jak cudza kobieta, czy tam kto$ przeklina, to nie szkodzi, a jak matka,
to szkodzi [33].

(A mother mustn’t curse her own child too much. Something bad may happen.
So the mothers were careful not to. Doesn’t matter what the child is like, you
have to put up with it. People used to say that if a strange woman or some-
one else curses you it causes no harm, but if a mother does it, it is harmful.)

Choc¢by i najgorsze dziecko, to matka, cho¢ i mysli co ztego, ale boi sie
przekla¢ [38].

(Even when the child is the worst, the mother may think something ill, but
she is still afraid to curse.)

Matka powie, ale tez boi sie, bo to dziecko. Nie postuchato, to nie postuchato,
ijuz, przepadto. Boi sie, Zeb co nie stato sie [28].

(A mother can say something, but she is also afraid to, because it is her own
child. If the child didn’t obey her, that’s a shame, but what can you do? She
would be afraid that something bad would happen.)

Matce nie mozna dzieci przeklina¢, bo wszystko sie sta¢ moze wtedy. Jak
jeszcze mata bytam, to moja mamusia opowiadata, Ze u nas byta jedna, co
dziecka swego przekleta, to piorun jego pobit. Nie mozna swego dziecka
przeklinac [56].

(A mother mustn’t curse, anything may happen if she does it. When [ was
little, my mum said that there used to be one mother in our village, who
cursed her child and the child was struck by lightning. You mustn’t curse
your own Kkid.)

The above accounts concerning the fear of uttering the fateful words
point to the heart of the matter: a curse is an agential speech act, in which
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“by saying ‘P, I cause P".” Once the words of the curse are uttered, they start
to fulfil. The words of the curse fulfil independently of the intentions of
the speaker. No wonder therefore that mothers are afraid to cast curses;
they are aware that the words of their curse will harm the child. Since it
is clear why they are afraid of cursing, maybe they should not do it at all,
maybe they simply are not allowed to curse, because casting a curse, ana-
logically to CURSING, (SWEARING) is a sin, an abuse of parental authority?
My interlocutors clearly stated that mothers should not curse. How can
we resolve the contradiction between the prohibition and the right (or
even - in certain circumstances - an obligation) to curse?

[ believe that in fact this is only an apparent contradiction. It seems
that we are dealing here with casting a curse in different situations.
Being aware of the irreversible effect of the curse, the mother should be
careful not to cast the curse in trivial situations, against the child whose
transgressions are not very serious. To put it simply, the mother must
not overuse a curse. [ think that this is what my interlocutors meant
when they said that a mother should not or must not cast a curse. She
must not do that in a situation where the child does not deserve to be
cursed. “A mother should never ever, even at times of the worst anger
allow herself to wish her child ill in her thoughts or to say it” (“Matka
nie powinna nigdy, nigdy, nawet w najwiekszej ztosci dopusci¢ do tego,
zeby dziecku jaka$ krzywde zyczy¢ czy powiedzie¢”) [18]. Here, a female
interlocutor speaks clearly of a child being wronged; we may presume
that she thinks of the circumstances where a curse would not be a fair
punishment for a transgression.

A justified parental curse is an instrument of justice in, so to speak,
extreme situations, where less severe punishments proved ineffective, when
the child’s conduct is so bad that one may not forgive him/her any more:

Nieraz, jak juz dobrze to dziecko da sie we znaki, to moze i matka powie
jakie stowo... [23].

(Sometimes, when the child really got on her nerves, a mother will say
something...)

Mnie zdajecca, jak matka wiery¢ Bohu, to nadta treba lez¢ za szkuru, sztob
swajmu dziciaci szto zrabita. Dzicia je$¢ dzicia, backi jes¢ ba¢ki. Moza i my
nie ysio dobra robim. I nam mohu¢ nie ysio dobra zrobi¢, to trebaz i prasz-
czac! [64].

(I'think that if a mother believes in God, she will not do anything to the child
unless it really gets under her skin. A child is just a child, parents are par-
ents. Maybe we don’t always do everything right, so when they don’t do
something right, we must forgive them!”)
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Jezeli dziecko robi co$ takie, ze ta matka ptacze, i chodzi, i sama nie wie,
co ma robi¢, to jednak przeklina to dziecko. Jezeli sie nie stucha dziecko
i idzie tako drogo juz po swojemu, to jednak matka ptacze i prosi, ale ono
nie stucha wcale - to jednak niedobrze. | przeklnie. I p6jdzie ono niedobrze.
“Zeb ty nic nie miata, Zeb ty tak poszta ta drogg swojo i zeb nic dobrego ty
juz nie miata, dziecko. Jezeli ty mnie nie stuchasz i moje tzy tylko lejo sie,
to jednak ja cie przeklne.” I niedobrze sie dzieje [30].

(If a child brings the mother to tears, and she walks around not knowing
what to do, she curses that child. If the child does not obey the mother and
sticks to his ways and even though his mother cries and pleads, doesn’t listen
to her at all - well, that’s wrong. And such a mother will curse (the child).
And it won’t be good for the child. “May you have nothing, may you keep to
your own ways and may no good come out of it. If you don’t listen to me and
[ spill my tears in vain, I shall curse you.” And bad things happen.)

We are dealing here with the situation where a child betrays the par-
ents who represent moral norms of the community, and this betrayal in
particular concerns the mother, who gives life to the child and brings
him/her up.

As Malinowski put it, such a situation constitutes a necessary “con-
text of cultural reality” of the curse ritual; and according to Austin,
the condition of its felicity. A disobedient child occupies a position that is
hostile to social norms of morality, and by doing so, he/she turns against
the life itself. An act of casting a curse, understood as a deliberately used
educational sanction, reveals the opposition between obedience (life)
and disobedience (a state of being cursed= non-life):

Jeszcze babcia moja, Ze nieraz ze$my byli niegrzeczne, to méwili: “Cie Bozia
skarze i w kamien sie ubrécisz», a my sie bali. “A jak to sie stanie? A co to
bedzie?” - “A no skaminiejesz i juz ni bedziesz chodzit po ziemi.” No takie
byty, takie kiedy$, no na matych dzieci przypuwiednie takie byli, Ze... Ze nie
réb tego, bo tam jak nigrzeczny byt, to, bo skaminiejesz.

(We were often naughty and my grandma would say: “God will punish you
and you will turn into stone” and we got scared. “How will it happen?” - “Well,
you will turn into stone and you will never walk freely on earth like you do
now.” People said that to small children, when the child was naughty, they
would say, don’t do that, or else you will turn into stone.)'®

By consistent disobedience (i.e., by insisting on remaining in the state
of sin) the children place themselves outside of the community, beyond
the limits of the human world. Such a child provokes the curse.

We must keep in mind that the circumstances of a parental curse
that are described here represent a model. However, such a model must
be reconstructed, so that it can later serve as a reference for the cases
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that are less typical or “pure.” We may, therefore, call the circumstances
of a parental curse, an impasse. In such a situation, the curse ritual is
performed by a mother who was originally a wronged mother but had
to become a punishing mother.

And what are the circumstances in which a careless mother acts? It may
seem that (as opposed to the situation of a wronged mother or a punishing
mother) the circumstances are not extreme, they are not marked by lack of
choice, but they are special in a different way: they are the circumstances
in which “even the curse spoken unintentionally will loom over the child”
(“nawet niechcacy przeklenistwo wypowiedziane na dziecko bedzie cigzyto
na dziecku”) [18]. Maybe the simple reason why such a curse “looms over”
the child is that the words generally fulfil? We must remember that this is
the world where speaking is acting. However, the reason may be different;
maybe only the words uttered by the parents fulfil, or maybe it is the case
with the words of the curse? Maybe some other factors come into play?

Moze to taka godzina jest zta? Moja mama wystata mnie do Owsiana po
co$ tam przynie$¢ - miatam wtedy trzynascie czy pietnascie lat - i ja sie
zapomniatam. Posztam, co$ jedno przyniostam, drugie nie przyniostam. Ale
pamietam dobrze i do $Smierci bede pamietata. To byt mojego meza ojciec -
to byt bardzo podty cztowiek, trudny do Zycia, Zony swojej nie szanowat ni
dzieci. On dyscypline mial, jak co powiedzial, to dziecko pamietato. Imama
moja powiedziata: “Zeby ty byta u Owsiana, to ty bys sie nie zapomniata!”
[ ja potem przysztam do Owsiana! Czy to nie wyrzekniete stowo? [18].
(Maybe there is an evil hour? My mother sent me for something to Owsian,
[ was thirteen or fifteen at that time, and I forgot to bring it. I went there and
[ brought one thing, but not the other. There is something I still remember
very well and will remember till the end of my life. Owsian was my husband’s
father, a very bad man, hard to live with, he was good neither to his wife
nor children. He kept strict discipline, when he said something, the children
obeyed and if he told them to do something, they never forgot to do it. And
my mum said: “If you were Owsian’s child, you wouldn’t have forgotten.”
And later [ married Owsian’s son! Isn’t that the power of the word?)

Nawet i ksigdz teraz mowi, Ze rodzice majg takg wtadze, ze jak Zle pozycza
dziecku...1ito jeszcze na godzine takg musi pa$¢ [27].

(Even these days, the priest says that parents have such power that if they
wish their child ill...but it must be said in the particular hour, too.)

Which hour do the interlocutors talk about? Of course, the so-called
“evil hour,” the belief in its existence (as well as in the existence of the “good
hour” which guarantees the fulfilment of good wishes that are spoken
in it) is common among my interlocutors. According to Kolberg:



The Folk Ritual of the Curse

Do spetniania sie wygtaszanych przez ludzi przeklenstw stuza jedynie
minuty; bo gdyby trwato to dtuzej, to niktby chyba zywym juz na $wiecie
nie pozostat. Rzucone na kogo$ przeklenstwo, gdy trafi na przeznaczona
owa minute, niestychane przeklinanemu sprawia meki. Najstraszniejsze
bowiem przeklenstwa zwykty sie w owych chwilach spetnia¢ co do stowa
[DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 110].

(there are only minutes which carry out curses cast by people, it is a matter
of minutes; if it lasted any longer, then probably nobody would stay alive in
this world. If the curse is cast at someone at that special minute, it causes
incredible suffering to the cursed, as every word of even the most terrible
curses cast at such a minute comes true)'®

And:

uzywania [przeklenstw] nawet w najwiekszym gniewie wie$niacy sie poniekad
wystrzegaja, aby je w zt3 godzine nie wymoéwic i rzeczywistych klesk wedtug
brzmienia stéw tych na cudza glowe nie sprowadzi¢ [DWOK 28, Maz 5: 31].
(villagers are wary not to use (curses) even in the biggest anger, so as not
to utter them at the wrong hour and bring upon the cursed any calamity
that would correspond to the words of the curse.)

The same conviction underlies the words of the mother:

Moze matka powiedzie¢ w taki czas, ze... Méwia, Ze sg takie rézne sekundy,
ze w taki czas sie powie. Inny raz to tam i nawymys$la, i naklnie - i nic. A to
jest taka chwila, ze tak sie wypowie i tak sie stanie [34].

(A mother may say [a curse] at such time, that...They say that there are such
seconds, when the curse will fulfil. At other times she may swear and curse,
and nothing will happen. But there is such a moment, if one curses at that
moment, it will fulfil.)

It is clear that the interlocutor refers to the situation of “the care-

less mother”, the mother who curses her child unintentionally and even
unwittingly, only because words of her curse were uttered in the evil
hour. Therefore, may the circumstances in which a careless mother acts
be reduced to the evil hour?

The interlocutors asked if a mother may curse her child unintention-

ally gave two different answers. We already know one of them: whatever
the words of a curse may be, even spoken unintentionally (“unwittingly”
or at “the wrong time”), they will have consequences for the child. Let
us listen further:

Matka moze przekla¢ niechcacy; tego nie mozna potem odwotac [39].

(A mother may cast a curse unwittingly and the curse cannot be taken back.)
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Matka moze przekla¢ niechcacy. Tak - jest taka chwila, ze zdenerwowaniem.
[ nie mozna tego odwota¢, to jest nieodwracalne [36].

(“A mother can curse unintentionally. Yes - there may be such a moment,
when she is angry. And it cannot be taken back, it is irreversible.)

The interlocutors emphasise, that even an unintentional curse is

irreversible. It acts independently of human will.

0, to przepadto juz, nie da sie odwotac¢ [28].

(Once it’s done, it’s over, it cannot be withdrawn.)

0dwrdci¢? A skad, nie da sie. To Pan B6g juz tak pokarat [12].

(Reversing [a curse]? No, it’s impossible. God has already given the pun-
ishment.)

Gdziez ty odwrdcisz. Jezeli przed Panem Bogiem przeklinasz, to p6Zniej kto
jego odwrdéci? Pan Bog styszy, prawda? [55].

(How can you reverse it? If you curse before God, who can reverse it? God’s
already heard it, right?)

Klatwy ztagodzi¢ sie nie da. MoZe mozna i zatowa¢, nie pomoze. Stowo
wypowiedziane nigdy sie nie odwrdéci. Wezorajszego dnia tez nikt nie
odwrdci, tak samo i tego [18].

(The curse cannot be softened. You can regret but it won’t help. You cannot
take back the word once spoken. Nobody can take back yesterday, the same
here.)

A cozto, ajak kamien w gtebokie wode wrzuci¢, czy pani go dostanie? Tu nie
ma co dyskutowa¢. Czym wiecej nagrzeszymy, czy recami, czy jezykiem?
Najwiecej to my$la, no, ale to przeptynie jak woda. A jezyk to najgorszy, to
Zmija okropna [34].

(If you throw a stone into deep water, can you retrieve it? There is noth-
ing to discuss. With which do we sin more - with our tongue or with our
hands? The most with our thoughts, but they pass, like water. The tongue
is the worst, foul viper!)

To give proof of that, seemingly inexorable and exception-free prin-
»17.

Mego ojca stryjnia siostra miata trzech synéw. Jeden pojechat u Sara-
tay i tam zostat sie, tam pracowat. Tu zostato dwdch. Jeden byt bardzo
postuszny, bardzo ona lubiata jego i on matke lubiatl. Pojechali gdzie$
na wie$ - a to byto ruskie Swieto - pojechali na motocyklu na zabawe.
Uderzyli w stup, kierowcy nic nie stato sie, a on przez niego przerzucit
sie, na bruk, i trup na miejscu. Matka ptacze, i potem przychodzi do mnie
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i z ptaczem moéwi: “Ach, lepiej kab toj, szto u Saratowie, to ja i $§lazy nie
uronitaby nawet... i powiedziataby jeszcze Bogu: dziekuje - za to, szto on
mnie rzucit... A ten - taki byt dobry, grzeczny, postuszny, i - o, prosze...
Na coz to tak Pan Bdg dat takie nieszczescie?” A ja jej mowie: “Nie moéw
tak, ciocia Zosia, pamietaj, ze przeklenstwo matki spada na dzieci.” No
prosze - przez jaki$ czas i przychodzi telegram, i tamten zginat, tez od
motoru. W takim samym wypadku. Tylko on sam zdaje sie jechatl. I potem
ja jej méwitam: “Widzisz, jak nie mozna przeklina¢, nie mozna kopa¢ na
kogo jamy!” [44].

(My father’s cousin had three sons. One of them moved to Saratov, two stayed
here. One was a very good boy, he got on very well with his mother. One day -
it was a holy day in Orthodox church - he went with his friend to the village,
to the dances, by motorbike. They crushed into the pole, the driver was all
right, but the son was ejected forward, went over the driver to the side-
walk and was dead on the spot. The mother, crying, came round and said
to me: “I wish it'd been the one in Saratov, | would not spare even one tear
for him...I would say thanks to God that he was gone... But this one - such
a good, obedient boy and look what happened. Why has God done this?’
I told her: “Don’t say that, auntie Zosia, remember that a mother’s curse
comes true’. After some time the wire came; the son from Saratov is dead
too, also in a motorcycle accident. The only difference is that he, I think, was
going alone. I later said to her: “You see, one shouldn’t curse, one shouldn’t
dig a grave for anybody.”)

Wojna panowat tyfus. U jednej matki byto trzy cérki i trzech synéw. Ijedna
byta taka niepostuszna, taka hulajaca. Zachorowata najmtodsza i zmarta.
Matka méwi: “Boze mdj, Boze, chajze lepiej heta pomarta, szto tak nadojeta.”
[ to dziecko tez umarto [44].

(There was the typhoid during the war. A mother had three daughters and
three sons. One of the daughters didn’t listen to her, she was wild. When
the youngest daughter got ill and died, the mother said: “Dear God, why
hadn’t the other one die, the one who has gotten under our skin so much?”
And it wasn’t long before that daughter was dead, too.)

Should we therefore conclude that a curse is a blind force? That its
power to fulfil is not limited to the situations of impasse, but it can be
fulfilled in any circumstances? It would be an extreme solution that
would call into question the very sense of the existence of the curse
ritual. If the words of the curse were always fulfilled, if the curse was
just an instrument of blind forces acting without any purpose, what
would justify the existence of such a ritual as a special way of punishing
disobedient children?

Let us move to the second set of circumstances in which the careless
mother acts.
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One of the female interlocutors stated: “A mother cannot withdraw
a curse [ think. However, the words of her curse may not fulfil” (“Matka
chyba nie moze klagtwy odwotaé. Ale moze sie nie sprawdzi potem to, co
powiedziata”) [37].

This view flies in the face of everything we have so far learnt about
the irreversibility of a curse. Is it an isolated opinion? Well, let us continue
our study of the material:

Matka odpowiada przed Bogiem. Klgtwa ma znaczenie: nie wolno matce
przeklina¢ dziecka [37].

(A mother answers to God Matka odpowiada przed Bogiem.. The curse
means something: a mother must not curse her child.)

Klatwa niestuszna jest niewazna [36].

(An unjustified curse is invalid.)

Jak matka klnie niestusznie, to sie nic nie stanie [39].

(If a mother’s curse is unjustified, it won’t work.)

Jak matka przeklnie niestusznie, to na matke sie wtedy obraci [35].

(If a mother curses unjustly, the curse will turn against her.)

Tak opowiadajg: jak niewinnego przeklnie kto$, to na niego to sie stanie [39].

(People say: if an innocent is cursed, the curse will befall the one who cast it.)

Grzech ma. Ta matka ma $miertelny, méwie, grzech. Jak ona niesprawiedli-
wie co$ tam przeklina, czy co$ tam gdzie miesza sie. Nie wolno nigdy [50].

(She has sinned, it’s a deadly sin. If she curses the child unjustly, or she is
only partially right, then it is a sin. She must never do it.)

A jak niesprawiedliwa matka praklinaje?

- Toje stanowicca matcy toj. Swajo dzicia hadawata, rascita, a potym zdzie-
kujecca z jaho? [64].

(And if a mother curses unfairly?

- Then the curse will befall her. She brought her kid up, fed, and then she
mistreats him like that?)

Jak matka przeklnie dziecko niewinnie, co sie moze sta¢?
- No, co? Ci na zdrowiu, ci na czym, ot tak. Moze Pan B6g, moze wszystko
zrobi¢ za to [65].

(What may happen if a mother curses the child who is innocent?
- What? Her health may suffer, or something else. God may do everything
for something like this.)
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So, we can see some order here, after all! Even the mother may not
curse without being accountable for it. If she abuses the curse - it will
befall her. Its power should not be toyed with.

How can we explain the phenomenon of a careless mother? Let us
consider two aspects of the curse ritual, two conditions for its felicity:
firstly, whether or not the curse is justified in the given circumstances
and secondly, the intention of the performer of the ritual. Both conditions
are separate and independent of each other.

Firstly, we must distinguish between a justified curse and an unjus-
tified curse - the curse that the child deserves and the one which is
undeserved. If the child deserved to be cursed, they will feel its conse-
quences, otherwise, the consequences will be felt by the person who cast
the curse unfairly, the one who “toyed with the forces.” This principle
governing the operation of an unjustified curse was clearly explained by
of my female interlocutor from Belarus:

- Matka tady praklanie cérku, kali cérka dla matki niesprawiedliwaja byta.
Niesprawiedliwaja byta rzeczywiscie. A kali jana czepiésa i klanie tak sobie,
no, to janaz i nie moze praklasci.

Jedli niesprawiedliwie méwi?

- No, niesprawiedliwa, no, to janoz niczoha takoha nie budzie, bo janoz
niesprawiedliwa. To tady joj budzie, toj mamie.

Mamie bedzie?

- Bedzie mamie, tylko mamie. A jana, hetaz, no jak... Jakzez skaza¢ mamie
na swajo dzicia, nu, takoje niesprawiedliwa... To janaz sama sahreszy¢, bo
jana jaho hodowata, patom na jaho klanie, szto ni papata... No, tak? [60].

(- A mother will curse her daughter if the daughter was unfair to her, truly
unfair. If a mother just picks up on the daughter and has no reason to do
so, then she cannot curse.

If the mother speaks against the daughter unfairly?

- Yes, if she speaks unfairly, then nothing will come out of it, because it
wouldn’t be fair. It will come to her, to the mother.

It will come to the mother?

- Yes, the mother, only she will feel the consequences. How can a mother say
something so unfair against her child? She sins this way, because she brought
the child up, and then she casts curses against him, just like that... Right?)

Secondly, regardless of whether or not the curse is justified, it may
be uttered consciously, with the intent to curse, or it may simply “slip
out” inadvertently.

Most of the inadvertent actions have a magical influence because they are
actions of conscious beings that, even if they have no explicit intention at
the given moment, have a latent power of will, are capable of intentional
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influence. By the usual association the inadvertent action is supposed to
exert the same influence as the intentional action which it resembles because
the spiritual power, non-directed, takes the habitual channel [Thomas,
Znaniecki 1927: 258].

This is why even an “inadvertent” curse will “loom over the child”
(“cigzyta na dziecku”) [18] as long as it is justified, while an unjustified
curse will befall the careless mother.

It leaves us with as many as four possible versions of a parental curse:
ajustified curse which can be intentional or unintentional and an unjusti-
fied curse which can also be intentional or unintentional. The distinction
based on the presence or lack of justification of the curse ritual seems
to be more important than the distinction based on the intention of its
performer. It may seem peculiar that the intention of the person casting
the curse has so little significance, but in the world in which speaking
and acting are magically connected magicznego méwienia-dziatania, it
should not be surprising.

In the world where saying is causing it does not matter whether
or not the speaker intended to say what they said, or what the speaker
meant. The only thing that matters is that the words have been uttered.
One of the interlocutors expressed the crux of the matter in his reply to
the question which curse is the worst: “any curse, as long as this curse
is necessary and the person deserves to be cursed” (“byle jakie, jezeli
ono jest przeklenstwo potrzebne i dana osoba zastuguje”) [36]'8. What
matters the most is whether the curse is justified: bad things are sup-
posed to happen to those who have done bad things The manner in which
the curse is uttered is less significant. The very act of uttering the curse
will cause it to fulfil.

However, not only a justified curse fulfils, so does the unjustified
one. The magic of speech-action, automatic materialization of the object
whose name has been uttered suspends the distinction between a justified
and an unjustified curse. The statement that: “the word once uttered can
never be taken back” (“stowo wypowiedziane nigdy sie nie odwroci”) [18]
applies to all four kinds of the curse. By uttering the words of the curse
the mother, regardless a potential fault of the child and her own intentions,
“throws a stone into deep waters and will never retrieve it” (“wrzuca
kamien w gteboka wode i juz go nie dostanie”) [34].

All that has been said so far leads to the conclusion that a careless
mother is the one who utters unintentional curses, both justified and
unjustified. Hence, a curse of a careless mother may also be justified. How
is it possible? Can one administer justice unconsciously or against one’s
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will? Who is the one who curses in such a case? Who is administering
the punishment? Is it the mother herself or some that is more powerful
than the mother?

1.1.3. The Agent of the Ritual

To nieprawda, ze Pan Bdg na tym $wiecie
nikogo nie karze.
(Itisn’t true that God does not punish anyone
in this world.)

Salomea from Popielewo

“Itisn’t true that God does not punish anyone in this world. One will get
what one deserves” (“To nieprawda, ze Pan Bog na tym swiecie nikogo
nie karze. Kazden jak sobie zastuzy, tak bedzie miat”) [5] -told me one
interlocutor from Podlasie. Her words can be applied also to the situation
of a careless mother. Such a mother appears to serve as an instrument
of divine justice. The power that guards order and justice in this world
passes its judgments through her lips. If the child disturbs this order by
committing a serious sin, the power must intervene, since “any break of
solidarity is immediatelypunished” [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 222]. As we
remember, the interlocutors described the situations where the mother
did not want to curse the child (“she walks around not knowing what
to do” - “chodzi i ptacze, i sama nie wie, co ma robi¢” [30]) but she must
do it against her own will. Such a curse is unwanted and unintentional,
although it is conscious. Because it is not the mother who decides that
the curse should be administered, but the force which acts through her,
we may conclude that the curse is unintentional if the mother serves as
an instrument of such a power — when she is either unaware of its judg-
ment (a careless mother, a mother who curses at the evil hour) or does not
identify with it (a mother cursing against her own will). The power decides
that the curse must be uttered; everything that happens afterwards is
aresult of this verdict. The mother has no influence over it - she is only
a performer: an intermediary, an instrument of the punishing power.
The power that guards the order of things in this world and its justice,
designates the mother of a disobedient child the role of a performer of
the ritual aimed at restoring order in the world.

Who is it, then, that actually curses? Obviously, it is neither the mother
nor the father, but sacrum. The impulse signalling the necessity to restore
the order of the world comes from sacrum, as the interlocutors know that
‘there is God above us, he hears and sees everything” (“Boh nad nami,
jon usio czuje i widzi¢”) [64]. In order for this impulse to reach its object,
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sacrum must use an intermediary. The punishing parent serves as such
an intermediary. The phenomenon of ‘the evil hour’? seems to confirm
that a human serves only as an intermediary who utters the words of
the curse. Let us come back to this problem.

[Matka syna] przekleta w Roubiczach. Moze tak to i Pan Bég sadzit. Byt syn
u matki, co$ powiedziat jej, a ona méwi: “Zeby cie piorun, jak pierw zagrzmi,
zeby zabit.” On siedzial na kamieniu i zagrzmiato. I od razu w jego. Zabit
piorun jego. [...] Taka juz minuta byta, jak ona przeklinata. Zeby nie usiadt
na tym kamieniu, to moze by i nie zabito. Ale ona tak méwita: “Zeby cie
piorun, jak pierw zagrzmi, zeby zabit” [55].

([A mother] cursed [her son] in Rouby. Maybe it was God’s judgment.
The son said something and she said: “may you be killed by lightning right
after the first thunder.” He was sitting on the boulder when it thundered.
And the lightning hit him straight away. And he was killed by lightning .[...]
Such was the minute at which she cursed him. Had he not sat at that boulder,
he might not have been killed. But her words were “may you be killed by
lightning right after the first thunder.”)?°

The mother’s curse, “such a minute” and “the judgment” of God come
together and merge into one, powerful sanction against the son who had
opposed his mother (“he said something to her”), the sanction in the form
of fatal strike of lightning.

Maybe we may interpret the phenomenon of the evil hour and
good hour, “such moment”, a special moment, as the critical moment,
the turning point that is necessary for the change required in the given
circumstances to take place. The words uttered at “such moment” tip
the scales towards the evil or good - frequently “such moment” is identi-
fied with breaking points of a day: noon?! or midnight. This correlation
between the agential power of words and the moment of their utterance
is governed by the two, mutually inverse rules: the words fulfil because
they are uttered in significant moment (good/evil hour/minute/second),
and: if the words fulfil, the moment is significant. What is more, it seems
that - despite the conviction that “within the 24 hour day there is one such
second, but one never knows which one...” (“w ciagu 24 godzin dnia jest
jedna [taka] sekunda, ale nigdy nie wiadomo, ktéra...”)?? - a human may
have certain influence over the appearance of these critical moments.
A human, by acting in a certain way may provoke the appearance of
such moments. If a person acts benevolently, good hours appear, for
example: “When the parents give their blessing before the wedding,
when the mother wishes her child the best from the bottom of her heart,
then there is the best hour” (“Jak przed $§lubem blogostawia rodzice,
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matka z catego serca zyczy dziecku jak najlepiej, to juz wtenczas jest
najlepsza godzina”) [18]. This, in consequence, brings good life: “Har-
mony is the key. If they get married and live peacefully, then they have
a good life” (“Grunt zgoda. Jak tylko pozenio sie i majo zgode, to dobre
zycie”) [22]. And, conversely: the son from the story described earlier
provoked “such a minute,” i.e., the minute of God’s judgment, by “saying
something” to his mother. It seems that a human may also prevent such
special moments from appearing:

- ToZ na co to méwig zawsze: “0j, zeby cho¢ w zte chwile nie powiedziec¢!,”
“zeby cho¢ Zte nie styszato!”? Ja i sama zawsze, jak co méwie, to méwie:
“zeby cho¢ w ztg godzine nie powiedzie¢!” Ja zawsze moéwie: “niech Zte nie
styszy!,” zeby w kiepska godzine nie powiedzie(¢, Zeby nie wymoéwic, tylko
zeby powiedzie¢ w dobra godzine.

A kiedy ta dobra godzina?

- No, znaczy, kiedy méwisz, to zeby byta dobra ta godzina, Zeby nie byta
kiepska [31].

(- There is a reason why they always say: “may it not be said at the wrong
time!l,” “may no Evil hear that!” When [ say something, [ always add: “may it
not be said/ fall upon the evil hour”. I always say: “may no Evil hear that!,”
so that it won’t be said in an evil hour, but in the good hour.

When is the good hour?

- The good hour is when you say that it shall be good and not the evil one.)?3

Can we therefore conclude that the evil hour can be defined as
the moment when “Evil” can hear us which means it is active??* Does
the evil hour appear when the person CURSED, becomes CURSED,, i.e.,
given to the power of evil sacrum? When the righteous God administers
his punishment to the cursed person?

Closing the topic of the evil/good hour we should add that this motive
is characteristic of aetiological tales, as Kolberg put it:

Istnieje pomiedzy ludem wiara, ze dawniej kazde zaklecie, a mianowicie
wymoéwione w ztg godzine, natychmiast sie ziszczato. Stad tez bardzo
wiele miast, wsi, zamkéw, kosciotéw, nawet krélestw, takze ludzi, przez
zaklecia skamieniato lub zapadto sie w ziemie, a na ich miejscu czesto
woda powstata. Petne takich zakle¢ sg gminne powie$ci naszego ludu...
[DWOK 15, WKsPozn 7: 50].

(There is a belief among the folk that in the past every curse, i.e., the curse
uttered in evil hour, was immediately fulfilled. This is why so many towns,
villages, castles, churches and even kingdoms, as well as people, were turned
into stone or perished under the earth as a result of the curse, and water
appeared in their place. Our folk tales are full of such curses...)
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From this perspective the motive of evil/good hour can be under-
stood as a reference to the mythical beginning (“in the days of yore, if
someone said something in the evil hour, God would make it happen” -
“dawniej tak Pan Bég dawat, Ze gdy kto co wypowiedziat w zt3 godzine,
to tak sie i stato” [Biegeleisen 1930: 40]), and, by the same token, it can
be viewed as prefiguration of any creative act: creation (good hour) and
destruction (evil hour). That special time when the God was creating
the world, in everyday repetitions of that primary gesture is manifested
as a special hour.

In light of the above, distinguishing specific roles of the performer
of the ritual such as a punishing mother, wronged mother or careless
mother seems to be justified only to a degree. The only purpose of these
distinctions is the description of various (purely external) circumstances
in which the curse is cast. These roles may be viewed as superficial vari-
ants of something which, in a deep structure, always remains one and
the same thing - the function of the performer of the ritual. No matter in
which form the performer of the ritual appears, whether it is a punishing
mother or a careless mother, always remains only as an instrument of
the real agent of the ritual - sacrum.

Most frequently, sacrum uses a human intermediary who utters
the words of the curse. In the absence of the mother or father, the God
would punish the offender himself, however it would be done in a different
way than words (God spoke to people only at the time of the mythical
beginning). And then people do not say: ‘the mother cursed him”, but
“God punished him”. The result of both acts is the same: CURSE,, i.e.,
the state of “being cursed.”?>

It seems that while reflecting upon the agent of the ritual we are at
risk of looking at the subject of research through “cultural glasses” of
the observer. This is why we should devote some space here to the char-
acteristics of folk God, as depicted by Ryszard Tomicki:

In hierarchical structure of the natural and supernatural world the high-
est place was occupied by God remaining in the upper sphere of heaven,
inaccessible to the eyes of ordinary mortals [...]. God was the creator, law-
giver and the ruler of the universe, although his power was limited to some
degree by Devil. In folk beliefs God often took the form of “distant God,” who,
having completed the act of creation, became passive and did not directly
intervene in human fate, remaining solely the source of the magical prime
moving force (no action may be performed effectively if it is not preceded
by the formula “in the name of God”). [...] The functions ascribed directly to
God were more the most general. They involved preservation of the order of
the universe, and the only exception was the image of God hurling lightning
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bolts [...] Granting the God almost exclusive power over the entire universe
lead to certain fatalism, manifested by the conviction that nothing may
happen without God. However, due to the dualism of the folk world-view
according to which the power of God was limited by Devil, not every calamity
was seen as the manifestation of ‘the hand of God.” In the view regarding
misfortunes and calamities as God’s punishment, successfully competed
another explanation, ascribing them to demonic-witch forces [...] Never-
theless, it was a rule that people sought the reasons for the punishment in
the transgressions of the members of the community against its norms,
the transgressions whose effects were felt by the entire community [...].
Hence, there was a tendency to interpret both positive and negative “acts
of providence” as reactions to human conduct. The connection between
God’s will and human acts along with the belief in God’s 'justice' were dis-
tinguishing features of folk religiosity [Tomicki 1981: 41-42].

1.1.4. Conclusion

Let us put the specific elements of the curse ritual in order.

It takes place in special circumstances, which may be described as
aimpasse (or, in other words, a state of grave sin in which the sinner per-
sistently remains, showing no intent to change his ways, to reconcile with
the community and its socio-cultural world)?®. To remedy such a situation
the curse must be employed. It must be cast and it is cast, regardless of
the will, intentions, or even awareness of the participants of the ritual.

The object of the curse is a disobedient child who must be punished
by God z wyroku mocy boskiej musi zosta¢ ukarane for allying with
Devil against him.

The punishment is administered by the power which makes sure that
‘the disobedient children”, i.e., those who defy the established order of
things, do not transform the world in an anti-world, the cosmos into chaos.

This power is the agent of the curse.lt is the same power which created
the agential mechanism of speech-action used by the performer of the ritual.

The performer, i.e., the one who utters the words of the curse is
a parent-intermediary, an instrument used by the agent with the aim of
bringing back the order. On principle this role belongs to mother as “woman
who is delegated by culture to foster the order of things in the world”
»kobieta, bedaca gtéwnym delegatem kultury do pielegnowania tadu
Swiata” (Tokarska-Bakir 2000: 107).

The ritual of an unjustified curse requires a different description.
First and foremost, it is cast in different circumstances, not extreme
ones; one cannot speak of an impasse in which the curse must be cast.
On the contrary, an unjustified curse is groundless, it must not be cast.
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If it is cast, it represents abuse, a violation of the main felicity condition
of parental curse, i.e., its justification.

The consequences of such an abuse are immediate and automatic;
the one who has committed the offense is punished. The punishment
is administered by the power maintaining the proper order of things in
the world. An unjustified curse has a vector directed towards the utterer;
the performer of the curse becomes its object. In this respect it is akin
to SWEARING A VOW, as uttering it means that the sanctions it invokes
concern the one uttering the words. It is also related to CURSING,, which
spurs into action the Evil forces opposed to God. Such as a perjurer and
a person who swears too much, the person who curses unjustly curses
themselves. All three of them meet the same result: they are CURSED..

1.2. A True Story of a Daughter Cursed by Her Mother. A Case
It is the holy truth - take it to your heart...

The fullest description of a folk ritual of a mother’s curse [ have encountered
is a beggar song, titled True Story of a Wicked Daughter Who Beat Up Her
Mother. The mother’s Dreadful Rage Drew from Her Lips a Terrible Curse:
“May you be struck by lightning!” (Opis prawdziwego zdarzenia o wyrodnej
corce, ktéra pobita swq matke. Okropny gniew matki wywotat z ust straszne
przeklenstwo: ,,Azeby cie piorun zabit!”) The text of the song can be found in
the collection of beggar songs (piesni nowiniarskie) titled Karnawat Dzia-
dowski (Beggars Carnival) edited by Stanistaw Nyrkowski [1973: 173-174].
The version published by Nyrkowski is based on a printed marketplace
leaflet from the year 1939, although the text must be much older.

True Story..., which fell into my hands after the main body of the mate-
rial collected in my field research had been analyzed and the main
conclusions had been drawn, seems to confirm my findings and even
expand them. [ believe it may be treated as the record of the folk myth
about the curse, a “true story”?’, and at the same time as an educational
parable, exemplum of a kind. Traditionally, beggar songs (piesni dzia-
dowskie) [cf. Grochowski 2010] were performed by wandering old men,
beggars?® who played in folk culture the role of teachers and moral
authority. What is more, they were treated as intermediaries between
the earth and heaven, as they were believed to have contact with souls
of the dead (such people were called by van der Leeuw “power bearers”).
Stefan Czarnowski wrote about them:

Polish folk hold in deep esteem those who, having devoted themselves to
God, praying for others, have foregone everything. They are an ultimate
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authority on any religious issue, even if everyone knows theirat lack edu-
cation of any kind. A peasant will greet a priest with great respect and will
approach him about a mass or a sacrament, but will truly listen to a beggar
[Czarnowski 1982: 399; cf. passim].

In view of these words, the text transmitted by such a person may
not be incidental or insignificant, it must contain some message, some
truth.

We wsi Ostrowek, powiatu chetmskiego,
Prosze postucha¢ zdarzenia tego,

Co sie tam stato - rzecz niepojeta:

Coérka przez matke zostata przekleta.

Bég srogo karze przeklete dzieci,
Na réownej drodze takze u$mierci.
Ta karg byta dotknieta Gienia,
Ktéra dla matki nie miata sumienia.

Gienia w niezgodzie ze swa matka zyla,
Ze matka swoja cze$¢ wydzierzawita.
Matka nie mogta juz bardzo pracowac,
Musiata ziemie w dzierzawe oddac.

A gdy zblizaty sie juz kopania,
Wtenczas gniew Bozy wywotata Gienia,
Bo dopuscita sie strasznego czynu...
Spotka cie kara, niegodziwa Gieniu!

Wiec matka poszta na cérki pole
Kopac¢ kartofle tak jakby swoje.
Natychmiast Gienia to zobaczyta,
Czym predzej poszta, matke pobita.

Ach, corko, cérko, co$ ty zrobita?!
Ze$ swoja matke okrutnie pobita.
Przeciez cie matka wychowywata
[ nigdy w Zyciu nic nie zatowata.

Wiec tzy matczyne to uczynity -
Straszne przeklenstwo na cérke rzucity:
,Zeby cie piorun z wysokiego nieba

Na miejscu zabit! - O to prosze Boga”.

[ oto pewno w takg godzine
Wyrzekta matka na swojg Gienie.
Pan Bég wystuchat stowa matczyne:
A7z dwa pioruny zabilty dziewczyne.

145



The Curse. On Folk Magic of the Word

W tym czasie misja byta w Puchaczewie,

A matka z corkg byly w strasznym gniewie.
Misjonarze nauke skonczyli,

Ludzie z ko$ciota powychodzili.

Wtem zaczat zaraz drobny deszcz padac,
Ludzie zaczeli takze uciekac.

Gienia przekleta tez uciekata,

Bo ona wiecej czegos$ sie bata...

Staneta sobie obok cmentarza

Pod duzym drzewem - co$ jg przeraza.
Dreczy ja pewno przeklenstwo matki -
Tu koniec zycia wyrodnej corki.

Dwoch chtopcédw takze przed deszczem sie skryli
I blisko Gieni sobie staneli,

Ale Bég natchnat niewinne dzieci

[ z tego miejsca zaraz odeszli.

W tym czasie grzmoty sie pojawity -
A7z dwa pioruny w nig uderzyty.
Zweglone byto cate jej ciato -

Po c6z swej matki nie szanowata?

Wiec ktore dzieci nie szanuja matki,

Ciezki grzech biora na swoje barki,

Bo cate zycie nic im sie nie wiedzie...
Swieta to prawda - wierzcie w nig szczerze.

(Listen to what happened

In Ostréwek in Chetm province:

An incredible story, like no other,

A daughter was cursed by her mother.

God sends terrible punishment on the cursed children,
Even on even road He can Kkill them.

Such punishment afflicted the daughter,

Who caused suffering to her own mother.

Gienia always argued with her mother,
Because the mother leased land to another.
The mother was old and in strength she lacked,
So she had to lease her land.

And when the harvest was about to come,
Gienia was the cause of God’s wrath,

As she committed that terrible act:

You will be punished you vile brat!
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So went the mother to her daughter’s field
Digging potatoes as if they were hers.

The daughter saw it at once,

She rushed and beat the mother up.

Oh, daughter, daughter, what have you done?!
You battered your mother,

Who brought you up,

And who always made sure

there was nothing you lacked.

They were mother’s tears that brought,
A terrible curse upon the daughter:
“May lightning from high heavens
Strike and kill you on the spot

this is what I ask of God”

And maybe it was that hour,

When Gienia was cursed by her mother.
God heard and acted upon mother’s words,
And she was struck not by one

but by two thunderbolts.

There was a mission in Puchaczewo,

When mother and daughter raged at each other.
The missionaries finished their teaching,

And many people were leaving the church.

Suddenly rain started to fall,

People run quickly to their homes,

But the cursed Gienia was running the fastest,
As she was the most afraid...

She stood near the cemetery

Under a big tree - she felt a pang of awful fear

It was the mother’s curse that afflicted her --
Here will come the end of the wretched daughter.

Two boys found shelter from the rain
They stood next to Gienia,

But God spared the innocent children
And made them move away.

And then two thunders were heard

And two strikes of lightning hit the girl

Her whole body turned into char,

Why didn’t she honour her mother like a good child?
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Children who don’t honour their mothers,
Carry a grave sin,

And their entire life is a vain struggle,
That’s the holy truth, take it to your heart.)

Let us take a closer look at this peculiar record of a myth.

“In Ostrowek, in Chetm province” (“We wsi Ostrowek, powiatu chetl-
mskiego”). The fact that the stories are depicted as ‘true” and the place
where they happened is indicated, reveals the nature of folk imagination;
mythic mentality is specific and not abstract. By telling “true” stories
and presenting them as patterns (since myth is a pattern of behaviour),
the folk narrator transmits the truths that are valid at every time and
place. A story of the individual remains at the same time universal, thanks
to which it can fulfil its educational purpose and serve as a cautionary
tale. In fact it does not matter whether or not the depicted events actu-
ally took place in Ostréwek, the story may re-occur anywhere, including
here and now.

“A daughter was cursed by her own mother” (“Cérka przez matke
zostata przekleta”). The actors of the drama are already on the stage,
the object is the disobedient child and the performer of the ritual is
the wronged mother. The name of the agent of the curse is also speci-
fied, as the “true story” says: “God harshly punishes cursed children”.
It confirms our findings: the mother (the performer of the ritual) casts
the curse; but the punishment is administered by the agent of the curse,
i.e. the God. The mother’s role in the curse consists in uttering the words,
the formula (CURSEy), while God is an agent of the curse understood as
a punishment (CURSE,), as the situation where the words uttered by
a human-intermediary fulfil. These three actors: the disobedient child,
the wronged mother and the righteous God take part in the drama of
the curse.

Another line of the text provides further characteristics of the agent
of the ritual: “on even road He can kill them”. The implication of these
words is quite clear: the cursed cannot escape the punishment; his fate
(provoked by his own conduct) must be fulfilled. The agent of the curse
does not change their decision, the actions of the power enforcing the curse
are irrevocable. My interlocutors confirm this view: “Reversing [a curse]?
No, it’s impossible. God has already given the punishment” (“Odwrécic¢?
A skad, nie da sie. To Pan Bég juz tak pokarat”) [12] or ““Once it’s done, it’s
over, it cannot be withdrawn” (“to przepadto juz, nie da sie odwotac”) [28].

The further parts of the text describe the relationship between
the mother and the daughter. As we know, a good relationship between
parents and children plays a particularly important role in socio-ethical
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order in folk culture. The continuity of transmission of tradition between
generations is based on the Fourth Commandment; the command to
obey parents guarantees the stability of the entire cultural system. This
is the reason why there is so much emphasis put in beggars songs (of
course not only here??) on reminding the listeners of the importance of
the Fourth Commandment. Even the titles of printed marketplace leaflets
contain moral teachings: God’s Terrible Punishment Has Befallen a Vile Son
Who Wrought His Rage On His Old Father, And When He Hit His Father On
The Face, Both His Hands Stiffened (Straszna kara Boza spadta na niego-
dziwego syna, ktéry mscit sie nad swoim ojcem staruszkiem, a gdy uderzyt
ojca staruszka w twarz, to obie rece mu nagle skostniaty) or: A True Story
About a Wretched Son Who Killed His Own Mother With a Whippletree in
Szczecyna Village, Janéw County (Prawdziwe zdarzenie o wyrodnym synu,
ktdry zabit swojq wtasng matke orczykiem w wiosce Szczecynie, powiat
janowski) [Nyrkowski 1973: passim].

The third verse of the song tells us that Gienia was conflicted with
her mother. The curse was not cast at some unexpected moment, out of
the blue; the context of the curse indicates that it was an effect of situation
that matured over a long time. Curse may not be cast without a reason, it
must have real grounds. As one of my female interlocutors putit, a child
must “be truly unjust to their mother” (“dla matki niesprawiedliwe by¢
rzeczywiscie”) [60].

Coming back to our song - the mother, old and weak, deprived of any
help and care which should be provided by the daughter, has been suffer-
ing for a long time. The reason for this state of affairs is the daughter’s
persistence in her sin, which makes evil grow worse and worse. This
growing evil stemming from the sin of the disobedient child may, and,
I guess should be understood as the state of curse in which the object of
the pending ritual remains. Information on remaining in the state of a curse
can be inferred from the words ‘this punishment afflicted the daughter”.

It seems that the punishment is nothing else but the state of being
cursed, the state of sin that is self-induced by the person who acts in
amanner inconsistent with the moral norms of their community. The state
of remaining in sin can be called CURSE_ (c stands for a condition). It is
the very reason why the entire ritual of the curse to takes place, its
necessary condition: an impasse. In the analyzed text the curse within
the meaning of CURSE; is the formula May the lightning strike you! (AZeby
cie piorun zabit!), CURSE, - the act of uttering it by Gienia’s mother, and
CURSE; - the direct result of uttering the CURSEj, i.e. another conse-
quence of the sin of the disobedient child, enforced by the real agent of
the ritual - the power of sacrum, in this belief system referred to as God.
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In view of the above folk phenomenon of curse may be seen as a process
consisting in the following consecutive stages: sin, the consequence of
sin, i.e. the words of a curse being uttered, their necessary outcome, i.e.,
God’s punishment, the fulfilled curse. In other words, the curse (seen as
aprocess) starts with the object who is its “primary cause” - a disobedient
child, then it is continued by the performer of the CURSE, - an intermedi-
ary (a parent) and is concluded by the agent of CURSE, - punishing God.
The process finds it culmination in a ‘tangible” moment when the curse
is being cast, i.e. when a proper formula is uttered by the intermediary.

We can find this logical sequence of consecutive stages of the curse
process in the fourth verse of the song depicting Gienia’s ‘terrible act”,
“God’s rage” spurred by this act and ‘the punishment” it deserved. The logic
of this sequence justifies the obviousness, and even, one is tempted to
say, automaticity of the actions of the punishing sacrum. The chain of sin
must be broken, otherwise the world would fall into chaos. The words
of the curse may not remain unspoken; the flaws of the world must be
undone.39,

One more thing is clearly visible here: a person who falls into the state
of sin out of their own accord, brings the punishment upon themselves
sprowadza na siebie kare (because such a person cursed themselves by
sinning).

The power of sacrum is the agent of the curse, whereas the interme-
diary who utters the curse is its performer. A deeper analysis, however,
reveals that the raison d'étre of the ritual is its object — a disobedient
child, as there would be no reason for the ritual to exist if the child had
not started the entire process of the curse. The agent must be inspired
by the object, we are dealing here with the process that includes mutual
feedback; [ would even risk saying that the entire process of cursing is
self-imposed and, paradoxically, at the same time it involves three
actors - a disobedient child is the object of a divine, parental, and ...
their own curse.

The fifth verse describes the direct cause of uttering the curse, about
a “straw which broke the camel’s back.” The amount of evil brought
about by Gienia reaches the critical point. By raising her hand against
her mother, the daughter commits the worst of sins; let us not forget that
battery is a metonymy of homicide which, as we know, in folk moral code
this sin is punished by hell.

Let us leave the text aside for a while and make a digression. It is
worth noting that this moral code seems to be governed by logical and
detailed prescriptions, with specific punishments reserved for specific
transgressions. Before the sinner finally ends up in hell, they meet the pun-
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ishment which constitutes a direct, tangible (according to the rule that
“with the measure you use it will be measured to you” - “kto jaka miarkg
mierzy, taka jemu pdZniej odmierzajg” [13]) result of the committed act -
the hand raised against the mother withers. Since the withering of hand
should be understood as a metonymy of death, the punishment providing
that the hand raised against the parents withers, corresponds to the death
sentence for homicide. There is a clear causal chain: the sin - destruction
of the direct means of sin (the hand) - destruction of the agent of sin.
This motif can be easily encountered in various forms in common beliefs
(a common warning: don’t raise your hand against your mother, or else it
will wither) as well as in folklore texts.

In the sixth verse of the text (“The mother brought you up and /
there was nothing you lacked” - “Przeciez cie matka wychowywata /
I nigdy w Zyciu nic nie Zatowata”) the motif of the mother’s goodness
and benevolence towards the child recurs. Folklore texts put a strong
emphasis on these values; they are particularly visible in wedding songs
in which the newlyweds ask for parental blessing and thank the parents
for raising them, often emphasizing the importance of discipline and
proper punishments.3!

“They were mother’s tears that brought / a terrible curse upon
the daughter” (“Wiec tzy matczyne to uczynity - / Straszne przeklenstwo
na cérke rzucity”). Let us recall the words of one the interlocutors who
was quoted earlier: “If you don’t listen to me and I spill my tears in vain,
I shall curse you.” And bad things happen” (“’JeZeli ty mnie nie stuchasz
i moje tzy tylko lejo sie, to jednak ja cie przeklne.’ I niedobrze sie dzieje”)
[30]. This is confirmed by another female interlocutor: “It is so hard, one
cannot [curse] like that! No, one cannot. But if you suffer terribly- you
must [...] When the pain you bear becomes too heavy and you speak from
the bottom of your heart, then [the curse] may be cast” (“jakzez trudnieniko,
etoz nie mozna hetak! No, nie mozna, wot. Ale jak prydziecca balucza -
musisz. [...] Kali za duszu zaskrabie mocna, i skazasz tak ad szczyraha
serca, to heta moza i pas¢”) [60]. It is not easy to cast a curse; one does
not utter its words with a light heart. What gives the mother the right
or even forces her to say the ‘terrible formula” is, firstly, her undeserved
suffering inflicted by the daughter and, secondly, the social imperative to
raise children in discipline enforced by proper punishments. The mother
does not want to cast the curse, but she is forced to do it. The power of
a curse is stronger than human’s will.

This is another proof that the agent of the curse is not a person who
utters the formula, but it is the power stronger than a human - the righ-
teous God, who always takes the side of the wronged person ; it may
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also be the universal principle that every act has specific consequences,
the principle which guarantees the order of the cultural universe. One of
the principles underlying this order is the belief that the harm inflicted
on a person must be remedied, otherwise the cosmos will fall into chaos,
i.e. into the state that may be termed as “anti-culture.”

“May lightning from high heavens / Strike and kill you on the spot -
this is what I ask of God” (“Zeby cie piorun z wysokiego nieba / Na miejscu
zabit! - o to prosze Boga”). The moment when Gienia’s mother utters
the formula of the curse indicates that we have reached the climax of
the ritual. The first question we should ask is why the mother beckons
the thunder and lightning. Why does she not say, instead: May God pun-
ish you!, May you writhe in pain!, May the holy earth reject your remains!,
or, the one that seems particularly fitting in this situation, May your
hand wither!? Who decides on the form of punishment administered
to a disobedient child? Is it the mother, God, or ethical rules governing
the consequences of human acts?

Let us recall several sequences of the transgressions and punishments
reported by the interlocutors quoted in previous chapters. In one of
the accounts, at the moment when the daughter is leaving for the church
to get married, her mother says may you never get there; when the son
forces mother to the ground she says: may God throw you to the ground
like this; the interlocutor who tells the story of the son who hit his mother
on the head and later dies “of his head.” The transgression, according to
the rule providing that “one will get what one deserves” (“kazden jak sobie
zastuzy, tak bedzie miat”) [5] (or, in other words, “who lives by the sword
May die by the sword” [Matthew 26:52]) comes back to the sinner in
the mirrored form. It may well be that we are dealing here with the rule
that plays a significant role in mythical view of the world, describing
the relationship between acts of a person and their fate in this world and
the other world. “Folk in Belarus believe that punishments in the other
world are nothing else but a reflection of the ones in this world,” Michat
Federowski writes [LBS 1: 223], giving many examples of this rule:

Na ztodzieja i razbojnika piekto czakaje. Co chto ukrau na tuom $§wieci, music¢
u zubach nasi¢, a chto ukradzie pier§cionak, abo hotku, to na tuom $wieci
musi¢ praz ucho hotki, abo praz pier$cionak prelez¢. [...] Chto na hetuom
Swieci praz wiedzmarstwo pje matako czuzoje i masto bje, to na tuom $wieci
budzie dajnicaju smatu pi¢ i smatu u bojcy zamiz $mietany boutaé. Chto na
hetuom $wieci nadto zazdrony (v. zawisny), to na tuom Swieci chodzi¢, horto
razdziawiyszy. Chto na hetuom $wieci nadto skupy, to na tuom $wieci za
hotym statom siedzi¢. Chto tutaka lenujeésie pracawac na sibie i nimaje czym
adzieésie i za szto pachawacsie, to na tuom $wieci lezy¢ hoty, abo im warota
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padpierty. [...] Chto na hetuom $wieci pluje, to na tuom $wieci sabaczyje siki
chtepcza. Pojecia takie i tym podobne sg powszechnie znane i kraza w okoli-
cach Wotkowyska, Stonima i Lidy, z bardzo matemi zmianami [LB 1: 223-224].

(Hell awaits thieves and bandits. One who stole something will have to carry
it in his mouth, a person who stole a ring or a needle, will have to go through
the ring or the eye of a needle in the other world [...] A person who, in this
world, using magic, steals milk from the cows which belong to someone else
and churns butter that is not his, in the other world will drink tar from a pitch
and churn tar instead of butter. A person who is very jealous (or envious) in this
world, will walk with an gaping mouth in the other world. A person who is very
mean in this world, will “feast” at the empty table. Who is too lazy to work and
support himself, has no clothes and leaves no savings for a proper funeral, in
the other world will lie naked, or will be used as a gate stopper [...]. Who spits
in this world will drink dog’s piss in the other world. These and similar beliefs
are common in Volkovysk, Slonim and Lida, with very minor variations.)3?

We may still hear them, being spoken expressis verbis even today:33

Apoco[..] obmawiac¢? [...] Jak mozna oczerniac cztowieka? “Ach, on taki, on
nie taki...”. Po co jezyk strzepi¢? Jak kto$ wygaduje duzo takich niesprawie-
dliwosci, to kiedy umrze, B6g da mu kare - za jezyki wieszaja. Jest ikona...
[ktéra to pokazuje] [63].

(Why [...] gossip about people [...] How can you slander a person? “It is such,
or such.” Why waste your breath? When someone talks behind people’s
back and says many unfair things about others, then, when he dies, God will
give him a punishment - they hang [such people] by their tongues. There is
an icon... [which shows it].)

“The penance which they do [the souls in the other world] has a magical
character - Znaniecki noticed - it is always analogous to the sin and has
thus the aim of destroying the sinfulness” [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 243].

The intermediary who utters the words of curse should observe
the “mirror-image principle.” In fact, this is what usually happens. There
are numerous examples, for instance in Kolberg’ work, which confirm
the “mirror principle”3*: A person who had been beaten up speaks of his
tormentor: May God beat him up! He battered me! (A bég go pobit! jakze
mnie skatowat!) [DWOK 29, Pok 1: 24];

Gdy komu zginie co do jedzenia, to przeklinajac ztodzieja, méwi: bodaj go
tam rozparto! albo: bodaj on sie najadt ostatni raz! [...] Pijakéw przeklinajac,
moéwia: bodaj sie oni gorqcej smoty ponapijali! [DWOK 34, Chetm 2:219].3°
(If someone’s food was stolen, he curses the thief, saying: May he bloat and
burst! or ‘may that be his last meal! [...] Cursing drunkards, they say: May
they drink hot tar.)3®
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Federowski gives several dozen examples of vivid curse formulas
based on the mirror principle3’, among them:

Oszukate$ mnie, a Zeby ciebie Bdg oszukat!; Nie pom6gt on mi, a Zeby jemu
Bég nie pomogt!; Pozatowat mi on [czego$] da¢, a zeby jemu Bég nie dat
ani zdrowia, ani szcze$cia, ani Zycia, ani tego, czego on od Boga oczekuje!;
Oszkalowat on mnie, a Zeby on, daj Boze, po polu i lesie biegat i szczekatl!;
Nie powiedziat mi prawdy, a Zeby on, daj milenki Boze, nie odezwat sie juz
do swojej zony i do swoich dziatek!; A Zeby z niego kiszki tak sie ciggnety
jak postronek! [za ukradzenie postronka]; Ukradt kto$ widty, a Zeby on sie
na nich przebit!; Ile ja tez wylatam, zeby z niego po $mierci tak wiele ropy
sie wylato!; Zebys ty tak sobie rece powykrecal, jak gatezie powykrecates!
[na ztodzieja, kradnacego owoce z drzewa] [LB 4: 405-413].

(You deceived me, may God deceive you!; He didn’t help me, may God not
help him!; He begrudged me [something] may God give him no happiness,
health, life, and nothing he expects from God!; He slandered me, may he run
around the fields and the forest barking!; He didn’t tell me the truth, may
he, dear God, never speak to his wife and children again!; May his bowels
be drawn out behind him like a rope! [for stealing the rope]; Someone has
stolen my pitchforks, may he stab himself on them!; May as much pus spill
out of his body upon his death as many tears [ shed!; May you twist arms as
you twisted the branches! [against the thief stealing fruit from the tree].)

The mirror principle, as the above examples show, leaves the per-
formers of the curse a certain margin of freedom, they may employ their
invention while formulating the curse. However, the curse formula cho-
sen either from the repertoire of commonly known curses, or refering
to the given circumstances must show a logical link between its reason
(harm caused to the person casting the curse) and consequence (pun-
ishment based on the mirror principle).

- Te Ukrainki, to one nie méwia, jak u nas: “Przynie$ mnie to i to” - “No nie
ma, mama, nie ma,” ale: “Kab ty oS$lepta, jak ty nie widzisz.” A ta Ukrainka
to méwi: “Zebys$ ty chodzita po $wiecie, a $wiata nie widziata.” Nie prze-
klina, ale: “Zebys$ ty chodzila po $wiecie, a $§wiata nie widziata.” [...] | wiesz,
jak u nas to przeklenstwo, jak wprzéd opowiadali. Jak ona wyleje tobie na
$ciezke, czy co, jak niektore przeklinajo sie. [...] Na przyktad, jak ona tam,
wyleje tam gdzie$ jakie pomyje mnie: “Ach, zeby z ciebie ropa lata sie, jak
ty tu wylatas!” Wienc przeklinajon sie. [...] “Zeby z ciebie ropa lala sie!”
Albo tam kura wejdzie do ogrodu: “A Zeby tobie trumna ciasna byta, jak
tym twoim kurom ciasno w chacie, Ze je w ogréd puszczasz!” I wiesz, u nas
jedna zmarta i co z nig byto? I ta trumna ciasna, nie dobrali tej trumny, jej
potozy¢. 1 przybijali te deski, i tak ona rozdeta byta [...].“A Zeby tobie trumna
ciasna byta”...
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Czyli spetnito sie na niej to, co ona zyczyta komu$?

- Moze by¢, moze by¢.

Bo to ona mdwita tak: “A Zeby tobie trumna ciasna byta”?

- Nie, to nie wiadomo. Ale tak méwig, ze jaka garstka mierzysz, taka ci
odmierza. [...] Tatu$ zawsze méwit: “Dzieci, jezeli co$ przykrego wy bedziecie
robi¢, to i dla was to bedzie” [53].

(- These Ukrainian women don’t say like we do: “Fetch me this or that’ -
“Itisn’t there mom, it isn’t”, but: “may you go blind if you can’t see it.” This
Ukrainian says: “may you walk the world and not see it.” She doesn’t curse
but she says: “may you walk the world and not see it” [...] When someone
spills something on your path, some slop or something, some people curse:
“may pus spill out of you as you spilled this!” Such are the curses [...] Or,
when a chicken goes into the garden: “may your casket be too small for you
if the house is too small for your chickens and you let them into the garden!”
One neighbour died here and you know what happened? Her casket was
too small, they didn’t choose a good casket for her. And they were nailing
the planks and she was so bloated [...] “may your casket be too small for you”...
So what she wished others came to her?

- That’s possible.

It was her who said “May your casket be too small for you?”

- No, nobody knows that. But people say that the handful you use to measure,
with the same handful it will be measured to you [...] My dad used to say:
“Kids, if you do harm, it will come back to you.”)

Analyzing the motif of withering hand, I mentioned the stages of
punishment: destruction of the means with which the sin was committed,
followed by the destruction of the sinner. Withering of the hand, failing
to reach the church for one’s wedding, being thrown to the ground, or
“beaten up by God,” having last meal - all these, as well as innumerable
other “handfuls’ with which the consequences of sinners deeds are
‘measured” to him, represent metonyms or metaphors of death. In other
words, they are specialized, hyponymic elements of the superior semantic
field constituted by the notion of death (or, more precisely, “non-life”).

The question that remains to be answered is why Gienia’s mother,
having failed to say: May your hand wither! invokes lightning instead of
leaving the decision on the proper punishment of her daughter to God,
by saying, for example ‘may God punish you!’ or May God repay you!?38

Searching for the answer to this question we may reach for the Slavic
myth (in the literature ‘the primary myth”3%) depicting the fight between
the heavenly deity carrying stone lightning*® with the chthonic deity
blocking life-giving waters (in the form of a serpent or dragon). Perun,
having opened with his stone lightning the rock in which Veles is hiding,
frees waters enabling the rain necessary for vegetation (i.e. for life);
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the meeting of the “heavenly stone” with the “earthly stone” restores
the order of the world. Veles is imprisoned in the rock - in other words,
he is cursed into stone. Lightning, an attribute of the deity of high heaven,
is an instrument of administering punishment not only to Veles, but to
everyone who allied with the opponent of the Lord of lightning. “Myth-
ical battle between the Lord of lightning and the Devil/Dragon was in
folk consciousness a precedent of many events, taking place every day
at many levels of reality” [Tomicki 1976: 82]. In line with the structure
of the primary myth, the lightning remains in folk world-view the sym-
bol of the battle between good and evil; in the language of Christian
myth - the fight between God and Devil. The traces of this myth may be
found even nowadays [cf,, inter alia, Bartminski 1989]. Let us also quote
a popular text closer to the times when wandering beggars sang their
“true stories,” recorded by Michat Federowski in Belarus:

Jak czort skusit Adama i Ewe, to B6g powiedziat czortowi: “Nie rozkorzeni
sie twoje pokolenie, bo ja wybije piorunami!” A czort méwi:

- Nie wybijesz, Boze, bo my bedziemy pod takie rzeczy sie chowac, ze Tobie
bedzie szkoda - i dawaj wylicza¢:

- Bede sie chowac pod zwierzeta.

-Ja-moéwi Bog - i tam bede bi¢!

- Bede sie chowac¢ pod ptactwo.

- Bede i tam ciebie bi¢!

- No, to ja bede sie chowa¢ w wode.

- Bede i tam ciebie bi¢!

- Niech ci bedzie! a ja bede sie chowa¢ w drzewa.

- Bede i tam ciebie bi¢!

- No, to bij, a ja bede sie chowaé pod ludzi.

- Bede i tam ciebie bi¢!

- No, toidobrze! A co bedzie, jak ja sie schowam do ko$ciota albo do zydow-
skiej szkoty [tj. b6znicy]?

- Juz powiedziatem - ja ciebie wszedzie znajde!

[LB 1: 152].

(When the devil was tempting Adam and Eve, God said to him: “Your
descendants will not spread over the world, because I will kill them with
my lightning bolts!” And the devil replied:

- You will not kill us, God, because we will hide among such things that you
will feel sorry for them. - And he continued:

- I'will hide among animals.

-1, - said God, - will strike you even there!

- I will hide among birds.

- I will strike you there, too!

- So, I will hide in waters.
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- I will strike you there, too!

- So be it! [ will hide in trees.

- [ will strike you there, too!

- So do it, and I will hide among people.

- [ will strike you there, too!

- So be it! And what will you do if [ hide in a church or a synagogue?
- As I have told you, I will find you everywhere!)

Federowski’s work contains another importand peace of information
that gives us insight into the relationship between the lightning bolt and
the disobedience of children. “When it thunders [people] say to children
“God is angry at naughty children’ (LB 4:34). In light of the above, thunders
and lightning are manifestations of God’s wrath against bad children and
a strike of lightning is a consequence of this rage, the executed punishment.

The formula of the curse: May thunder kill you! is thus equivalent to
formulas such as May God punish you! or May God pay you back! invoking
the highest power of the sacred. When one calls on lightning and thun-
der, one calls on the deity. The name Gromowtadca (Thunderer, Lord of
Lightning) is not its proper name but an metonymic term referring to
one of its attributes. The cursing mother from the song about the wicked
Gienia invokes the death of her daughter, going straight to the point;
Gienia sin is so grave that she deserves the most stringent punishment,
the fire from heaven. The punishing hand of God will touch her directly.
The mother adds this is what I ask of God (o to prosze Boga)*! - indicating
the agent of the ritual.

And maybe it was in that hour/ When Gienia was cursed by her
mother. We have already talked about good hours and evil hours; and
the song clearly shows that the peculiarity of the moment in which
the curse is felicitous stems from the fact that it does not originate
from the secular order but from God who curses the sinner. “That hour”
constitutes the moment in which all conditions for a felicitous curse are
met: the proper situational context (time and place), the participants and
the words. This concurrence of these conditions enables the intervention
of the sacred in the human world. The secular time is suspended: “that
hour” comes, a moment in time that constitutes a symbolic representation
of the primordial time.

The way in which the deity intervenes in human fate may be seen as
violent or revengeful. In fact, it is justified, and what is more - necessary.
We are dealing here with the situation where chaos has grown so dan-
gerous as a result of destructive workings of evil released by human sins,
that the intervention of the power that guards the order of the universe
proves necessary. According to the Slavic cosmogenic myth, the devil,
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defeated by God and imprisoned in the midst of the underworld, chained
to a pillar, spends the entire year trying to break the chain; when he finally
succeeds and is on the verge of freedom - i.e. when the world is about to
fall into chaos - the first spring lightning reforges the chain.*? The act
of the curse, similarly to the lightning forging devil’s shackles, strikes
the world threatened by chaos in order to save it. Gienia’s mother really
had no choice - she had to ask God to send the lightning, had she failed
to do so, the universe would have descended into chaos.

The curse had been described earlier as a process that has three
actors, it has also been concluded that each of the three participants
of the curse: the object, the performer and the agent is responsible for
one of its phases. The sinner is cursed by each of them separately and
by all of them together. The structure of the song about Gienia seems to
indicate that Gienia was actually cursed three times. The first time took
place when, as we learn from the fourth stanza, she sinned against her
mother and angered God, bringing the curse upon herself (self-imposing
it.) This occasion alone provides sufficient grounds for her to be punished
by God; however, it is insufficient for the curse ritual to take place, as
first the relevant words must be uttered. This is why the seventh stanza
talks about “the mother’s tears,” which “have done it.” And so Gienia is
cursed for the second time; or to put it in other words, the “sentence”
she brought upon herself is “officially announced.” The third element,
the sacred authority, is introduced in the subsequent part of the song
through the information about “that hour.”

If we deemed such a triple structure to be a tautological multiplication
of justifications for the thunderbolt, aimed at strengthening the grounds
for the punishment and by the same token, at increasing the educational,
didactic effect of the song, it would not explain much. It is rather seems
that we are dealing here with a very important aspect of the structure
of any ritual: the rule of triple repetition.

We can refer here, for example, to the practice of spitting three times
in order to ward off a spell, intoning three times (or three times tripled
by three) the formula for ‘speaking off’ (zamawianie) illness, plead-
ing three times for a pre-wedding blessing, hitting the casket against
the house’s threshold three times when leaving the house after a wake,
and to the three trials which the main character in a magical folk tale
must go through, to give just a few examples. Significantly, it seems that
aritual act cannot be deemed completed until it is repeated three times.
Moreover, even though the formula remains the same, every repetition
seems to constitute an act with a different symbolic meaning; therefore
such ritual repetitions are and at the same are not identical.*3
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The triple repetition of the curse against Gienia seems to be the mani-
festation of the triple-agent structure of the process and ritual of the curse
(the sinner is cursed by themselves, by the mediator, and by God) and at
the same time it points to the three levels of this structure: God curses
the sinner through the chosen mediator.

The next line of the song is thus so fitting that it seems inevita-
ble: “God listened to the mother’s words” (“Pan Bég wystuchat stowa
matczyne”). Reflecting upon the meaning of this sentence, we may be
led to the conclusion that the phrase: God listened to the words also has
a triple structure. As it seems, it constitutes an entirety, containing
the meaning of the phrases: God judges the sinner, God “utters the word”
(utters the curse formula, acting through the mediator), and God admin-
isters the punishment. The word “listening” comprises the judgment,
the word, and the act; it may be seen as a divine amen, let it be. It seems
to be an obvious, or, we may be tempted to say, an automatic reply of God
to a well-grounded need to punish the sinner. It is, so to speak, the final
stamp on the ritual triad - the act that is an inevitable result of the agen-
tial word. The consequence of the state of being cursed takes the form
of an embodied curse - the strike of lightning.

The text, however, tells us about two strikes of lightning. Why not
one (or three)? The remaining stanzas shed some light on this perplex-
ing duality. We learn of “the mission in Puchaczewo.” One may wonder
whether that “mission” (which in fact means special sermons, preached
by visiting priests and aimed at bringing sinners back into the fold) did
not represent for Gienia the last chance to reconcile with her mother and
avoid the fulfilment of the curse. Who knows what may have happened,
had she apologised to her mother and asked God for forgiveness?** Gienia,
however, fails to apologise. Their relationship is irrevocably broken and
beyond repair. By her refusal to reconcile with mother, Gienia confirmed
the validity of the sentence conferred upon her. This way the circle closes:
an act of human’s will is at the beginning and at the end of the process.
A human falls into the state of sin (i.e. the state of spiritual curse) and
then, by refusing to confess her sins and to repent, causes the curse to
come true. We may say that the process of the curse occurs simultaneously
on two levels; the refusal to reconcile constitutes a human, earthy amen
which is a reply to the amen spoken by God. For Gienia, this is the point
of no return.

The text of the song confirms this view, as Gienia finds herself “near
the cemetery,” i.e. the area that is stigmatised, that lies beyond the con-
secrated ground, in fact, the area where murderers and suicides are
buried.*> They are denied the right to a religious burial that aids the soul
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in her journey to the other world. Gienia becomes one of them - one of
the condemned, “the cursed, the condemned, those who go to hell” [SW,
Przekletnik]. The fact that she is contrasted with the innocent children
(who, as we know, in folk culture are believed to enjoy a special attention
of God and remain in close contact with him),*® emphasises the gravity
of the curse which befalls her. The fact that God inspires the innocent
children to leave the scene of Gienia’s death may also be interpreted in
a different way, as indicating that she is finally abandoned by her “guardian
spirits,” “angels,” or other benevolent powers that accompany a human,*’
whatever they may be called.

It is now time to consider the presence of the two strokes of light-
ning.*® They may be viewed as punishment corresponding to the two
grave sins committed by Gienia: for “not living with her mother peace-
fully” (“w niezgodzie ze swa matka zyta”) and for “beating the mother up”
(matke pobita). We might also take these two sins to be the violation of
the Fourth Commandment and refusal to reform. However, this duplicity
may also be interpreted in a different way: Gienia put the divine world
and the human world into chaos - by sinning, she turned not only against
her mother, but also against the one who established the order expressed
in the commandments.*’

It has already been mentioned that in the folk belief system, lightning
symbolises a battle between good and evil.>? The fact that Gienia was
killed by lightning seems to indicate that she was entirely possessed by
the devil (it is the case of devil “hiding among people.”) Having chosen
to be a bad child, she had voluntarily given herself into the devil’s pos-
session, and, by remaining persistently in this state, she fell, so to speak,
deeper and deeper into the state of the curse, until the situation reached
the critical point. Gienia’s death from the thunder stroke constitutes
alogical conclusion of her story.

Considering Gienia’s story in analogy with the primordial myth, as
areflection of the story of the fight between the Lord of Lightning with
his opponent, we may conclude that, similarly to the mother who in
the ritual of parental curse cooperates with God, the Lord of Lightning
(or is used by him), the disobedient child is an instrument of his oppo-
nent, the Devil. God and the Devil, good and evil, the order and the chaos
remain in a constant battle, clashing against each other; they use as their
“mediators” a wronged mother and her disobedient child, and, in a more
general sense, all people in whose hearts and deeds good and evil fight
a constant battle.

Maybe we should add one participant to the list of those who take part
in the curse ritual, the one who directs Gienia’s actions? Any answer to this
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and other questions that come to mind in relation to the true story told
by a wandering beggar, would require a separate analysis. [ will, however,
consider one of those questions. The question I have in mind is whether
the strike of lightning provides a definite conclusion of Gienia’s story?

The line “her whole body turned into char” may suggest that the con-
sequences of a punishing touch of fire from heaven reach beyond the act
of killing the sinner. [ would venture saying that the charred, blackened
body of the sinner may be seen as a sign of a curse,>! which lasts after
their death. One type of a magical folk tale provides grounds for this
hypothesis; it features an opposition of analogy: black, i.e. the curse, vs.
white, i.e. the redemption. I am referring here to the folk tale trope T307
Krélewna strzyga (The Princess Turned Blood Sucking Deman)®? which
Kolberg presents in the following way:

Jeden krél [...] nie miat dzieci. Wiec prosi Pana Jezusa, zeby mu dat choé
jakiego diabta, Zeby krélestwo przecie komu ostawic. [...] | dat mu Pan Bo6g
po roku cérke; ta cérka zaraz przy urodzeniu byta z czarnemi stopami.
Tak rosta okrutnie do 13 lat i ciggle czerniata, ze taka catka czarna byta
w 14 roku, kiedy umarta [ DWOK 14, WKsPozn 6: 75].

(There was a king who had no children. He asked Jesus to give him a child,
even some devil, so that he would have someone to leave the kingdom to...
After a year, God gave him a daughter, who was born with black feet. As she
grew older her body was blackening and when she turned fourteen, she was
completely black and died.)

After the princess’ death the guard stands at her tomb in the church.
She rises every night and kills the guard. Finally, one guard follows
the advice of an old wise man, takes holy water with him and sprinkles
the creature with it for three consecutive nights. During the last night,

Koto pétnocy wychodzi do niego ta cérka z trémny i widzi, ze warta jest.
[...] A 6n kropitikropit, a gdy mu zabrakto §wiecony wody, to kottem od niej
bit a walit, a to sie darto i darto do niego, a ciegiem bielato. I tak wreszcie
obielata jak papier. I wtenczas dopiero skoczyta do niego, i gdy go mocno
$cista za szyje, ozyta. Na drugi dzien wychodza oboje zdrowi; ta cérka
ucieszona, bo ja wybawit Zotnierz [DWOK 14, WKsPozn 6: 77].

(Around midnight that daughter rose from her casket and saw the guard....
He kept sprinkling and sprinkling and when he run out of holy water, he
kept hitting her with the jug, she was screaming terribly and her body was
turning white, as white as paper. Once she turned entirely white she jumped
to the guard, and when she grasped his neck, she suddenly came back to
life. The next day both, the guard and the girl left the church, both alive and
well, and the daughter was full of joy because the guard had saved her.)%?
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We may wonder if Gienia also has the chance of “whitening” and
redemption. Before we resolve this question, we must pose another one:
has Gienia been sentenced to eternal damnation, or, having done penance
for her sins, will she be redeemed? The text of the song cannot help us
here but we can turn to other texts of folk tradition.

An analysis of myth about Perun’s fight with the underworld deity
leads to a conclusion that lightning, by destroying evil, has a purifying
power, making room for good.>* It stops the forces that cause chaos,
the world becomes a place of order and harmony once again. Maybe,
therefore, also Gienia’s death should be seen as a chance for her to turn
towards the good, a chance to reconcile with the cosmos? In the religious
worldview, death is not a definitive end, but the beginning of the cycle:
purification - regeneration - rebirth®® [cf. Eliade 1958: 197-198].

If this is the case, then the curse (symbolic killing with the word,
which here takes the form of fire from heaven) may be seen as an act which
breaks the ever stronger chain of sin, in fact breaks the state of the curse.
It is a turning point, the act which forces the sinner to repent and start
their penance, it represents, we could say, CURSE; (ENCHANTMENT)
which turns the sinner into a penitent. May we therefore conclude that
the uttered curse - breaking of the state of the curse - is in fact, benevolent?
Do the words of the curse come to its performer from an angelic inspiration
(“an angel and a devil fly around a human and carry curses” - “bo aniot
i diabet kraza wokét cztowieka i nosza przeklenistwa”>®) - in the same
way as the words of an unjustified curse, a false oath and swear-words
offending God and people come from the Devil/the tempter? Assuming
that a just curse opens a possibility of redemption, such a conclusion is
obvious.

The text of the song, however, offers a different conclusion, one that
concerns a different level of reality. In the last lines of the song, we come
back to earth: “So children who don’t honour their mother/ Carry a grave
sin/ And their entire life is a vain struggle/ That’s the holy truth, take
it to your heart” (“Wiec ktoére dzieci nie szanujg matki, / CiezKki grzech
biora na swoje barki, / Bo cate zycie nic im sie nie wiedzie... / Swieta to
prawda - wierzcie w nig szczerze”).

The moral of the song contains a rationalisation of the myth told
as a “true story.” The sense of dread and the tension are lifted. Beating
the mother is replaced with “disrespect,” and the death from lightning
becomes “a vain struggle” (so, an unhappy life). This is how the truths
from myths are reflected in everyday life.

Death from lightning is also for my interlocutors an exceptional
occurrence, although not a completely unseen one. The consequences
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of the curse that they are more likely to encounter in everyday life are:
“unhappy life, misfortunes, and failures. A cursed child lives long, but
does not find happiness” (“Zycie nieszcze$liwe, niedostatki, upadki.
Takie dziecko zyje dtugo, ale nie ma szczescia”) [36]; “[The cursed child]
is cursed until he dies; nothing goes as he wishes, a failure comes after
afailure” (“...jest przeklete do $mierci; nic mu sie nie wiedzie, nie szykuje,
tylko ma bez przerwy cate zycie jakie$ upadki”) [20]; “A cursed child
has no luck and no health” (“Przeklete dziecko nie ma szcze$cia i nie ma
zdrowia”) [22].57

However, the only difference lies in the degree. If sins of bad children
become so grave that they require vengeance from heaven, the truth
of the myth may materialise again. Our teacher, the wandering beggar,
knows this, hence he calls it “the holy truth.”

2. The Reverse of Parental Curse. A Child’s Curse

Dziecku nie wolno na rodzicéw co$ méwic kiepskiego...
(A child may not speak ill against her parents...)

Marianna from Choroszczynka
May a child curse his or her parents?

Dzieci, to ja mysle, moze i przeklno rodzicéw... ale co te dziecko, ono tylko
grzeszy, bo czcij ojca swego i matke swojg przeciez odmawiamy w pacie-
rzu. Przykazanie jest - to co ono moze zaklg¢?! A czy ono sie przyjmie na
rodzicow, jak klnie? To ja uwazam, ze nie [40].

(Children, I think, may curse their parents... but it is only a child, it only
sins [by cursing the parents], the prayer says... honour your mother and
your father. The commandment says so, so how can a child curse?! And can
it really do any harm by cursing? I don’t think so.)

Other interlocutors reply to this question in the following way:
“For such a thing God will punish the child” (“Za to juz Pan B6g ukarze
jego”) [39] or “It’s no good, a grave sin, indeed” (“To niedobrze, to wielki
grzech”) [37].

In light of these replies we may conclude that in folk moral code
cursing the parents is a grave sin. Does it mean that folk ethics categor-
ically prohibits children from cursing their parents, that such a curse is,
so to speak, unjustified by definition? Before we attempt to answer this
question, let us take a closer look at a different prohibition, akin to the one
in question, the one we have already encountered in the True story... i.e.
the prohibition from raising one’s hand against the parents.
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In the words of my interlocutors the child who raised their hand
against the parents

To juz w ogoéle bluznierca. O, za to moze by¢ odwet na stare lata. MoZe jeszcze
za zycia co$ miec... [38].

(He is a finished blasphemer. He may repay for it in old age. He may even
pay while he is alive...)

Dawniej, jak na ojca, matke podnioést reke, to ksigdz rozgrzeszenia nie dat.
To juz musiat jecha¢ do biskupa [14].

(In the old days, when a child raised their hand against the father or
the mother, a parish priest would not absolve their sin. Such a child had to
go to the bishop.)

The punishment for this transgression (referred to as blapshemy,
i.e. clearly defined as defying the sacrum) is irrevocable. The model pro-
tagonist (Gienia, the wicked daughter) is punished by fire from heaven
that forces her to repent for her sins. Weaker reflexions of this mythical
punishment can be found in my interlocutors’ comments mentioning dif-
ficulties in obtaining absolution of sins, or being the subject of “revenge
in old age” (the person who fails to honour their parents will be treated
in the same by their own children; this is another example of ‘the mirror
principle”).>8,

Here is a fragment of one more beggar song:

Wyrodny syn bez litosci
Uderzyt w twarz ojca swego;
Staruszek upadt na ziemie
0d reki syna swojego.

Gniew Bozy wkrétce nastgpit
Na syna zwyrodniatego:

Obie rece mu skostniaty,
Straszny bdl w kosciach od tego.

Wtenczas upadt na kolana

Syn przed staruszkiem ubogim:
“Ojcze daruj, ojcze wstaw sie

Za mna ty przed Panem Bogiem!”

A ojciec mu odpowiada:

“Taka wola Pana Boga!

Zawinites, wiec cierp teraz!

To jest dla wszystkich przestroga.”



Syn tak z bole$ciami walczyt
Dwadzie$cia cztery godziny,
Skonczyt zycie wpierw od ojca,
Poszedt do ciemnej mogity.

(A vile son with no mercy;

Hit his father on the face

The old man fell to the ground
Struck by his son’s hand.

And terrible was God’s wrath
Against the wicked son:

Both hands went stiff

And he cried with pain,

And he fell on his knees

The son before his poor old man:
“Forgive me father

Plead for me before God!”

And his father replies: “such is the will of God!
You are at fault so suffer now,
This is a warning for all of us”

And for a whole day
Did the son suffer
And his life ended
In a dark grave.)>®

The Folk Ritual of the Curse

The causal sequence is clear: the son raises his hand against the father,

Za kilka miesiecy Pan Bdg kare daje:
Synowa choruje i wiecej nie wstaje.
Rece, ktore ojcu potrawe zrobity,

i.e. which is the metonymy of killing - the hand stiffens, i.e. it is dead
(the punishment falls to the “instrument of the crime”)®° - the wrong-
doer dies an agonizing death. The punishment for (in this case symbolic)
murder is the death of the offender; this punishment is administered by
sacrum automatically (‘such is the will of God!” -
because this is the order of things: breach of a specific prohibition entails
specific punishment (“you are at fault, so suffer now!” - “zawinites, wiec
cierp teraz!”). Even if the father intervened, if would not help, the verdict
from heaven would not be reversed.
Below is an example of the sequence: killing of the father — withering
of hands - painful death:

“taka wola Pana Boga!”)
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Teraz jej sie obie catkiem pokrzywity,

Nawet pozywienie trudno do ust bierze -

0, popatrzcie dzieci, co sie to z nig dzieje!

I w strasznych bole$ciach zycie swe skonczyta,
Za starego ojca, ktérego otruta.®!

(After a few months God sends his punishment:

The daughter in law falls ill and never rises from bed,

Her hands which served her father his last meal,

Are both crooked and twisted, the spoon falls out her hand,
And she can barely put food into her mouth,

0, look, children, what’s happening to her!

And so she died long and painful death

For her old father whom she poisoned.)

The punishment for cursing/ beating up/ killing of the mother of

father does not end with “long and painful death”; the punishment, as
Gienia’s story has already suggested, goes beyond the grave:

O, straszny synu, Kaina plemie!
Syn zamordowat ojca o mienie.
Strasznej pokuty za ojca trzeba,
Aby mdc trafi¢ kiedy$ do nieba.

A syn niedobry na $mier¢ skazany.
0 Jezu Chryste Ukrzyzowany!

Co ja mordowat ojca swojego,

0j, juz nie ujde ognia wiecznego.

A moze ziemia ciata mojego

Za zbrodnie straszng nie przyjmie ztego?
Zem ojca swego zgtadzit ze $wiata -

Na c6z mi przyszto na mtode lata? 62

(O, vile son, from Cain’s tribe!

A son murdered his father for his estate,
Terrible penance the son must serve,
Before he can enter heaven'’s gate.

The vile son is sentenced to death,
Oh, Jesus on the Cross!

I murdered my own father,

[ will never escape eternal fire.

May my evil body
Be spurned by the earth,
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For this terrible deed?
What will happen of me, at such a young age?)

The text is explicit about the consequences of “the terrible deed”
»Strasznej zbrodni”: the soul of the sinner will be condemned, his body
may be rejected by the (holy) earth. This rejection of the sinner’s body is
closely related to curse (which will be examined in the next chapter). Let
us consider an interesting link between the earth (grave), hand, beating
up and a rod-branch.

W Wielkopolsce lud opowiada o krngbrnym dziecku, ktére uderzyto matke
i za to po $mierci p6ty wystawiato raczke z mogity, poki matka rézga jej
nie obita, a z tej r6zgi zasadzonej na grobie wyré6$¢ miata brzoza [Fischer
1937: 63].

(In Wielkopolska they tell a story about a wicked child who hit his mother.
When the child died, his hand would stick out from the grave, until the mother
beat it up with a rod, and when that rod was planted on the grave, a birch
grew out of it.)

One of such folk tales says that in Gryzyna, a village near Obra

...stoi w gruzach juz dzis (1846) bedacy kosSciétek Sw. Marcina, a obok
niego stara brzoza, ktérej obwdd trzy i p6t tokcia wynosi, szanowana od
ludu i siekierg nietknieta. Do tego drzewa przywigzana jest legenda. [...]
Niegdy$ wied$niaczka miata ztoSliwe dziecie, ktére sie na nig targato; nigdy
je za ten grzech nie bita, owszem, pieszczotami obsypywata. Gdy dziecko
ukochane umarto, pochowano je pod ko$ciotem. W kilka dni po pogrzebie
ujrzano raczke dzieciecia wystajaca z grobu. Spostrzegtszy to kopacz daje
zna¢ o tym matce i ksiedzu, ktéry w stule i z krzyzem udaje sie na miejsce,
gdzie i inni takZe ze wsi zebrali sie ludzie, i wszyscy przy zakleciach i modli-
twach schowac znéw usitowali reke do grobu. Na prézno; reka wciaz z grobu
wystaje i nad nim §wieci. Dopiero pleban, jakoby z natchnienia, poradzit
matce ukarac chtostg te reke, ktora sie na nig za zycia targneta. Matka wiec,
przynio6stszy brzozowa rozge, sama, acz ze tzami, obita nig sterczaca z grobu
reke, po czym ta natychmiast do grobu sie schowata, na §wiadectwo, ze
jedynie takiego domagata sie zadoS¢uczynienia. Ku pamieci i przestrodze
matka zasadzita nastepnie owg rdzge na grobie, a z niej niniejsza wyrosta
brzoza. (Brzoza ta, jak doniosty czasopisma, uschta i obalita sie wr. 1875.)
[DWOK 10, WKsPozn 2: 18].

(...there is a St. Martin’s church now in ruins (1846), and next to the church
an old birch grows, three and a half cubits thick, the folk hold it in high
esteem and would never come near it with an axe. There is a legend attached
to that birch [...]. In old times there lived a peasant woman, whose child
used to beat her; she never beat him up for this sin, but remained kind to
him and showered him with caresses. When her beloved child died, he was
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buried next to the church. A few days after the funeral the child’s hand was
seen, sticking out of its grave. The digger, having noticed it, tells the child’s
mother and the priest about it. The priest, wearing his robes and holding
the cross, goes to the tomb where other villagers had already gathered and
they of them together, beseeching and praying, tried to push the hand back
into the grave. All in vain; the shiny hand kept sticking out of the grave.
Only the priest, as if suddenly inspired, advised the mother to punish and
whip the hand that used to beat her. So the mother took a rod made from
birch twigs and, crying, whipped that hand which used to cause her pain.
The hand returned to the grave, as if to show that it finally received what it
wanted. The mother planted the twig on the grave, as both a memorial and
awarning That birch has grown from these twigs. By the way, the birch, as
the newspapers said, withered and died in 1875.)%3

It seems that beating children, apart from its explicit function
(administering the punishment, “teaching discipline”) in folk culture
also has a symbolic dimension. What could be the other purpose of
the ritual of beating with twigs®* during annual holidays - Christmas
and Easter, if not to strengthen children’s vitality? This is exactly
the message carried out by the formulas accompanying hitting chil-
dren and youngsters with rods on Palm Sunday, to give an example: “It
isn’t me who beats you, it’s that willow. After seven days - a great day
will come, after six nights - a great night” (“Wierzba bije, nie ja bije. Za
tydzien - wielki dzien, za sze$¢ noc - wielka noc”) [ES 3: 129], or “be
healthy like water is, grow like a willow tree” (“budz zdarow jak wada,
rasci jak wierba”) [Moszynski 1928: 127]. These words clearly mean:
the one who is touched with a budding willow twig, will gain - thanks
to the twig’s power (the beater is only an intermediary: “it isn’t me who
beats you”®) similar properties. Here, ‘the act of beating is sacralized,
and is endowed with the desired power to influence the object” [Totstaja
2001: 123]. Thanks to ‘metaphorical transfers by word mediated by
object” [Tambiah 1973: 219] some of the tree’s vitality is transferred
to the human (“grow like a willow tree”).

Ritual beating sheds some light on a deeper, symbolic meaning of
“everyday” beating; it also helps us understand that folk tradition requires
that corporal punishment be administered in the process of raising and
educating the child: When the mother beats, she teaches a lesson (Kiedy matka
bije, to uczy) [LB 4: 180]°°. What is more, folk tradition situates it among
benevolent acts, in a clear opposition to a curse - let us recollect the words
of one of my female interlocutors from the region of Grodno:

- Ksigdz méwit: “Matka, jak juz tobie tak naprzykrzy sie to dziecko, to wez
rézga, utnij go tak, niech mu krew pdjdzie z mienkiego miejsca, to, méwi,
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nie okaleczysz jego. To sie zgoi. A przeklina¢, méwi, nie przeklinaj. [...]
Przeklenstwo, méwi, nie btogostawienstwo. Jezeli dziecko nie ustucha, to
weZ r6zga, pociaggnij go - i nie ze ztoscion.” [...]

- Nie ze zto$cig? Nie mozna rdzga bi¢ ze ztosciag?

- Nie mozna, nie. Tak spokojnie, o tak: “Nie réb tego. Nie réb tego.”  méwie: tam
bi¢, gdzie Pan B6g stworzyt. O tu, koSci nie ma, nie potamiesz. I tu sie zgoi [53].

(Cursing is not blessing! Take a rod and strike him that offends you! [...]
the priest would say: ‘mother, if you cannot bear the child’s conduct, take
a rod and hit the soft part of his body so that it bleeds, you will not harm
it, it will heal. But beware of cursing, stay away from it ... A cursing is not
blessing. If the child does not want to listen, take a rod and strike him, but
do not do it with anger. [...]

Without anger? One cannot beat with a rod with anger?

- No, you can’t. You must stay calm, like: “Don’t do it, kid. Don’t.” And I say:
beat where there is soft flesh, no bones, nothing will break. And it will heal.)

The legend about the birch in Gryzyna contains the message that
raising a hand against the mother may not remain unpunished. On
a deeper, symbolic level it also teaches us that one who had not received
the due number of life-giving lashes, must take them back after their
death®’; otherwise they will not be able to pass to the other world and
will remain in the state of suspension between this and the other world.
The hand sticking out of the grave is a sign of such a state of “death that
has not been completed”; while the tree growing out of the grave means
that the souls has finally reached the other world.

It follows that parents should punish their children; many folklore
texts indicate that this is even an imperative:

Bytaby jo, byta,
wsicékiej bidy usta,
kieby mnie matusia
gatazkom przesiusta.

Nie moja to wina,

jeno mamulczyna,

boé mnie nie karali,

pokich mata byta [SLS]:187].

(I would have been spared
All of my misfortunes

If my dear mother

Used arod on me
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[tisn't mine,

But my mommy'’s fault,
That while I was a girl

I was spared the rod.)®®

The girl complains, having lost her virginity. A wandering beggar
preaches:

Za te grzeszne stowa, za obraze nieba
Przede wszystkim winié rodzicéw potrzebal

Z uczynkami swymi dziecko sie nie liczy,
Bo ojciec, cho¢ widzi, za zte nie wyc¢wiczy.
[ matka nie skarze jak trzeba dzieciaka,

A przez to jest w §wiecie ztego sita taka:

Jak dziecko wyro$nie, to harde bez granic,
Rodzonego ojca i matke ma za nic!

0, matko, ty matko, zeby$ ty wiedziata:

W piekle bedzie za to twa dusza gorzata.

0j, zebys$ ty byta za zte r6zgg siekta,
Moze by$ swg dusze wybawita z piekta.®?

(For these sinful words that offend God
Parents are to bear the blame!

A child does whatever he wants,

Because the father spares the rod, even he knows.
And the mother won'’t punish the wayward brat,
That’s why the world is so bad:

And the child grows up snotty-nosed,
Dishonours and treats lightly his own parents!
Oh mother, this you must know:

Devils in hell will burn your soul.

Had you punished evil with your rod,
Maybe you would have saved your soul.)

There is a clear imperative to punish children; the parents who do
not observe it, are threatened with the same penalty as their children:
condemnation.”® So, while a child “has to obey” their parents “have to
punish.””! The child who hit their parent and the parent who failed to
beat the child (when it was required) awaits the same punishment. Both
of them, “a bad child” and “a bad parent” fail to guarantee the proper
transmission of tradition and the imprudence of both may put human
culture at risk of turning into chaos.
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Although it may seem peculiar, it is just a prove of consistency.
A child who is not punished (i.e. not raised in a proper manner) is a bad
child - so, as we already know- a cursed child’2. Such children fail to
fulfil their obligations towards the parents no only while the parents
are alive, but also after their death. They do not pray for the parents’
souls - and without such prayer it is difficult for the soul to reach heaven.
The parents must punish their children with the view of their own and
their children’s redemption and well-being in this and the other world.
If the parents failed to do so, both - they and their children would be
condemned.

Pan Bég oddziela. [...] Traba zagra, i z grobu powstana umarli, i sadzi¢ Pan
Jezus bedzie umartych i Zzywych. I biada tej matce bedzie, ktéra dzieci nie
nauczata, ona bedzie odpowiada¢ przed Panem Bogiem. A dzieci tez beda
odpowiadac [53].

(God divides segregates. The trumpet will sound and the dead will rise from
their graves and Jesus will judge the dead and the living. And woe betide
the mother who didn’t punish her children as she will answer for this before
God. And the children will answer for it, too.)

The danger of condemnation as the punishment for the breach of
the Fourth Commandment is particularly remembered at the same time
of ritual year, at which the children are beaten with a rod?. New Year’s
carols containing greetings, as well as the orations of the participants of
the Polish Easter ritual of kurek (kogutek) dyngusowy (the Easter Monday
cock), talk about the fate of the souls of bad children:

Pawle, Pietrze, wez-ze kluce,

P6jdz do piekta, wypu$c¢ duse,

Tylko jednej nie wypuscaj,

Co zabita ojca, matke;

Cho¢-ze jesce nie zabita,

Ale sobie to pomyslita.

Wiekse to jest pomysSlenie,

Nizli zte uderzenie.

Bo sie rana predko zgoi,

A zte stowo dtugo stoi [Pleszczynski 1892: 189].

(Paul and Peter, take the keys,

Go to hell and free the souls,

But of them must stay there,

The one that killed father, mother;
The one who thought about it,
Evil thoughts
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Are worse than hitting,
As the wound is quick to heal,
But evil words will stay for long.)

Let us look at different versions of this song:

[...] wsystkie duse rade byty;

tylko jedna smetna byta,

co sie na matke zamierzyta.

Gorse, duso, zamierzenie,

nizli samo uderzenie
[DWOK 24, Maz 1: 144].

([...] All the souls were full of joy,

Only one in gloom, and sad,

Against her mother she almost raised her hand,
0, remember the wicked soul,

that such intent is worse than the blow itself.)

and

[...] Ino jedny nie wypuscajcie,
Co ojca bita, matke krwawita.
0j, zZeby ja teraz ojca, matke miata,
Racki, nozki to bym obmywata,
Swoim warkocykiem to bym wycirata,
A ten brudzik to bym wypijata

[Kotula 1970, s.497].

([...] Keep one soul in hell, don’t let it go away,
She beat her father and her mother bled,

Oh, if my mother and father I still had

I'd wash their feet

And dry them with my hair

And that dirty water [ would drink.)

As if follows from the texts quoted above, hellfire is a punishment
either for hitting the parent (or for such an intent; let us not forget
that mythical worldview is characterized by the belief in the material
nature of human’s thoughts), as well as for arguing with the parents
or rebuking them - which may be easily considered as CURSING,
(SWEARING). To sum up, regardless of the manner in which the child
breaches the Fourth Commandment, whether it is by deeds, words
or thoughts - their punishment remains the same. The texts quoted
above prove the analogy between cursing the parents and raising
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one’s hand against them. Both transgressions are treated in the texts
as interchangeable, they are seen as equivalent. Words have the same
power and gravity as actions.

We have come the full circle; it is time to answer the question we posed
at the beginning: is the curse uttered by a child unjustified and unjust
on principle - in the same way as raising one’s hand against the parents
is - as it is always punished by death, symbolized by withering of hand
and hell?

In light of the material we have examined so far one may be tempted
to give a positive answer to this question: the curse uttered by a child is
always unjustified as opposed to a parental curse, which is usually justified.

Is it really the case that there is no possibility for the children to
curse their parents in a justified way, for example in the situation when
they are mistreated?

Jak dziecko méwi na rodzicéw, no to méwio, Ze Zle, bo dziecku nie wolno na
rodzicéw co$ méwic kiepskiego. Rodzicom nic nie bedzie, tylko jemu moze
najwyzej co sie zrobi¢. Bo ono zyczy rodzicom. Jak niestusznie - jemu moze
sie sta¢. Bo to czasem tak bywa: kto nad kim dotek kopie, sam wleci [33].

(When a child speaks against the parent, it is wrong, they say, because
a child mustn’t do that. The parents will be fine, but the child may get in
trouble. Because he wishes his parents ill! If he is unfair - evil may come
to him. Itis like that, sometimes: who digs a pit for others, falls in himself.)

The interlocutor clearly expresses the common norm: a child cannot
“speak against the parents.” It follows from her words that such a curse
has bad consequences for the child because ‘she wishes ill to the parents”.
In the next sentence, however, she modifies her view - restricting this
“falling into the pit dug by the child herself” to the cases of an unjustified
curse. May we therefore presume that a justified child’s curse, in fact,
does exist?

The answer seems positive. Such a curse is justified in the cases
where the parents fail to fulfil the duties imposed on them by cultural
norms, such as the duty to love the child and to take care of them, so
when they become “non-father” and “non-mother.” This may be even
reflected in rituals; Kolberg, for example, quotes an interesting fragment
of a father’s speech addressed to the daughter visited by the matchmak-
ers, in which the father encourages the daughter to give her opinion on
one of the candidates:

[...] moja rodzona, powiedz wyraznie, czy ty jego lubisz; bo ty u nas nie
jestes$ zanadto, my ciebie z domu wypedzac nie chcemy, nie na toSmy cie
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wypielegnowali, Zeby$ nas potem miata przeklinaé; powiedz wiec, powiedz,
co mys$lisz? [DWOK 52, BiatPol: 275].

(...tell me my dear Kkid, if you fancy him, we don’t want to push you away,
we raised you, took care of you, we don’t want you to curse us.”? So speak
your mind, kid.)

The norm is clear: good parents raise their children properly - in
a way that ensures good, blessed life; good children repay their parents
with gratitude. The curse takes place when this norm is breached. This
is when the following rule applies: “If the child is right to curse, then,
there is nothing more we can say” (“Jezeli dziecko przeklina stusznie,
to sprawa rozegrana”) [36].

We have found the answer to our doubts concerning cursing parents
by the child. However, there are no grounds to conclude that justified
and unjustified child’s curse (depending on whether or not the child had
been mistreated, wronged by the parents) occupy the same space in folk
culture. Material from my research confirms this - besides the opinion
quoted above, [ have recorded only one example of a justified curse
against a parent. What is more, this curse was cast in circumstances
that are rather uncommon.

Tu byto tak. Ojciec dom postawi¢ dat cdrce, a stodote na tym placu nie daje.
I p6zniej tak ten ogrodek od drogi odgradzat drutem, a cérka méwi: “Wy,
tato, dotad bedziecie zy¢, dokad ptot bedzie stojal.” Plot sie wali, ojciec
umiera. I corka potem moéowi: “Musi ja przekleta ojca, ze ojciec dotad zyt,
dokad ptotek ten stojat. Plotek sie zwalil, ojciec umart” [13].

(The father let his daughter build a house on his plot but not a barn. And while
he was putting up the fence between the garden and the road, the daughter
said: “Dad, you will be alive as long as this fence stands here.” The fence fell
down, the father died. And that daughter later said: “I think I cursed the father,
he lived as long as that fence was there, when the fence fell, he died.”)

We are dealing here with the case of an unintentional curse; the daugh-
ter was not even aware that by saying to her father: “Dad, you will live as
long as this fence stands here’ she cursed him. Furthermore, the words
of the curse are not a typical CURSE;, they form neither an optative nor
an imperative sentence, and neither does the curse does not contain
an invocation of power. It is an example of an indicative sentence that
functions as a curse in the meaning of CURSE; -the perlocutionary
effect of which is cursing the addressee. We may presume that because
the daughter was the one who was right, God used her words as a curse,
administering the punishment to the unjust father.
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The following conclusion of Svetlana Tolstaya concerning the sacred

texts sakralnych tekstow in folklore may be applied to such situations -
where the curse formula is not uttered, but its consequences are fulfilled:

since such texts have stronger “illocutionary force’ - as they are not only
supposed to influence the reality but to influence it by deciding in the mat-
ters of life or death - the specific elements of these texts, usually completely
neutral, devoid of any pragmatic aspects, having been placed in such a strong
field of influence, gain certain “power’, becoming some of the instruments
of influencing things [Totstaja 2001: 117-118].

My interlocutors’ reaction to the question of whether a child may

curse their parents was frequently the one of surprise or protest. I usu-
ally heard:

or

Nie moze tak by¢, chyba ze matka jaka$ zbrodniaczka... [Przeklenstwo pada
z dziecka na matke?] To nie... [65].

(This is impossible, maybe if the mother is ... I don’t know, a murderess?
[A child curse befalls his mother?] No...)

Dziecko rodzicow nie przeklnie. A rodzicy dziecko przeklinajon. O, tak
mowili. O, to ja styszata dawniej. Bo rodzicom cienzko przychodzon sie ony
i ony grzeszon, ot. Przed rodzicami [50].

(A child will not curse her parents. But parents curse children. I heard itin
old days... Because it’s hard for parents to bring children up and the kids
sin against the parents.)

and, to give one more example:

Juzja tego nie wiem... Ja Zyje od malenstwa i moi rodzice nigdy nie ktdcili sie,
do ko$ciota chodzili, i ja tak ko$ci6t lubie, Ze ko$ciét to dla mnie wszystko [44].

(I don’t know about that...My parents never quarrelled, they went to the church
and I love the church too, church means everything to me.)

Let us sum up. In folk culture, a child’s curse against the parents

belongs to the category of the most serious sins, the ones that must be
punished by God. The penalty for these sins is condemnation, or eternal
death, as we may say in the language of the Judeo-Christian system in
which the rule “anyone who speaks against their mother or father is to be
put to death” [Exodus 21:17] is expressed explicitly. In light of the mytho-
logical interpretation that reaches back to pre-Christian tropes, one may
speak of the equivalence: offending the mother = offending the Mother
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of God = offending the holy earth [Uspienskij 1983, passim] and notice
that cursing the parents amounts to cursing oneself as the curse befalls
the descendants. Hence, cursing the parents is a symbolic equivalent
of the suicide. This is why it is the subject of such a strong prohibition.

A child’s curse should be viewed as a pendant of the ritual of a paren-
tal curse, its reversal: a parental curse is justified by definition (which
follows from the imperative of the parent’s authority over children), while
a child’s curse is, by definition, unjustified (which follows from the imper-
ative to obey the parents). However, there are exceptions to every rule,
in our case the exceptions prove that the rule exists. The material fully
confirms that - it contains far fewer cases that constitute an “exception”
than “typical example.” Although such as it there may be incidents when
the mother’s curse is unjustified (by which she breaks the norm of exer-
cising the authority over children in a fair manner), as a result of which
it turns against her, there may also be incidents where a child’s curse
against the parents is justified (it happens as a consequence of the breach
of the same imperative). These exceptions confirm the rule that: God is
always on the side of the wronged person.

All that has been said about the imperative to be a good parent and
an imperative to raise children in discipline, may shed some light on
the conviction held by several of my interlocutors that a mother who curses
her child - sins. Asked whether a mother’s curse is a sin, they answered:

Wielki grzech to dla matki. [I co tej matce sie moze sta¢?] Matka tez nie
nadta btogostawienstwa bendzie mie¢ za to [65].

(Itis a great mother’s sin. [What may happen to such a mother?] It will not
give the mother any blessings.)

No pewnie. Matka najwiecej moze uczynié. 1 zta, i dobra. [Czy moZe spokojnie
umrze?] Nie, na pewno nie. Jej wszystko sie przed oczyma bedzie dziato,
stawato. Ona sie wyspowiada moze z tego [38].

(Of course. Mother can do the most. Good and bad. [May she die peacefully?]
No, for sure, not. It all will pass before her eyes. Maybe she will confess it.)

Wszystko jedno ma grzech i nie moze spokojnie umrze¢ [36].

(She has sinned anyway, and she can’t die in peace.)

Przeklina¢ nie mozna, moze cigzy¢ na niej kara [39].

(She may not curse, as punishment may come to her.)

This conviction seems to be inconsistent with mother’s role as
an intermediary of divine curse, with the claim that “a mother does not
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want to cast the curse, but she is forced to do it”. If it is God who speaks
through her, how can the same God punish her for uttering the words
of the curse? Yet, we hear: “[A Mother] mustn’t curse, it’s a sin. She must
confess and do penance, otherwise God won't forgive her”’#. (“[Matce] nie
wolno przeklina¢, to grzech. Zalezy, jak ona sie spowiadata i pokutowata,
bo tak Pan Bdg nie daruje”) [37]. Considering the entire causal chain in
the relations between children and parents, we may ask whether it is
the case that the mother’s sin consists in failure to fulfil her parental
duties? Is it the case that “a bad child” is a child who was raised by the par-
ents in the wrong way, that the parents failed to discipline them? Maybe
it is not casting the curse that the mother must confess and do penance
for but it is her failure as a parent? By cursing a bad child, the mother,
in a sense, curses herself - as if to confirm the principle that “Whoever
harms another - first harms himself. Whoever does good to another -
does good to himself” (“Kto robi komu Zle - nasamprzéd sobie Zle. Kto
robi komu dobrze - nasamprzéd sobie dobrze”) [13]. Such a mother sins
by being a bad mother - hence, she must do penance. God always sides
with the one who is wronged, what is more - God is always just: “one will
get what one deserves” (“kazden jak sobie zastuzy, tak bedzie miat”) [5].

One of my female interlocutors from the region of Grodno, speaking
of her exceptionally malevolent mother-in-law, who had attempted to
poison her, sums up her account in the following way:

Jana byta takaja. Chaj jaje Boh praszczaje, ja jaje praszczaju. Bolsz niczoha
nie skazu pra jaje. Nie mozna absuzda¢. Jana na tym $wiecie katory hod.
Chacietaz jana mianie atrawic. [...] Ale chaj Boh joj das¢ toje, szto jana da
Boha zastuzyta. Nie mozna praklina¢, ja nikoli nie praklinaju [64].

(She had such character. May God forgive her, I do. [ won’t say anything more
about her. You shouldn’t judge people. She has been there, on the other side
for many years now. She wanted to poison me ... But may God give her what
she deserves from him. One cannot curse, [ never curse.)

The daughter-in-law, who in relation to her mother-in-law occupies
the position of a wronged child, is reluctant to curse her, indicating that
sinner always meets with God’s justice (so a human'’s curse is unneces-
sary) and, by uttering the formula “may God forgive her, [ do” - confirms
the intermediary role of the performer of the ritual. This account also
confirms that one is not supposed to curse the dead. A curse, as a symbolic
killing with the word, concerns only the living; the dead get their repay-
ment in a way that is not mediated by human words. Maybe, therefore,
in folk culture there is no place at all for a justified child’s curse? Maybe
there is no need for it, as bad parents will get “what they deserve from
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God” anyway? Let us not forget that everyone will be subjected to God’s
judgement.

Na tamtym $wiecie lepiej niz na tym?

- A tam, milenika, jak zarobisz. Trzeba wiedzie¢, Ze my nie raz umieramy,
dwa raza umiera¢ bedziemy.

To znaczy?

- [...] Umrzem, to ciato nasze umrze. Nas pochowajo, zasypio, odprawio
msze... Zrobio tak, jak nalezy sie, po katolicku. Ale tam trzeba bedzie przed
Bogiem na sad stawa¢, dusza stanie na sad. Jak zarobim, tak bedziemy mie¢.
[ tam jeszcze bedziesz umierac. Ot, tak, moja mita...

Po tym sadzie?

- Po tym sadzie cie Pan Bég osadzi. Trzeba w piekto, albo w niebo, albo
w czySciec. Trzy wyjscia. Co zarobisz. [...] Sad boski, moja droga, to... nikogo
nie minie, nikogo sad boski nie minie. Jak zarobit, tak mu i bedzie. A czego
my modlimsia? My tylko dla duszy modlimsia, a ciato... Jak zarobisz, tak
bedziesz miat [68].

(Is it better in the other world then here?

- It depends, darling, how you fare. We don’t die only one, we will die twice.
What do you mean?

- [...] When we die, our body will die. They will bury us, cover with earth,
say the mass. But in there, we will have to stand in front of God, judging us,
our soul will stand for judgement. And we will get what we deserve. Well,
darling, that’s how it is...

And after the judgment?

- After the judgment God will give his verdict. We will have to go, to hell,
heaven, or purgatory. One will get what one deserves. And why do we pray?
We pray only for our soul. One will get what one deserves.)

We must not forget that in the universe of folk culture, besides God
there is another, rival force - the devil. A human always has a choice,
and this choice is based on a zero/one logic, one either sides with God
or with the devil.

Adzin czatawiek biez kanca prytuczajecca da Boha, da Boha jaho bolsze
ciahnie, mahna$¢, da Boha, da §wiatoha, wot jak mienie. A katoryj da dZjawata
prytuczajecca. I jon kradzie, jon bjecca, jon spletni jakija dzietaje, jon palié
ludziej, zabiwaje ludziej. Heta yzo jaho dusza pradadziena dZjawatu. Ot, uzo
jaho Haspodz nie prymie [63].

(One person will always join God, as it is God that attracts him, like a magnet.
To God, to the holy one - I am like that. And another will chose devil. And
he will steal, get into fights, lie, set fires, and Kill people. His soul belongs
to the devil, he sold it to him. God won’t take him any more.)
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We have already talked about the sequence: sin - devil - curse and
about the fact that in folk worldview, the one who is not with God, sides
with the devil.

A man who serves God is a good member of the community, trying to be in
harmony with his group; a man who serves the devil is a rebel, trying to
harm his fellow-citizens. Since every socially moral action is subordinated
to the glorification of God, and since there is an essential opposition between
God and the devil, every socially immoral action is conceived as serving
the devil [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 251].

A mother is either good and as such, she raises her children in a godly
way, which means that the children are good, or ... moves towards to
opposite side. One way in which one may cross from Good to Evil, change
blessed state for the state of being cursed, are SWEARWORDS (CURSES,).
As we know, the line between them and CURSES; is rather fine.

Jak kobieta jest przekletnicg, jak jest bezbozna, to swoje dziecko od
maleniko$ci, albo jeszcze noszac w zywocie, poleca czortu (bo ona nigdy
go, ktadac ani odchodzac od niego, nie przezegna, ale jeszcze przeklina
i czartami posyta), to od takich dzieci aniot stré6z na zawsze odstepuje,
a jego miejsce zajmuje czort i ciggle [takiego cztowieka] kusi, Zeby kradt,
pil, grzeszyt, wszystkim wyrzadzat zto, a po Smierci zabiera jego dusze
i niesie do piekta. Takiej matki tak samo juz aniot stréz nie pilnuje, ale czort
nia rzadzi [LB 1: 101].

(Ifawoman swears alot, if she is godless, she gives the little one, the one in
her womb, over to devil (because she won’t make the sign of cross over him
when she is putting him to bed or leaving him, but instead she will curse and
send him to devil), guardian angel always keeps away from these children
and devil takes his place, and always tempts [such a person] to steal, drink,
sin, harm everybody, and when he dies, devil takes his soul and carries it
to hell. The same with the mother, guardian angel doesn’t watch over her,
but devil rules her instead.)

3. Curses Cast by Other Speakers

Klatwa - to sita wszechmocna dziata.
(A curse means it is the almighty's work.)

Jozef from Huszcza

It’s time to widen our horizons. Let’s step aside from the parent-child
relations and their mutual cursing and have a look instead at various
circumstances in which a folk curse is bestowed.
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Here a Catholic girl turns down an Orthodox Christian boy and
refuses to marry him:

Michas nazywatsia. Misza. Ja hawaru: “Niet, u cerkwu nie pajdu.” - “Paczamu?” -
“Ja, kazu, ja kasciota nie ostaulu.” - “A ja u kasciot nie pajdu!” - “No to, znaczy¢,
nam nie para,” hawaru. [ on hawory¢: “No, tak ja budu jezdzi¢ wiezdzie, tak
na mienia skazu¢ piarechryst.” - “A mienia, hawaru, pochwali¢ maja siemja,
maje usie...” A wprzéd to byt wyjatek. Jezeli p6jdziesz za prawostawnego,
wyjatek byt. [...] | ety Miszka Czarkouski do mienie tak chodzi¢, taki fajny...
[ fajno tancewat, fajny chtopiec. Tak ja méwie: “No, to tobie daroha y cerkwu,
mnie y kasciot. I ja nie astaulu swoich choraggwi, szto jany ktaniajutsa przed
wielkim ottarzem, nie.” Tak: “Nu szkoda, Mania. No, wazmu [druhuju], budu
spaminac pra ciebie, ale kab ty wiek nie wyszta zamuz!” Tak wzigl reka mnie,
$cisnal, méwi: “Kab ty wiek nie wyszta zamuz!” [...] Zeby ty nigdy nie wyszta
zamaz! I jednak nie posztam. [To spelnity sie stowa tego chtopca.] Spetnili
sie. Tak sie spetnity, wiesz, kochana... [53].

(His name was Misha. I tell him: “No, I won’t go to the Orthodox church”.
“Why not?” “I won't leave the church.” “And I won’t go to the church!” “Well, it
means we cannot be together”, I say to him ...At that time it was an exception.
If you married an Orthodox Christian; that was an exception [...] And Misha
Charkouski comes to see me; he’s a nice lad...and he danced beautifully,
a fine lad. And I say: ‘so yours is the way to the Orthodox church and mine
is the one to the church. I'm not abandoning my banners that bow before
the great altar; no.” He: “Oh, that’s a pity, Mania. Well, I'll marry a different
girl; I'll think about you but you are not to marry, ever!” He took my hand
and pressed it tight and said: “may you never marry!” [...] May you never
marry! And I didn't.” [So the words of that boy came true.] They did.)

A man denied having an illegitimate child:

Klatwa - to sita wszechmocna dziata. W Rososzu byt Kurzelinski; zakleta
go Kobieta, z ktérg miat dziecko. Miat mtyn, milioner byt, ale dzieci nie miat.
(Gdyby byt madry, to by zapisal mtyn na tego nieslubnego syna.) Podali go
do sadu. Ona zakleta: “Jak ty$ niewinny, to dobrze, ale jak winny, to zeb cie
zneli po kawatku.” I jemu jedna noge odcieli, potem zaraz drugg, i on od
razu umart [13].

(A curse means it is the almighty's work. There was a certain Kurzelinski
in Rososz. He was cursed by a woman he had a child with. He had a mill, he
was a millionaire but childless. (If he were smart he would have bequeathed
the mill for this illegitimate son). They sued him. She cursed: “If you are
innocent, good for you but if you are guilty, may you be disembodied.” And he
had one leg cut off and right after that another; and then he died soon after.)

A mother doesn’t let her lad marry a pregnant lass:
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-Je$¢ unas dzierewnia, tam zabieremienieta dziewoczka. Nu tak, a jon nie
uziat jaje, matka joho nie zachacieta.

[ jana zastatasia z etym dzieciatkam?

- Nu, ana zastatasia. Eta dziciatka rasto, prauda - i pamierta. A [jaje matka]
skazata: “Nie data bra¢ maju Lubu, wZe nie budziesz baczy¢ i wnuczaniat
swaich dziaciej.” | syn azanitsia - nia ma dziaciej, i daczka paszta za muz
i nia ma dziaciej, wos. [...| Hawarym wot, sbirajemsia baby: “Moza Pola szto
to znata, bo w odnoho syna tak nia ma dziaciej, i w druhoho syna nia ma
dziaciej, i y daczki nia ma dziaciej, a he” [86].

(- In this village nearby a girl got pregnant. But he didn’t marry her; his
mother didn’t allow it.

And she stayed with the baby?

- Yes, she did. They child was growing and then died. And the girl’s mother
said: “You didn’t let him marry my Luba so you will not see grandchildren
from your own children.” And her son got married and has no children; her
daughter got married and has no children ...Well, we women speak among
ourselves: “Maybe Pola could do something as one son has no children and
the other son has no children and her daughter has no children either.)

A man accuses a woman of ploughing over his field and he becomes
physical:

- Pryjechay muj zia¢ i ziaciau brat ka mnie siejac. [...] Czaho$ jon pjany prybieh
mianie bi¢, szto ja zaniata miazu. Da stajac¢za stauby, jak ja tam budu ara¢,
jak ja tam budu siejac¢? [...] Jon prybieh bi¢, tak wo prybieh ka mnie, wo: “Ty
szto?!...” dy usiakimi stawami, i razmachwaje ruku - bi¢ mianie. A muj zia¢
jaho tak - chap! za tokaé. [...] Aha, jon poniay, i zrazu - mach! Jon machnuy,
ajatakustata, da kazu: “Daj Boza mity, sztob wy pastawili try pamiatniki.”
I letas uwosien pastawili.

Tak wy ich proklali, patuczajecca?

- Da, wo tak skazata: “Sztob ty pastawiu try pamiatniki, jak ty pastawiy stauby
i pryszou mianie bi¢.” I za szto mianie bi¢? Nu, za szto? Jaz taho nie zaniata.
[ kaho ani pacharanili?

- Eta jaho matka pacharanita ziacia, unuczku i swata [...]. O tak mnie pryszto
na bui skazanu¢. Dy bahato dumata, szto tak patuczycca. Ja ka, sztoby ty
pastawiy try pamiatnika, jak ty pryszou mianie bi¢... A jon nakinuysia, a ja
silno baju$ etaha boju. A za szto mianie bi¢? To kab ja zaniata, Boza moj!
Jany wun staja¢, try stauby i siahonnia, i miaza, tak wo trawy narasto. Na
szto jano mnie?

A za szto jaszcze mozna praklas$¢ czatawieka?

- Za szto choczasz. Jak ty niawinawata, a jon winawat, da patuczycca [82].

(- My son-in-law and his brother came over to sow [...] A drunk neighbour
came to beat me apparently because I took over the balk. But there are
poles so how can I plough there? How can I sow there? [...] He came to beat
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me and he shouts and [curses] with many different words and he waves his
arms to beat me. And my son-in-law kind of grabbed him by the elbow ...
Oh, he understood and right away he made a move towards me and I stood
up and say: “Dear God, may they buy three tombstones.” And they did that
this autumn.

Does it mean you cursed them?

- Yes. I said: “may you buy three tombstones as you placed the poles and came
here to beat me.” Why would he beat me? Why? I didn’t take over the balk.
And who did they bury?

- His mother buried her son-in-law and his father and her granddaughter.
[...] Well, I just happened to say those things. And [ was thinking a lot that it
would fulfil. “May you, I say, buy three tombstones when you came to beat
me.” He made a move and [ am so scared of beating! Why would he beat me?
If  had taken over this balk, my God!

What else can make a man curse another person?

- Whatever you want. If you are innocent and he is guilty then it is going
to fulfil.)

A neighbour gives false testimony for profit:

To i klatwa, to i przysiestwo krzywe, przysiestwo - to tez, méwio, do
dziewiagtego pokolenia Pan Bég karze za to. I to jest prawdziwa prawdal!
Tutaj jedna byta rodzina taka, ze ten maz to za piecdziesiat ztotych przed
wojng to kazdemu by przysiegat; on by trzy razy w sadzie na dzien siedziat
i pie¢dziesiat ztotych dostat. I on tak przysiegat, ze na przyktad ztodziej nie
ukrad}, bo on wtedy byt z nim razem gdzie indziej... No i kiedys$ sgsiad tu
sasiada spalit. No i ten spalony podejrzewat na niego i podat go do sagdu. A on
go tak zniszczyl, Ze mu ani krowa nie wyszta z obory, ani konie. A ten, co
przysiegat, przysiagt, Zze u niego (tego, co spalit) w karty grali w mieszkaniu
caly wieczér. A ten (spalony) uklakt i powiedziat: “Zeby ty do $mierci sie
z dzie¢mi niczego nie dorobit!... Zeby ty... jak ty mnie ukrzywdzit...” - tam
juz roznie na niego. I uklgkt. No i ani on sie niczego nie dorobit, ani jego
dzieci, ani jego wnuczki. Majatek wielki, a oni nic sobie nie poradza. Siebie
by nie wyzywili, a maja dwadzie$cia kilka hektaréw [18].

(For both the curse and false testimony God punishes you up to the ninth
generation. And this is the true truth! There was a family here. Before the war
the husband would testify under oath in any case for fifty zlotys. He would
go to court three times per day to get his fifty zlotys. And he would testify
for instance that a thief didn’t steal because he was with him in some other
place at that time...Once a neighbour burned another one. So the victim had his
suspicions and took him to court. That neighbour destroyed him completely;
neither cows nor horses were able to escape from the barn. And the one who
would falsely testify, said under oath that they had spent the whole night
playing cards in his, i.e. the one who set fire, house. So the one with the burnt
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property knelt and said: “may you and your children not make any money
until the end of your life! May you...as you hurt me...”. There were different
words. And he knelt’>. And neither he nor his children nor his grandchildren
made any money. Despite considerable wealth they cannot cope. They couldn’t
provide enough food for themselves although they have twenty plus hectares.)

A neighbour cast a spell on a girl:

Ja bytam panienka, zajechaliSmy kopa¢ kartofli, i przyszta taka sgsiadka,
Ze miata syna, i tak do mnie: “O, jaka ty tadna, jaka ty piekna, bedziesz moja
synowa.” To powiedziata i poszta. A mnie od razu ziewy wzieli i ziewam,
zawroty, i na wymioty mnie zrywa, i méwie: “Tatu, chyba ona mnie zuroczyta.”
No i poszliSmy do takiej babki, jakas modlitwe nade mng powiedzieli, i potem
moéwig: “Przechyl sie, tak o, przez noge.” Ja sie przechylitam [...] - i jak ze mnie
zeszto! “A zeby ona -méwie - tego syna nie oZenita, Ze ona przyszta i mnie
zuroczyta!” [I co sie stato z synem?] A bieda go wi, gdzie on poszed [23].

(I was a maiden; we came to dig out potatoes. A neighbour came and she
had a son. She said to me: “Oh, you are so pretty, you are so beautiful, you
shall be my daughter-in-law.” She said those words and left. And right after
she left I started yawning and I was dizzy and nauseous. So I say: “Dad,
[ think she has put a spell on me.” And we went to see an old woman who
said a prayer over me and then she says: “move to the side; just like this,
through your leg.” [ did as she said and [...] everything just let go! “May she
not, I say, marry this son of hers because she came and cast this spell on
me!” [And what happened to her son?] Who knows?)

A man who was riding his cart refused to help a woman who was
going on foot:

Tu jedna kobieta szta z Piszczaca i prosita jednego, Zeby ja podwidzt. On
wypit, byt bardzo ryzykowny: “A co, ja dla was konia na loterii wygrat?” A ona
mowi: “Bodaj ci zdecht!” Jak wrocit do domu, jak to pijany, nie wiedziat, co
kon zmeczony nie moZze sie napi¢. I napoit go z tej energii. Kon dostat ataku
jakiejs kolki i wzigt zdecht. A on potem miat pretensje do niej, Ze to przez
nia. A ona méwi: “No, trudno, moze ja sie w takiej godzinie wypowiedziata.”
Potem ja z nim jechatem i on mi to opowiadat. I méwi: “Teraz to ja biore
wszystkich” [24].

(There was a woman here walking from Piszczac and she asked a man for
aride. He had been drinking and he was very prone to risk: “Do you think
I played the lottery and won this horse just for you?” And she said: “may it
die!” He returned home and, as a drunk usually does, he didn’t know that
a tired horse is not supposed to drink. So he let the horse drink because
of his state. The horse had a fit, some kind of colic and died. And then he
blamed the woman stating it was her fault. And then she says: “Well, tough
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luck. Maybe I said those things in an unfortunate hour.” Some time later
[ was having a ride with him and he told me this story. And he says: “Now
[ take everyone.”)

All these tales can be summed up with one sentence: a curse uttered
by a person unfairly hurt affects the wrongdoer. And, similarly to the case
of the wronged mother, who unwittingly yet justly curses, here also
the curse of the wronged person takes on a result which is independent
off their will. Let's recall a story quoted above:

Opowiadali ludzie, Ze jeden trzy razy sasiada spalit i potem pokutowat [po
$mierci]. Przyszedt do tego, co go spalitl, i méwi, Zeby mu tamten wybaczyt,
to przestanie pokutowadé. Ale tamten odpowiada: “Jakby$ mnie raz spalit,
to bym ci wybaczyt, jakby$ mnie dwa razy spalil, to tez bym ci wybaczyt,
ale Ze$ mnie trzy razy spalit, to ty idz do diabta i mi glowy nie zawracaj!”
On tego nie chcial, ale jak to powiedzial, to jak sie wiatr nie zerwie, diabet
przyleciat i tego pokutujacego zabrat [8].

(People said that there was a man who burned down his neighbour’s house
three times and then had to atone until he died. He came to the neighbour
whose house he burned and asked for forgiveness. But the neighbour told
him: “If you only burned me once, I would forgive you. Even if you burned
me twice, | would still forgive you. But you burned my house three times!
So now don’t beg me for forgiveness, go to hell and stop pestering me!” He
didn’t mean for this to happen, but once he said it, wind rose, and the devil
came on its wings, and took the arsonist with him to hell.)

Therefore, we are dealing here with classic examples of the justified
curse. My interlocutors are highly aware of this justification:

Jak sie Zle zrobi, to moze przeklac cztowieka i obca osoba [39].

(If you do someone wrong then even a stranger can curse this person.)
Czasem przeklinajo cudze. I cudze przeklinajo, jak co$ niedobrze sie im
zrobi. To sie sprawdza, a co mysélicie [30].

(Sometimes strangers curse. And strangers curse when you do them wrong.
This is working. What do you think?)

Stusne i cudze przeklony skodzace, tylo stusne, jezeli on stusny [13].
(Justified and other people’s curses are only justified when the cause is

justified.)

The power which is the actual agent of the curse is named in the fol-
lowing way:
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Tez, jezeli stusznie klnie, to Pan Bég tez moze pokaraé [37].

(If the curse is justified then God can punish too.)

Ten przeklnie, kto u Boga godny. Jak krzywde kto$ wyrzadzi niewinnie...
Jakby ja na przyktad do pani co$ tam méwita, a pani w ogdle nie byta winna,
i pani by zakleta, no to jednak Pan Bég wystucha. Tak, Pan Bég wystucha,
jak jest godny, a jak nie jest godny, no to nie ma co [34].

(Only this one will curse whom God finds worthy. If someone does another,
innocent person wrong [...] for example if [ was saying something [wrong]
to you and you would be innocent and you would curse then God would
listen. Yes, God listens when the person is worthy but if they’re not, there
is no point.)

Therefore, the rule that God always takes the side of the wronged
person is once again confirmed here. This truth is deeply written in
the folk set of beliefs and it is also often expressed in relations that are
more mythical than the ones quoted above, for instance:

Dawnymi czasy ludzie, zwtaszcza pobozni, cnotliwi, prze§ladowani niewin-
nie, przy pomocy bozej nad zwierzetami drapieznymi wptyw wywierali
ogromny. [ tak na przyktad zdarzato sie, iz rabu$ poczciwemu cztowie-
kowi wydrze¢ chciat mienie. Napadniety, innej pod reka nie majac obrony,
zawotal w rozpaczy: “Oby cie wilcy zjedli!” I natychmiast zjawiali sie wilcy
i wypetniali rozkaz jego [DWOK 48, TarnRzesz: 26].

(In the times long ago people, especially pious ones, virtuous, wrongly per-
secuted, with God’s help had an enormous influence on predatory animals.
For instance, there was a case that a robber wanted to take away a decent
man’s possessions. The victim of the attack, having no other form of defence
at hand, called out in despair: “May wolves eat you!” Wolves would turn up
immediately and execute his order.)

The whole nature, the whole world is ordered by God to take the side of
the just man. Our current considerations make us conclude that the ethical
and social system of folk culture provides for the possibility of everyone
cursing everyone provided that the cursing party’s cause is justified: “If
you are innocent and he is guilty it will fulfil” (“jak ty niawinawata, a jon
winawat, da patuczycca”) [82].7°

Ajustified curse of the wronged person is a tool of God’s punishment
on the sinners; a punishment which is necessary (hence the wording of
the curse must have the agential power) so that the world would not
turn into chaos.

The above observations are confirmed in the only full description of
the cursing ritual that I know from ethnographic literature on the Slavic
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culture. It was recorded by Jézef Obrebski, who back in the 1930s in
Macedonian highlander communities studied the existing system of
witchcraft and its social and mythological implications. He witnessed
among other the ritual of cursing performed by the mother of a girl who
because of love magic ran away to the boy. The curse was the punishment
for the neighbour - the one behind the plot and the magic. Let’s read
the report from the Macedonian field:

[ wéwczas Dajlica wymierzyta kare Stamejcy jedyna droga, ktéra jej pozo-
stata - uroczystym rzuceniem klgtwy.

Byto to we wtorek - w dzien, gdy réwnie jak w sobote, klatwa posiada najwiek-
szg moc i najtatwiej sie chwyta. Wtasnie przechodzitem niedaleko od domu
Dajlowcéw, gdy ujrzatem Dajlice przekraczajgca prog jej chaty. Zatrzymatem
sie zaciekawiony. Wnuczeta jej krecity sie okoto jej kolan. Dajlica krzykneta
na synowa: “Zabierz, kurwo, dzieci! Niechaj dzieci nie siedzg przy mnie:
bede Kkleta.” Po czym $ciggneta chustke z gtowy i siadta na progu z rekami
skrzyzowanymi na kolanach, w postawie przepisowej dla klngcych. Po czym
poczeta zawodzi¢ przenikliwym, piskliwym gltosem: “Jelenoo! Wylez przed
wrota, kurwoo! Co milczysz jak piczka pod koszulg, kurwo jedna? Wylez,
kurwo, niechaj cie widze! Eee, Pan mi ciebie nie oglgdat! Storice mi ciebie nie
grzato! Pienigdze Stawkine, co$ je wzieta, to ci byto potomstwo twoje! Nimi
bodajzes sie cieszyta, nic innego w domu nie miata! Ni naprzdd, ni nazad. To
ci byto bogactwo twoje, to ci byty dzieci twoje! To ci byto zdrowie twoje! Ja
rzektam, Bég [styszat]. Nijedna klgtwa na sucho niechaj nie padnie! Wszystkie
ciebie niechaj sie chwyca, jako mleko matczyne, co$ je cycata! Boze, eee! Czy$
[styszat], co rzektam ja?” A zza uchylonych wrét domostwa Stamejcy stycha¢
tylko byto zrywajacy sie raz po raz desperacki protest przeklinanej: “Tobie
tam, tobie tam, co$ rzekta! Samas kleta, sama zbieraj! Co$ sie tak rozpienita,
kurwo stara? Dobrze ci bylo, gdy dwie do ciebie przyszty? Tak samo i ta:
domezyto sie jej i poszta sobie. Maciora! Kurwa!”

Caty dzien z przerwami trwata ta szermierka stowna - walka, w ktérej
Dajlica gérowata nad przeciwniczka sita wymowy, powaga swego stano-
wiska moralnego i moca dysponowania sankcjami nadnaturalnymi. Gdyz
przeklenstwo rzucane na przypadkowego oponenta w gniewie, bez zacho-
wania rytuatu, nie posiada tej mocy, ktéra wtasciwa mu jest, gdy formuty
przeklenistwa wypowiedziane sg z zachowaniem wszelkich szczegdtow
ceremoniatu i gdy przeklinany faktycznie zawinit. Wéwczas klagtwa staje
sie aktem religijnym, gdyz dociera do Boga i przez ten mistyczny kontakt
uzyskuje aureole $§wietosci i mocy boskiej. Jesli zostanie wypowiedziana
w momencie, w ktérym klatwy posiadaja szczeg6lng tatwos¢ “chwytania
sie,” arozkaz klatwy pocznie sie petni¢ nad nim, losy przeklinanego beda
przesadzone” [Obrebski 2005: 67-68].

(And then Daylitsa punished Stameytsa with the only method left, i.e.
the ceremonial curse.
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It was on a Tuesday, the day when, similarly to Saturday, the curse is the most
powerful and the easiest to “catch on”. I was just passing by Dayle's family
house when I saw Dajlica crossing the threshold of the house. I stopped
out of curiosity. She was surrounded by her grandchildren. Daylitsa yelled
at her daughter-in-law: “take the kids way, you bitch! I don’t want them
around me now; I'll be cursing.” Then she took the headscarf off and sat
down on the threshold with her arms crossed in her lap, the model posture
for the cursing party. She started wailing with a piercing, squeaky voice:
“Yelena!Come outside, you bitch! Why are you so silent like a cunt under
the shirt, you bitch? Come outside, you bitch, let me see you! May God never
see you! May the sun never warm you! May the money taken from Slavka be
your children! May you only find comfort in it not anything else, ever that
you have in your house! Not in the future, not in the past. May it be your
wealth; may it be your children! May it be your health! This I said and God
[heard me]. May not even one curse fall unfulfilled! May all the curses catch
you like your mother’s milk you suckled on! God! Did you [hear] what I said?”
And from the door left ajar of Stameytsa’s house one could hear the cursed
one protesting desperately time after time: “It’s for you, it’s for you what
you said! You swore, you reap it now! Why did you get so agitated, you old
bitch? Did you feel good when those two came over? The same with this
one: she fucked around and she left. Pig! Bitch!”

This verbal struggle lasted the whole day with some breaks. In this strug-
gle Daylitsa was prevailing over her opponent with the power of wording,
the gravity of her moral position and the power of having supernatural
sanctions at her disposal. It was because a curse bestowed in anger on
an accidental opponent without sticking to the ritual hasn’t got the power
it has once the cursing formulas are uttered in the circumstances of the cer-
emony with all the details and in case the cursed person was in fact guilty.
Then the curse becomes a religious act since it reaches God and through this
mystical contact it takes on a halo of holiness and divine power. If the curse
is uttered at the time when curses have a special easiness to “catch on” and
the curse order is being fulfilled then the fate of the cursed party is sealed.)

In comparison with this model description the material I collected in
Podlasie and Belarus confirms only bits, pieces and fractions of the old
Slavic system of operating the magical speech-acting. It is, however, so
extensive and coherent that in its basis the outline of this system can be
reconstructed and comprehended. The possibility of gaining access to
the system from the period when it was at its peak (it is granted due to
Obrebski’s report) is for the reconstruction I propose a kind of impair-
ment test.

In Belarus I also managed to record a story of an eyewitness to
a ritual cursing. It was a very powerful cursing since it was performed
by the highest authority in the community, i.e. the priest.
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- Ja sama bytam wtenczas. Jako$ byto Przemienienie. MozZe piontek, moze
w sobote, w ko$ciele w Wawidrce. Ksiondz i zmarty. Jeszcze byta dziewczyno
ja. Tu w tym Dylewie zaczeli bi¢ sie i zabili chtopca na zabawie. Zabili chtopca
i ksiondz jak zszedt na ambonie, zeszed}, tak przeklinat ksiondz tego, kto
zabit. “Ot, mnie, méwi, dzisiaj przywiezli mnie po Przemienieniu [...], mnie
przywiezli spowiednika pobitego.” On i umar zrazu. I méwi: “Przywiezli
mnie do spowiedzi! Jak ojciec wstyd ma za syndéw! Ja za parafia swoja wstyd
taki mam przed ksienzmi cudzemi. Przywiezli mnie spowiednika takiego!”
[ tak krzyczy: “Jamonty, Jamonty, Zeby na wasze dziesigte pokolenie spa-
dlo, co ja méwie! Wasza matka lezy na bozej poscieli juz ktéry rok?! Zeby
na was chmura czarna zeszta!l!” Ot, przeklinatl. [...] I sam ksiondz! I tak o,
w ambonie bit piei§ciami swymi.

I co potem byto z tymi Jamontami?

- Wwienzieniu posiedzieli. [...] Ich matka umarta. Ich sondzili, matka zmarta
i nie widzieli syny. [...] [Potem] przyszli, poZenili sie. [...] Patom zmarli,
pochowali, i wsio. Co zrobic?

Czyli nie wiadomo, czy co$ tam byto na ta rodzine, czy nie?

- No, chorowag, chorujo wszystkie dzieci. Moze Pan B6g daje choroba jaka,
czy co? Pan Bég Swienty [wie] [50].

(- I was there alone at that time. It was during the Transfiguration. Maybe
on a Friday, maybe on a Saturday in a church in Vavyerka. The priest and
the deceased. I was a teenage girl then. Here in Dylevo there was a fight and
they killed a boy during a dance night. They killed the boy and the priest
standing at the wing altar would curse the killers with these words: “today
they brought me a beaten up parishioner. They brought him for confession!”
And he died right away. And [the] priest says: “How ashamed must the father
be because of his sons! I feel ashamed before other priests because of the par-
ish. They brought me such a person to have his sins heard!” And he yelled:
“Jamonts, Jamonts, may it be visited upon you unto the tenth generation what
I'm saying! Your mother has been bedridden for how many years now? May
a black cloud fall on you!!!” Well, he cursed [...] And it was a priest himself!
And he would hit the wing altar with his fists.

And what happened to the Jamonts?

- They did their time in prison...Their mother died. They were being pros-
ecuted, the mother died not having seen her sons before her death...[Then]
they returned, got married [...] Then they died, were buried. That’s all.
What can you do?

So we don’t know if something fell on the family, do we?

- Well, they get il], all the children get ill. Maybe God gives some kind of
illness or what? Sacred God [knows].)

While carrying on listening to the interlocutors let us pose a question

regarding the process of the curse if the cursing party is not a wronged
person (like the Macedonian mother whose daughter was put a spell on
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and kidnapped) and if their curse is not justified? In that case we are
obviously dealing with an overuse of the curse and, at the same time,
this curse is getting transformed into a self curse: “If the curse is unjus-
tified it doesn't work. Who curses, gets cursed himself” (“Kto klnie, to
na niego lgnie”) [13].

In accordance with the rules reflected in the conversation quoted
above:

- Jak klnie kto$ bardzo, [...] on nie wie, czy to on na siebie klnie, czy on na
kogo klnie. To nie wiadomo, czy ono przystanie na tego, co on klnie [...].
0d czego to zalezy?

- 0d durnego cztowieka. Jak on nie rozumie nic takiego, a chlapie czort wi
co. Bo madry cztowiek to musi sie zastanowi¢, czy to mozna powiedziec,
czy nie mozna to powiedzie¢ [24].

(- If someone curses a lot ... he doesn't know if he is cursing himself or
someone else. One doesn't know if it falls on the person he curses. [...]
What does it depend on?

- On how stupid the man is. If he doesn't understand anything but says
without thinking the hell knows what. A wise man will think if he can say
such things or not.)

If the man is stupid he does not understand that he cannot over-
use the curse and so he has to bear the consequences as envisioned in
the rules: the curse falls on the one whose curse is unjustified. And life
simply goes hand in hand with these rules.

Jak jest ktdtnia, przeklenistwa, to jest bardzo niedobrze. Bo co sie w ktdtni
komu zyczy, to sie obréci przeciw temu, kto przeklenstwami rzucat. I to
bardzo szybko. Raz jedni ludzie Zyczyli sasiadowi, Zeby mu reka uschta, to
po trzech dniach ich wtasnemu synkowi sieczkarnia dton odcieta.””

(When there's a quarrel and cursing, it's very bad. Because what you wish
the other person in an argument, will turn back to the one who cursed. Very
fast. Once some folk wished the neighbour for his hand to wither and after
three days their own son had his hand cut off by a chaff cutter.)

The power guarding the order of the universe gave the human the abil-
ity to operate the words of the curse, an efficient and double-edged tool.
When the human refuses to cooperate with the sacrum while committing
an act of sin they don't use this tool in an appropriate way, hence they
get destroyed by it.

A common belief that the curse “comes true for both parties” (“spetnia
sie nie tylko na jedna strone, ale réwniez na tego, kto przeklina”) [36] is
a motivating force behind the existing prohibition of cursing. Because
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“the curse may fall on you, be careful what you wish for” (“przeklen-
stwo moze ci sie sta¢ - wiec nie zycz nikomu, co tobie niemite”) [38]78.
Functioning of this magical “boomerang law’’® (“the curse might turn
your way if your curse was unjustified” - “przeklenstwo moze obraécié¢
sie przeciw tobie, jesli niestusznie, fatszywie powiesz” [37]) is obvious
for everyone including, as my interlocutors claim, the religious authority
in the community:

A czemu to ksieza tak krzycza? Bo to na mnie to przeklenstwo pada, na
mnie sie odwraca. To mnie stanie, co ja Zycze komu. Dlatego nie wolno, nie
wolno przeklinaé. Nie wtenczas, to za ile czasu, to wszystko jedno Pan Bég
zapamieta [65].

(Why do priests shout so much? Because it falls on me, it turns against me.
It will happen to me what I wish for someone else. Therefore you can'’t,
you can’t curse. If not now then in some time; it doesn’t make a difference
because God will remember.)

The Bible says: May those who curse you be cursed [Gen. 27:29] It doesn’t
mean, though, that my interlocutors are not acquainted with the purely
ethical interpretation of the prohibition of the curse:

Ten, kto przeklina niestusznie, ma grzech Smiertelny. Trzeba przedtem
udowodni¢, czy to stuszne, czy nie. Gdyby klatwa sie zawsze spetniata, to
wszyscy byliby przekleci. Pan Bég ztego nie chce wystucha¢ [38].

(The one who curses unjustifiably has a mortal sin. It being either justified
or not has to be proven. If the curse always came true then everyone would
be cursed. God doesn’t want to listen to the wrongdoer.)

Since the Bible also says:Let them curse but You may bless, God
[Ps.109:29].

But sometimes it happens that regardless of God’s will the human
wants Him to “listen to the evil.” And then it happens that the human
who was wronged resorts to other methods of punishing the wrongdoer
rather than only uttering the words. The ritual of the curse is further
strengthened by using the props and ‘metaphorical transfer’. In the third
chapter dealing with excommunication [ mentioned a well-known method
of bestowing the curse on others with use of breaking, putting out or at
least placing (offering) candles in the church or the Orthodox church.

Jedna tu, prawostawna, w naszej wsi z Feliksowa. [ ona przyszta. I ona
bardzo pokochata tego polaka. On tadnie $piewat. A ona w chérze $piewata
tam w cerkwi. I potem ta matuszka... matuszka tez Spiewata razem z nia.
I méwi: “No to, Ktawa, kak ty, pajdziosz za palaka?” - “Pajdu, matuszka,
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pajdu.” - “Nu, paczemu ty swoju wieru brasajesz, a idziosz?” A ona méwi:
“No tak, on tadnie $piewa, pokochatam go. Pokochatam go.” - “Nu tadno,
idzi, ale kak ty pieta z nami w chore, to my patuszym $wieczki, i budziem
pie¢ pa ciomnamu, pus¢ twaja zyZnia tak ciomna prachodzi¢, kak nam
ciomna bez ciebia.” I ona to opowiadata. I méwi: “I, Mania, rzeczywiscie,
szto majo zycio ciomnaja byto.” [...] | ona wyszta. I prawda, ona bogobojna,
taka tadna, ta kobieta. I dzieci wychowywata. Ale szcze$cia nie miata. Pit
bardzo. [...] Ona nie widziata stonica nigdy, clemnym wiekiem przezyta. On
pokosi jej, ale wszyscy ubiora juz ten sianokos, a on jeszcze idzie kosic...
Napije sie, lezy... Ale taka bogobojna. [...] I Zeby ona komus tam przeklinata,
Ze napoit jego... Mowi: “Nikt nie napoi, jezeli sam nie bendzie pi¢. [...] I ja
jeho szkaduju, jak druha.” O, to mondra kobieta, mondra. Tak o, przyktad
popatrze¢ na nion [53].

(There is one Orthodox woman in our village; she’s from Feliksovo. She fell
in love with one Catholic man. He was a great singer. And she was singing in
the choir in the Orthodox church. And the matushka, the wife of the Ortho-
dox priest who was also singing in the choir says: 'Well, Klava, will you
marry the Catholic?’. “I will, matushka, I will.” “Well, why are you going to
abandon your faith and leave?” And she says: “Well, yes, he is a great singer,
I've fallen in love with him. I love him.” “All right, go but because you have
been singing with us in the choir we will put out the candles and sing in
darkness. May your life be so dark as we are dark without you.” She told me
this story. And she says: “And, Mania, my life truly has been dark.” ... It is
true she was godly, so pretty, this woman. And she raised her children. But
she wasn’t happy. He drank a lot... She saw no sun, never, she lived in dark
times. And she says: “He would hay but everyone is done with hay cutting
and he is still haying... He will have a drink, lie down...But she was so godly
...And she never made a fuss about him getting drinks from others...She
says: “No one will give him drinks if he doesn’t drink himself [...] I'm sorry
for him as my friend.” Oh, she was a wise, wise woman. I looked up to her.)

The same interlocutor observed a woman in a church who was plac-
ing candles “the evil”

- Ja uklenktam, ja modle sie przed wielkim ottarzem, a ona idzie obok
przed wielkim ottarzem, koto Matki Boskiej. [...] Idzie i szepcze: “Postawie
$wiece, zeby tobie co$ stato sie. Niech Matka Boska rozbiera sie.” [ postawita
Swiece. [...]

Ajak sie taka Swiece stawia? [...]

- Nu, czy ona tam sie modli? Do ko$ciota zaniesie, nie pali juz, ale tak postawi
do Matki Boskiej. Postawi tam gdzie$ przy boku, czy gdzie. Juz ona zaklina
moze te $wiecy, czy ona mys$li, Zeby jej sie tam co ztego stato... [53].

(- I knelt down and was praying before the great altar and saw her walking
past me, past the God’s Mother [...] She was walking and whispering: “I'll
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place the candles so that something wrong might happen to you. May God’s
Mother decide.” And she placed the candles. [...]

How do you place such a candle? [...]

- Well, is she praying there? She will take it to the church, will not light it
but place it for God’s Mother. She will place it on the side or somewhere else.
She might put a spell on the candles or might be thinking about something
evil happening to somebody...)

You might also make offerings. You might even buy a holy mass,

the so-called black mass. You might say special prayers “for the curse”
or order them from people of another confession, e.g., the Jews.

Jak chcac Zle, to mnie jeszcze niedawno kobieta opowiadata, ze w zarnach
pienigdze mielg! Mielg w Zarnach pieniadze, i Zeby to stato sie cztowieku.
I zaklete te pieniadze juz wtedy na takuju i takuju rzucasz w kosciele, na
tace [65].

(A woman told me recently that if they want to do wrong they grind money
on the millstones! They grind money on the millstones if they want some-
thing to happen to a man. And this money which is already enchanted they
donate in church in this intention.)

Jak chce klnaé¢ [cudzy cztowiek], to tez klnie, zaklina tam rozmaicie. A jak
juz nie, to idzie do kosciota i $wiece postawi. [ czasem da na msze, zeby
odprawil, ze jemu tak a tak sie stato. To czasem tak sprawdzi sie od razu.
Ksigdz odprawi, a jakze - jezeli kto$ kiepskiego co$ zrobit dla niego [30].
(When [a stranger] wants to curse, he curses too, he curses in a number of
ways. And if not, he goes to the church to place the candles. Sometimes he
buys a mass so that something might happen to another person. Sometimes
it is fulfilled at once. The priest will celebrate the mass, of course he will if
someone did him wrong.)

Kahda batiuszka jechat hotdayski iz Lidy u Hotdawa, wot taki matady sabrat-
siaizjaho dawaj nasmieszKi stroi¢, ciahat jaho za baradu, nasmieszki stroit
Zjaho. [...] I wot batiuszka pasmatret na jaho, i na lico krasiwyj, charoszyj,
usio... ja znaju chto, no nie skazu, ot. No i heta, kaza: “Bolsz ty nie pazywiosz
jak try hoda.” Ot, batiuszka uziat takuju malitwu, na praklatije katoraja,
malitsia y cerkwi za prystotam, katoryja je$¢ takije malitwy, szto mozesz
pamalicca i czetawiek zdarowy adrazu umre. Je$li czetawieku wred taki
zrobisz, to czetawiek nie moze jemu prastit’. I try hoda jon pazyti sam umier.
Wot Haspod’ jaho pastat tak, szto jon umier. UZo bolsze jon nasmieszkou ni
z koho nie stroit. Ot, wsio heta jest [63].

(One day a batiushka [an Orthodox priest] was on the way from Lida to
Holdovo and a youngster started bothering him; he pulled his beard and
made fun of him ...And the batiushka just looked at him and says: “You will
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live no longer than three years.” Well, the batiushka found a special prayer
for the cursing and prayed in the Orthodox church behind the altar. There
are prayers like this; you pray and a healthy man will die at once. Because
if you do someone this kind of harm he cannot forgive you. So he lived three
years and died. Well, God made him die. He never bothered anyone after
that. Well, that’s all it is’.)

Ja pamietam, jak dawali na zydowskie szkoty. To to juz byto przeklenstwo
bardzo, bardzo, bardzo wielkie. To tak méwili: “dali tobie na zydowskie
szkoty.” Oni tam w kupie modlg sie, w takich szkotach. I tam dajg, a oni juz
przeklinaja. Widzie¢, ja sama nie widziata, ale tak starsze kobiety opowia-
daja [65].

(I remember that they would give offerings for Jewish schools [synagogues].
It was a very very serious curse. They would say: “they gave you for Jewish
schools” There they pray in groups in those synagogues. And they give and
they curse at once. [ never saw it myself but older women say s0.)8°

What are the consequences of the magical ritual of the curse under-
taken in order to “do someone wrong’?

- Czasam wsio ta kazu¢: “pojdu w cerkoy, $wieczku postaylu na eta..., pier-
atamaju $wieczku...” Eta toj samyj ured. [...] A jakjon, czoz, nie winawat, to
jamu ysio raunoz niszto nie zrobicca.

A jak winawaty, to zrobicca?

- Nu, a jak winawat, to mo i robicca. [...]

Staylali pierad ikonaju?

- Pierad ikonoju stauylaju¢. Pierad ikonoj postawia¢ i uze tamnu¢. Dy ysiod-
noz od razuz u tu minutu wono nie zrobicca tomu czotowieku. Ci Zoncy, ci
czotowieku. Da uze potom.

A to mozna odwrécié?

- Raz uzo onoz pieretamnie, to kudyz uze nazad odwierniesz? Uze nazad
nie wierniesz. Uze raz wylecieli tyje stowa, to uzez propato.

Jak kamien w wode?

- Da[69].

(- Sometimes they say: “I'll go to the Orthodox church, I'll place a candle for
him [or her]..., break the candle...” This is evil ...Butif he is innocent nothing
will happen to him anyway.

But if he is guilty then will something happen?

- Well, if he is guilty then something might happen. [...]

Did they place them before the icon?

- Before the icon. They place them before the icon and break them imme-
diately. But nonetheless, nothing is going to happen to this man at that
moment. A man or a woman. Only later.
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Can you take it back?

- If you break a candle once you can't unbreak it, can you? You won'’t have
one candle again. If the words left their mouth once there’s no escape.

It disappeared into thin air?

Yes.)

- [Sasiadki] wszystko wtasno$é byta ta ziemia, o tu, gdzie ten domek postawiony.
[ ona tam, dali jednemu takie... postawi¢ domy na jej polu. Ona przyszta -
moéwi: “nie stawié¢.” On méwi: “mnie przeciez to, ja mam od rzadu, od kotchozu
naznaczone te miejsce, gdzie ja mam domek postawi¢.” | pewnego razu ja ide
iwidze: dwie $wiecy pala sie na tym miejscu, gdzie ten miat dom. W czasie... tak
dwunasta, p6t do dwunastej, to juz po kosciotach nabozenstwo odprawia sie...
Suma. I o ile sie nie myle, czarne wstazki zawigzane na tych $wiecach. A ja gesi
zabieratam i natknetam sie na to, patrze: pala sie, dwie. Ja od razu zrozumiata,
Ze to ona. Przychodze i méwie: “Kto tam Swieczki zapalit, na tamtym placu, co
to dane temu? Tam pono¢ wy z kuma odpowiedzialne.” Ona méwi: “Ja!” To ja
méwie: “Powiedz ty mnie, na co?” - “Zeby oni tu nie rozzyli sie.”

Zeby oni sie nie rozzyli...

- Tak, zeby oni nigdy dobra nie mieli. No i wszystko... Prawda, ja to wszyst-
kim, wszystkim opowiadata, wszystkim, kogo nie spotkata [...]. [ temu
gospodarzowi powiedziatam: “Na twoim placu zapalono dwie $wieczki.”
On poszedt do predsiedaciela kotchozu i méwi jemu, Ze ona... - “Ty jeste$
mezczyzna przeciez, trzeba plu¢ na takie rzeczy.” No, i wszystko. Pobudowat
sie i dziekowaé Bogu zdrowi i dwie c6rki ma, tadne dziewuchy, do ko$ciota
chodza [...]. I zyja, i wszystko majg, i maszyne kupili, i bogato zyja. To prze-
klenistwo nic nie pomogto.

Nie spetnito sie...

- Nie spetnito sig, nic. Bo to jest, to niesprawiedliwe. [...]

A tej kobiecie, ktéra palita te Swieczki, nie stato sie cos?

- Jamysle, Ze stato sie, ja tak zrozumiata - Ze cérki syn starszy wzrostu nie
mai[...] on co$ takiego jak... w szkole uczy sie dobrze. A jesli w domu, to wiecej
na gtupiego wyglada, ze jakie$ takie, Ze co$ robi takie coS... Jemu matusia
kostiumek wyprasuje, [...] jesli on dowie sie, Ze ona wyprasowata i wymyta,
on zdepcze nogami to. I teraz... [...] wziagt miotek i te $wiatto - fary takie
nazywajg sie, takie §wiatto w maszynie, mtotek, pobit... [...] Wzigl mlotek
ipobit... “A kt6z to gwoZdzie napedzit, Zeby ja przebit te kota w maszynie?” -
“To on zrobil - méwi - zrobit takie co$.” Prosze bardzo...

Robi szkody wiasnym rodzicom?

- Wtasnym rodzicom. Nawet na daczy, Zeby ojciec nie nadbiegt, to podpalitby
dacze... [...] To tego, to on takie wredy robi. To ja tak czesto [...] méwie: “no
chyba za to, Ze ona robita takie rzeczy, myslata, ze komus to bedzie Zle, to
ona w swojej rodzinie otrzymata...” [57].

(- Here, where this house is, there used to be [a neighbour’s] property.
And a man was permitted to build a house in her field. She came over and
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says: “Don’t do it.” He says: “It’s for me; I got it from the government, from
the kolkhoz. They selected this place for my house.” And one day [ am pass-
ing by and I see: two candles are lit in the exact spot where the house was
supposed to be built. During...at twelve, half past twelve, there were already
masses being celebrated at that time. The high Mass. If [ am not mistaken
there were black ribbons tied around the candles. I was picking up my geese
and came across this; [ have alook and here they are: two candles, both lit.
[ understood straight away that it was her. I come over and say: “Who lit
the candles at the square that had been given to that man? You and your
relative are supposedly responsible for this.” She says: “Me!” And I say: ‘Tell
me, what for?” - “So that they won’t have a prosperous life”.

A prosperous life...

- Yes, so that they might not have anything good, ever. That’s all... It’s true,
[ told it everyone, everyone I met on the way [...] And I said to that man:
“Two candles have been placed in your field.” He went to see the leader of
the kolkhoz and tells him that she...: “You are a man; you must spit on such
matters.” That’s all. He built the house and, thanks God, everyone is in good
health; he has two daughters, pretty lasses; they go to church [...] And they
live and have everything, they’ve bought a car and live comfortably well.
The curse didn’t work at all

It didn’t fulfil

- It didn’t fulfil at all. Because it was unjustified. [...]

What about the woman who lit the candles; did anything happen to her?

- Ithink so. Her older son is short and he something like [...] he looks kind of
stupid; he does things like that... He does harm to his parents. Even the dacha.
If his father hadn’t arrived in time he would have set fire to the dacha...he
does things like that. [ often say: “It might be for doing those things; she
thought somebody else would get hurt but it was her in her family.”)

Similarly to the one who utters the words of a curse or an oath and
must be careful not to say those words unjustifiably, the one who per-
forms a magical ritual must know that this is a type of God’s judgment
(“I'll place the candles so that something wrong might happen to you.
May God’s Mother decide” - “Postawie Swiece, Zeby tobie co$ stato sie.
Niech Matka Boska rozbiera sie” [53]). The powers have been summoned
and the consequences of their activity are upon us: the punishment
will definitely fall on either the one who sinned when hurting the other
person or the one who sinned when demanding that the sacrum order
unjustified punishment on the neighbour®!.

[Czarna msza to] normalna taka msa, tylko w niej byli modlitwy prze-
klenstwa do Boga. Ji to sie zawsze sprawdzato. Ale ze nase ksieza, zaden
tego odprawic nie chciat. Tylko pop. [...] Otylki ojcu zgineli tez pieniadze ji
uoni tak to na tygo, to na tygo. A to jech wziot ojcu syn te pienigdze. Ji ten
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ojciec sie raz... tego i dat na te carne mse. [...] To p6Znij ten ojciec nie mog
tego przezy¢. A uon, jak uodprawit pop te mse, to jego nic nie bolato, tylko
piekto. Dotad piekto az go dopiekto. Ji p6Znij ten uojciec méwi: Cemus mie
nie powiedziat, ze$ to ty wziot te pieniadze. [...] Przepadto juz. Jak sie na
te mse daje, to juz nie ma odwrotu [Niebrzegowska, Panasiuk 1991: 91].

([Black mass] is aregular mass. The only difference is that it includes cursing
prayers. And it always came true. But no priest wanted to celebrate this mass.
Only the Orthodox priest. [...] Otylka’s father couldn’t find his money and they
kept accusing one after another. But it was his son who had taken the father’s
money. And the father bought a black mass once [...] Later this father couldn’t
bear it. Once the Orthodox priest celebrated the mass the fson was not in pain
but he had a stinging sensation. It was getting worse and worse. And later
this father said: “Why didn’t you tell me it was you who took the money? [...]
It’s all lost now. If you buy a black mass there’s no way back.)

Therefore, similarly to staying away from cursing and swearing

an oath, magical treatment “for the curse’ is also commonly condemned.

Kiedys$ opowiadali, ze zakupywali mszy na taka klgtwe jedni drugich, ale
czy to byto prawdziwe, dobre c6s? [38].

(People used to say that the folks bought such masses for cursing each other
but was it real, was it good?)

Kiedys do ko$ciota jaka$ kobieta przyniosta §wiece, czekata dopoki ta Swieca
sie spali i méwita: “A Zebys$ ty skapat tak jak ta §wieca.” Ofiary sktadali na
kogo$, Zzeby na niego kleska jaka$ byta. Ale Pan Bdg nie przyjmie takiej
ofiary. Ludzkich przeméwien Pan Bég nie bedzie stuchat [20].

(Once a woman brought a candle to the church; she waited for the candle
to stop burning and said: “may you drip like this candle.” They would bring
offerings for someone’s disaster or misfortune. But God doesn’t accept
offerings like this. God will not listen to human arguments.)

Czy stawiano §wiece na przeklenstwo?
- Ajakze, ale ksiadz to nie przyjmatby ich, powyrzucat [65].

(Did they place candles for the curse?
- Of course, but the priest wouldn’t have them, he would have them thrown away.)

- Na przyktad kto$ komu krzywde zrobit, to méwi: ja datem na dzwony.
Co to znaczy?

- No, zeby dzwony dzwonili. Oto mnie na przyktad pani krzywde jaka$
zrobita, taka ciezka, ja ide do koSciota - i ksigdz by nie przyjat. Jak to ksiadz
przyjmie?! Na przeklenstwo? A czy to jest prawdziwe? [57].

(- For instance when someone did harm to someone else he says: [ made
a donation for the bells.
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What does it mean?
- Well, to have them toll. For instance, you hurt me badly. I go to see the priest
and he wouldn’t have it. Why would the priest accept this? For a curse? [s it real?)

- U nas do kropielnicy kopiejki rzucaja... Ona chce na przyktad przeklaé
pania czy tam mnie, jakas gtupia taka kobieta i ona przychodzi, wrzuci tam
kopiejki do tego. To u nas byt taki [jeden]; przybiega, wybiera te kopiejki,
rzuci i méwi: “szto to jest za dziko$¢, zeby wrzucaé do Swieconej wody te
kopiejki?!” Potem ksigdz na kazaniu powiedziatl, ze: “takiej rzeczy nie réb-
cie - do $wieconej wody, do kropielnicy nie wrzucajcie zadnych kopiejek.”
To ja widziatam sama, ze do kropielnicy rzucali kopiejki. Teraz przestali.
A po co sie rzuca te kopiejki? Ja ofiaruje za to, zeby sie komus$ stato co$
zlego, tak?

- Tak, tak, tak. Zeby panig tam choroba jaka$, czy pani tam nogi pokrecito,
czy odebrato, tam co$ takie ona przemys$li i ona rzuci tam tego.

Przemysli, i takie zyczenie...

- I takie zyczenie, tak. Ona juz tak od duszy te zZyczenia ma i je rzuci do
kropielnicy. Juz teraz ja nie widze, nigdy nie widze w kropielnicy.

Co$ przy tym sie jeszcze modlili, czy to tylko tak, taka intencja, zyczenie samo?
- Tylko same. MoZe ona modlita sig, no mnie to nie trafiato sie porozmawiac
z taka kobietg, ktéra rzuca, jak ona tam mys$li i co jej przedstawi sie to, te
rzucanie tych kopiejek. Widzie¢ widziatam w wodzie, w kropielnicy, ale
teraz ksiadz, to on to wszystko wyttumaczyt, i... [57].

(- In our church they throw kopeks into the stoup... For example she
wants to curse you or me, some really stupid woman; and she comes and
throws her kopeks inside. There was a man here; he rushes in, digs in for
the kopeks, throws them away and says: “What kind of savage thing is this
throwing kopeks into the holy water?!” Then during the sermon the priest
said: "Don’t do such things with the holy water; don’t throw any kopeks
into the stout, into the holy water.” I saw them throwing kopeks myself.
Now they’ve stopped.

But why would you throw kopeks? Is it offering for something evil that
might happen to another person?

- Yes, yes, yes. They would do it so that you would suffer from an illness
or your legs would get paralyzed or cut off; she would come up with such
wishes and throw them into the stoup.

So she will come up with such wishes...

- Yes, she will, yes. And this kind of wish, yes. She keeps those wishes deep
in her soul and throws them into the stoup. Now I see nothing, nowhere in
that stoup.

Did they pray over this or is it only perhaps an intention, a wish?

- Only a wish. Maybe she prayed. I never came across a woman and didn't
manage to talk to her about the reason for throwing the kopeks...but now
the priest, he explained everything...)
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Czy nosili $wieczki do cerkwi czy do ko$ciota na przeklenstwo komu$?

- Kazu¢, szto rabili. Ja nie widzieta swaimi gtazami, ja nikoli takoha nie
rabita. No jesli baciuszka takoje zamieci¢, to jon skiday. Ot, prymierna,
ja na kaho-ta ztaja, jon mnie taki uczynak zrabiy. Pojdziesz da cerkwy,
kuplajesz §wieczku, pastawisz §wieczku na padswiecznik. [ tam mozasz
jaje razahrawac ci umiesta dwie skruci¢ wiarowaczkaju, ci patamac jaje,
kab uzo jamu tam tamali ko$ci ci szto. Baciuszka uwidzie¢, srazu snimaje:
“U mianie takoha nie datzno by¢! U nas usio z Boham. A heta wy pryszli
z czortam, nie z Boham, raz pryszli u cerkwu wytwarac.”

Do koSciota tez takie nosili?

- Kazu¢, szto nasili. Alez hetaz jano nie razraszajecca [64].

(Did they take those candles to the Orthodox church or the church for
cursing somebody?

- They say they did that. I never saw it with my eyes and never did anything
like this. But if the batiushka notices something like this he removes it.
Well, for example, I'm angry with somebody for doing things for me. You
will go to the Orthodox church; you will buy a candle and put it in a holder.
You can get it warm there or put two candles together and tie with some
string; you can break it so that his bones can be broken too or something.
But if the batiushka sees it he will remove it at once: “This is unthinkable
here! Here we do everything with God! But you came with the devil instead
of God to do such things in the Orthodox church.”

Did they bring such things to the church too?

- People say they did. But this is prohibited.)

Ci robia¢ ludzi praklaéja u cerkwach, tomia¢ §wieczki?

- Chaj na jaho padzie. Jesli chto zarabit, niechaj... Chaj nie robié¢ podtaha.
Boh Z jim. A chto niewinna, chaj chto tomi¢ hetyje swieczki, chaj jamu, na
jaho i padzie. Chaj na jaho samoha padzie, jak czetawiek dzie niewinnyj.
Wot, dzietoczka. A nie mozna, jak nie jo$¢, u cerkwi tamac §wieczki. Lamac,
kruci¢ eta nie patozena. Nielzia robi¢ hetaha, takoha [63].

(Do people curse in Orthodox churches, do they break the candles?

- May it fall on him. If he's earned it then may it... May he not be mean. God
with him. And if unjustified then let them break the candles, may it fall
on them. May it fall on him if the man is innocent. But you can't, whatever
happens, break the candles in the Orthodox church. Breaking and twisting
is prohibited. You can't do things like that.)

Hence, the magical cursing ritual becomes, as you might observe, the tool

of God's justice towards the performer overusing it. In this way through this
behaviour this person puts themselves in the possession of God's enemy.

Evil doesn’t sleep. And it causes that the curse may be used as a weapon

not only by the weak and not only as a tool of God's justice. It might also
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be the tool of the initiated: a magical method to turning bad things onto
the specific victim. “There are people like that; they curse and it comes
true” (“Takie ludzie sa, Ze jak klgtwe rzuci, to jem sie spetni”) [12]. Who
are these people? Well, these are the people who can “do” (“do against
someone”) and “undo”:

Byli tu czarnokniznicy?

- Byli. Moze i teraz jest tych.

Nawet teraz?

- Pewnie, Ze jest. Te czarne. Jest jeszcze takie ludzie, Ze pani moze zrobig,
Ze 000, Z tego miejsca nie wstanie. [...] Jest juz takie czarauniki. [...]

Uroki rzucaja?

- 0, pani, one wszystko, co pani chce. Czarnoknizniki te. [...]

A skad oni tg swoja moc czerpia?

- Janie wiem.

0d Boga czy od diabta?

- 0d diabta pani, od diabta. Tylko [jak] postuzysz diabtu, to on u ciebie
bedzie. Na takim sznurku powiesisz sie. [...] To oni stuzg diabtu te czar-
noknizniki [56].

(Have sorcerers been here?

- They have. Maybe now they are here too.

Even now?

- Sure, they are. The black ones. Jest jeszcze takie ludzie, Ze pani moze zrobi¢,
Ze 000, Z tego miejsca nie wstanie [...] There are such wizards.

Do they cast spells?

- Oh my! They do everything you want. These sorcerers [...]

Where do they get this power from?

-Idon't know.

From God or the devil?

- From the devil, my dear, from the devil. The only thing is that if you serve
the devil then he's gonna come to you for good. That's the string for you to
hang yourself ...They serve the devil, those sorcerers.)

Czarnokniznicy tu kiedys$ byli?

- Byli tacy. [...] No wot, umieli tak juz szkodzi¢. Zeby ja tak umiata, to i jab tak
robita, ale nie umiem. To prawda. Moja kuzynka szta do Zotudka. Leci, leci,
tak $pieszy, a dziad jaki$ stary brodaty idzie z pateczka. “Ot - mowi - dziew-
czynka, ot ty tadnie i predko lecisz.” I ona od razu juz nie moze. Zeby mogta,
tob rekami, nogami szla, a niejak. Jako$ do tego Zatudka doszla, a z Zatudka
juz przywiezli do domu. Jak zaczeta chorowac, to pie¢ lat chorowata. A p6z-
niej znalezli takiego, co mégt odrobi¢, gdzie§ tam pod Grodnem. I w tych
Tapieliszkach ten dziadzka jej zamoéwit, cos tam poszeptat i jej zrobito sie od
razu lepiej. [ ona znédw stata jak kobieta. A tak dzieci byli mate u niej. Gdzie
nie tazili! I wot nie mogli popa$¢ na takiego, co by mégt wczesniej przesilié
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tamtego. A ten jej cztowiek powiedziat, jak ona pojechata do niego: “Ja jego
nie przesile na pewno i nie bede nic tobie robi¢.” I ona bardzo ptakata, ze
dzieci mate u niej, Ze zaptaci, ile powie. No i Zona jego pozatowata jej i mowi:
“Idz kobietko do domu, bedzie ci on juz odrabia¢.” I odrobit jej, i teraz zyje.
[ dzieci powyrastali, i za mazjuz jedng cérke wydata. Moja kuzynka, nie to
kto tam cudzy. I stary brodaty cztowiek z pateczka szedt. Nie mdgt to na psa
jakiego czy tam kogo narzuci¢? A narzucit na mtoda dziewczyne.

A skad on miat taka moc?

- Czort jego wie. Musi diabet z nim byt. I on na cztowieka narzucit. Ile ona
pokutowata, ile ptakata. Nic nie mogta robi¢, tylko ptakata i ptakata. Ona
sama mi to opowiadata. Tylko, Ze przebiegta mu droge, a on powiedziat: “O,
jak tadnie umiesz biega¢.” I tylko to powiedziat, a co on tam mys$lat, czort
jego wie. A tamten go jednak przesilil. A co ona mu za to nie wozita, taka juz
byta zadowolona, Ze zrobit z niej znéw cztowieka. A tak kaleka byta. Chaj
ich cholera wezmie! To ja méwita, to nie modlitwa. Jaki$ zty duch za nim
chodziito robi. A toz trzeba tak robi¢, zeby cztowiek kalekg by1?! To diabet
z nim chodzit i on tak robit z diabtem [55].

(Were sorcerers ever in this area?

- There were people like that. [...] Well, they knew how to do harm. If I could
do such things I would do that but I can't. It's true. A cousin of mine was
on the way to Zholudok. She was walking briskly, she was running and
then an old bearded man with a walking stick shows up. “Well,” he says,
“you girl are running so beautifully and swiftly.” And she immediately
feels she can't. If she could she would move her arms and legs but she
can't. She somehow managed to reach Zholudok but from there she was
driven home. She started being poorly and it lasted five years. And then
they found a man who could undo, somewhere near Grodno. He banished
the disease, he whispered some words and she got better at once. And she
was standing once again like a woman. She had small kids. They would
search high and low and couldn't find even one that was able to prevail
that man on the road. When she went to see one man he said: “I'm not
going to prevail that one for sure and I'm not going to do anything to you.”
She started crying a lot that she had small children and was going to pay
as much as he wanted. Well, the man's wife took pity on her and said: “Go
home little woman; he will undo it!” And he undid it and she is alive. Her
children are grown up now and she's already had one daughter married.
It's my cousin, not a stranger. And it was an old man with a walking stick.
Why didn’t he cast a spell on a dog or someone else? He cast a spell on
a young girl.

Where did he get this kind of power from?

- Who knows. The devil must have been with him there. And it was him
who cast this spell on the human. And how much she suffered; how much
she cried! She couldn't do anything but cry and cry. She told me that herself
that she crossed his path and he said: “Well, you can run so beautifully!”
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That's all he said but who knows what he was thinking. But the other man
managed to prevail him anyway. She would shower him with gifts, she was
so happy to be human again. And she was a cripple before. May cholera wipe
them out! Some kind of evil spirit follows him and does it. Do you have to
make a cripple out of a man?! It was the devil walking with him and he was
doing those things with the devil.)

- Ojciec opowiadat, tak czarne ksigzki kto czytal, to on musiatl, umiat jo
czytac. Ot, pan odchodzil, miat czarno ksigzke, ot, on zaczytat, méwi na
lokaja: “Tylko ksigzki nic nie bierz!,” méwi. - “Dobrze, nie nie.” Alez on, jemu
ciekawo$¢, szto tam w ety ksigzce. On pojechat, lokaj odemknot i czyta. Zara
pytajo sie: “Czego potrzebujesz?” A on nie wiedzial, co méwi¢, juz Lucyp...,
diabli rozmowe majo. Méwi: “Cebuli!” To jak zaczeli rzucié na niego ta
cebula, czué nie zaduszyli. Dobrze ze pan przyjechat, odczytat i wszystko
sprzatato sie. [...]

A tutaj [...] zylijacys czarnoksieznicy? [...]

- A tutaj niedaleko koto Zabtoci. Zabto¢. To, to tam jezdzili, to juz za mojo
pamiencio, jezdzili, to jednemu chtopczyku wszystko nosi cukierki, orze-
chy tam, a drugiemu wszystko géwnem, przepraszajac, oblapia i oblapia.
[ ksigdz przyjezdzat, i modlili sie, i wyjezdzali oni z domu... co oni tam nie
robili! Nie wiem, jak ucichto to potem. Czarna ksiazka, czarna ksigzka, to
nie daj Boze! Byto wszystko. I diabli byli, ojciec méwit, i straszydty byli [76].

(- My father told me that there were such people who would read black
books; they must have known how to read them. Well, one lord was going
on a trip and he had a black book so he says to the butler: “Don't you dare
touch the book.” “Very well,  won't.” But he was curious about the content of
the book. The lord left and the butler opened the book and started reading.
So they ask him: “What do you need?” And he didn't know what to say, that
was Lucip...,, those were devils talking. He says: “onions.” And they started
throwing onions at him and almost killed him. Luckily, the lord came back,
he undid it and everything went quiet. ...

Have you ever had any sorcerers in this area?

- Nearby Zabolots. They would go there and one boy gets only candy, nuts
and another boy only gets shit, pardon me, everything is covered in shit.
The priest arrived and prayed; they left the house...and tried many dif-
ferent things! [ don’t know how it ended. This black book, this black book,
may God save us from it! There was everything. My father said there were
devils and bogeymen.)

The stories above demonstrate that those who can do and undo
cooperate with the devil. They do, i.e. do against someone, harm people
not because they were wronged by them but for totally different reasons:
anger, wickedness, hatred, jealousy, envy, greed... Hence, out of evil’s
inspiration obviously.??
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The story of a complaint of a sick woman I'm about to quote is written
in the logic of the “eye for an eye’ ethics as well as cursing in accordance
with the mirror principle. It also clearly indicates the connection between
those who “do” with the Godless sphere:

Nakinuli, czary zrabili mi. [...] A im Boha ni ma i niczoha ni ma. Ni ma. [...]
Zywu [ja], baju sie Boha i wot tak i menczu sie. Treci hod. Tyje dwa hady
nie znata, szto to za charoba taka [...] - a tut nie choroba, tut nakinuli na
mienia. Chaj im nakinie! Nie znaju jak. I klasci nie znaju, jak, szto skazat’.
[...] Za sztoz ja tak pakutuju? [...] Ot pakuta, ot menczenie, daj Boh jemu
Boh adarwat nohi, ruki. Nie mahu ja sta¢, tak balit naha. A zdaz ja nikomu
niczoha nie zrabita...” [74].

(They cast a spell on me; they did me [...] For them there is no God and there
is nothing. There is nothing [...] I live in a godly manner and well I suffer.
I've been suffering for 3 years now. 2 years I didn’t know what this illness
was; but it is not an illness, it’s a spell. May it be cast on them! [ don’t know
how. I can’t curse; [ don’t know what to say [...] Why do I suffer so much? Oh,
suffering, oh, torment. May God take away his arms and legs. I can’t stand
because my leg is so much in pain. But I did no wrong to nobody...)

Hence, we once again stumble upon the negative pole of the God-devil
opposition. It seems that this time it is theCURSE; (ENCHANTMENT)
sphere. I'm not going to go deep into it since it is too wide and hence would
require a separate overview®3, [ will only touch upon several issues which
are directly related to the matter of our interest, i.e. CURSE;.

[t appears that the figure of a sorcerer (wiedZmar, czarnokniznik) is
connected with the stories told by my interlocutors about an old man
who would curse children making fun of him®*. They are educational
parables; they must have been used as with a didactic purpose in mind,
to teach kids to respect the elders. The educational function of folk
stories on the curse is, similarly to beggar songs and other folklore
texts, clearly visible, as in this way the culture of oral transmission
of the tradition safeguards its cohesion. If children do not carry on
with the value system of the previous generations, if they become
“rebels trying to harm their fellow-citizens” [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927:
284], this culture is about to break apart. That is why in a number of
cursing tales there is an old man empowered with magic sanctions on
the naughty youth.

[Taki, co umie podrobi¢] jechat z Wasiliszek, kto ta niedawna raskazywat,
a dzieci karowu pasli. I zasmiejatasia tam adna, moze nie z jaho, a on kaze:
“Budziesz ty $miejacca y mianie da $mierci.” I pajechat sam. A heta dzie-
wuszkaihahaha,ihahaha,isSmiejeccai$miejecca.lScichnu¢ nie smozet.
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Az wprost jana nie mozet. | musieli da jaho jecha¢, prasicca. Pakrapit i skazat
tolka: “No, chwaci¢, uze pasmiejatasia i dobre.” I prastato. Kaszpirowski -
gipnoza eta” [59].

([One man who knows how to do against someone] was on his way from
Vasilishki (I've been told this story recently) while some children were
minding a cow. One girl laughed; it might not have been at him and he says:
“Now you will be laughing until you die.” And off he went. And the lass
goes haha and haha; she laughs and laughs. And she cannot stop. Well, she
simply cannot. They had to go and see that man and ask him. He sprinkled
her and just said: “Well, enough, you had your share of laughter. Good for
you.” And so she stopped.)

Jechali z Zatudka ludzi. A dziewczyna, méwi, krowy pasta juz. Ladna dziew-
czyna, lat szesna$cie miata juz, tak siedemnasty rok. Méwi: “Dziadzka,
adkul wy jedziecie? Z Zatudka?” Takz on méwi: “Z Zatudka.” “Dziadzka,
a ci prawda, szto w Zatudku grajut na dudku?’ - “Budziesz ty, kaze, dzietki,
hraé! Czekaj!” Ona, méwi, przywodzita te krowy do domu. Matka méwi:
“Skocz ty, wody przynies$.” Ona poszta, woda przyniesta, postawita wiadro
wody, i dawaj rézne grac i $piewad, i tralalaj, i tanczy¢, ré6zne dawaj ona,
w dudka ta gra¢ [50].

(Some folk were on their way from Zholudok. And a girl was minding her
cows. A pretty girl, turned sixteen years of age, was in her seventeenth. She
asks: “Where are you coming from, uncle? From Zholudok?” He says: “From
Zholudok.” “Is it true, uncle, that in Zholudok they play the pipe?” “You will
be playing, child!,” he says, “You will see!”. So she brought the cows back
home. Her mother says: "Go, fetch some water.” So she went to the well; she
fetched the water and put the bucket down and started playing and singing
and dancing and other things as if she were playing the pipe.)

A spell cast by a mysterious “elder” shows in “odd” behaviour, such
as inappropriate dance, singing and laughter. It is a consequence of lack
of respect for the elderly which can manifest as the mirror principle,
i.e. you laughed at the elderly now they will laugh at you. “The old man”
is portrayed here first of all as a guardian of such values as courtesy,
hospitality, helping the traveller, feeding the hungry. The spell he casts
is the sanction for breaching the above.

We wsi Kamien Koszyrski zdarzyt sie nastepujacy wypadek. Gospodarz
zimg, nocg odmowit podréznemu staremu dziadowi wody dla jego konia,
wiec podrézny zaczarowat go tak, ze ten po jego odjezdzie wstal, ubrat sie
i zaczal tanczy¢ na dworze. Zie¢ jego i syn dogonili koniem podréznego
i zmusili go do cofniecia czaru. Po ich powrocie gospodarz spat i nie zdawat
sobie pdzniej sprawy z tego, co zaszto. Widziat to opowiadajacy, jak miat
13 lat, i jego matka.?®
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(In avillage named Kamien Koszyrski the following incident occurred. On
a winter night a farmer refused to give water to a horse of an old man so
the man cast a spell on him and, after the old man left, he got dressed, went
outside and started dancing. His son-in-law and his son took horses and
managed to catch up with the traveller and forced him to undo the spell.
When they returned the farmer was asleep and later didn’t realise what had
happened. It was witnessed by the storyteller and his mother.)

The sanctions applied by the old man might also be more severe and
undoable. Those which breach the cultural norms of the community might
be punished with symbolic or literal death.

Perekazywaty, szczo dzieci co$ z dziadka zasmiejalisia, co$ jemu powiedzieli.
A win zaklat. Jak zaklal, tak na drugi dzien tych dwoje dzieci zachorowato
i bud’to poumierali. Tak ja styszata, Ze to tak byto, ze stary moze tak zakla¢ -
nie mozna jego zaczepiaé, nie mozna jemu co$ takie mysli¢ czy méwi¢ [25].

(They said that children were laughing at an old man and said something to
him. And he cursed. When he cursed, the next day two of the kids got ill and
apparently they died. | heard that it happened that an old man can curse this
way; he can’t be bothered; you can’t think or say such [evil] things to him.)

This “old man” was also capable of turning people into stone. It would
happen either to someone who turned down his request or disrespected
him or to the newly married couple or even all wedding participants®®
as a payback for failing to invite him for the wedding or simply for not
greeting him on the way.

- Darzy wioska nazywajeésia [...] tam stajali kamni. [...] Takije kamni stajali:
stajat czelawiek iz karowaj, i adzin czetawiek stajat. Z dayunych hawarili,
myz nie widzieli, szto, kaze, wiot czetawiek karowu, i tam kala lesu... Byli
dauniejsze takije praroki, niechto tam jeho prasit, czy szto-ta, a on nie postu-
chal, i on...: “Kab ty tu kamniom stat i ze swajoj karowaj!” I stal kamniom.
Kto$ go prosit i on mu nie dat, tak?

- Noo... Praklatl. A toj czetawiek, toj samyj, toze kazali, szto praklatyj. Muz-
czyna czy baba - ja uze i zabytasia. Ale tam stai¢ takoj kamien, nastajaszczyj
czetawiek, on juz tak z wiekou stai¢ [61].

(Nearby Darzhy there were stones ...The stones depicted a man and a cow.
They have been telling stories about it for ages but we didn’t know what
and where from. They say: a man was walking with a cow and over there
by the forest...there used to be prophets. One asked him for something, or
something like that, but the man didn’t listen so he [said]: “may you and
your cow turn into stone!”. And so he did turn into stone.

Someone asked him and he didn’t give that, is that correct?
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- Well....he cursed. And the man, the very same, they also said he was cursed.
Male or female, I've already forgotten. But the stone still stands there, it’s
areal man; it has been standing there for ages now.)

In this story the old man changing the human into stone is associ-
ated with “old prophets’. The object of his action about whom we learn
that “they also said he was cursed” is therefore a sinner so he must have
wronged the “prophet’. Hence, this character of an “old man’ is being
portrayed as having an ambivalent status as once he cooperates with
the devil (the interlocutors usually associate him with the wiedZmar
(sorcerer) so someone who can “only do’), the other time with God (such
a man is a healer, znachor, who can “do and undo’)®” [cf. LB 1: 101-104].

At times it is difficult to figure out if the main character of a curse
story is a God’s or devil’s mediator. In such cases this ambiguity can be
both for subjective reasons, such as for instance limitations of the teller’s
knowledge, and objective reasons, such as the blurred borderline between
different types of cursing (CURSING - SWEARING - ENCHANTING). One
of such ambiguous stories was told to me by Wanda Budziszewska whose
grandmother, Amanda Bloch “was a person known for sharp speeches
that came true.” I cannot resolve the dilemma regarding the issue of
the extent to which those “sharp speeches” were curses of a wronged
person or someone who “knows how to do.”

W czasie pierwszej wojny, maz ciotki Stefanii, ktéra byta babci wychowanka,
byt w obozie jenieckim, a u ciotki stacjonowat oficer niemiecki z ordynansem.
Kiedys ordynans gotuje ros6t, i babcia dla swoich - ciotki i jej dwojga dzieci -
tez. Jak ordynans nie widziat, to babcia zbierata oka i wlewata do swojego
garnka. Raz on to jednak spostrzegt i, rzecz jasna, zrobit babci awanture.
I babcia go przekleta: “Zebys ty rece i nogi potamat!” To byto w Zychlinie
pod Kutnem. Tego samego dnia wieczorem ordynans szedt pijany, wpadt
do piwniczki i co$ sobie ztamat. Sprawdzito sie co do dnia. Alte Hexe - tak ja
nazywali Niemcy. I szanowali. Ciotka Stefania, ktérg babcia wychowywata,
lubita dtugo siedzie¢ wieczorami. I raz babcia powiedziata: “Zebys$ ty kiedy
oslepta.” I mineto kilka lat, ciotce sie zrobil wrzéd na oku. Potem ona na
nie widziata, ale bardzo cierpiata. To w jaki$ sposdb tez tgczono z babcig.?®

(During the Great War, Aunt Stefania’s husband (Aunt Stefania was raised
by my grandmother) was in a prisoner-of-war camp while a German officer
with his orderly were stationed at my auntie’s. One day the orderly was
cooking broth and grandma was doing the same for the auntie and her two
children. When the orderly’s back was turned my grandma would remove
the fat from his pot and pour it into hers. Once he spotted her doing that
and obviously had a row with her about it. And grandma cursed him: “May
you break your arms and legs!”. It was in Zychlin nearby Kutno. The same
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night the orderly came back home drunk, he fell down into the cellar and
broke some bones. It came true down to the very day. Alte Hexe, that’s how
the Germans used to call her. And they respected her. Aunt Stefania who
was raised by my grandma liked to stay up late. Once grandma said: “May
you go blind one day”. A few years passed and the aunt got an ulcer in one
eye. Later she could see with this eye but she suffered a great deal. This
was also on my grandma.)

If we remain on the borderline between different types of cursing
we might want to listen to a conversation from Eastern Polesie. In this
talk the interlocutor, while discussing “felicity conditions’ for SWEARING
also accounts for the conditions for CURSING. These who are related by
blood (children, mother, father) or in a wider sense by life relations (like
one’s community mother, i.e. one's godmother and a milk cow) mustn’t
be berated (CURSED,). Here we shall add that the ritual of the curse
(CURSINGy) is for them in justified cases. At the same time strangers
(husband and wife for instance) might be sweared “from top to toe.”
Obviously, the which is overused (similarly to the unjustified curse) is
a sin. The prohibition of cursing which equals the prohibition of killing
other people is strictly in force in those places where one’s culture deals
with the very core of life and survival.

Ruhacca hreszno czy nie?

- Kanieszna, hreszno ruhacca! Ale wozmiesz, da ruhnieszsia.

Mozno zyt’ biez ruhani?

- Tak nie potuczajetsia. Ruhajus.

S kiem? S naczalstwom? Na korowu, na swiniu?

- Nu, na korowu ruhacca nielzia. A na muzyka mozesz poruhacca. Jakaja
radnia jon, toZe na nieho mozna poruhacca. Jaki jon radnia? Czuzy czatawiek.
Jaho mozna ruha¢iudouz i upopierak. [...]

Skazycie, czamu na korowu ruhacca nielzia?

- Janaz tabie matako daje, na szto na jaje ruhacca? Na jaje ruhacca nie nada.
Karowa ciabie kormié.

A na muzyka mozna?

- Jakaja raznica muzyk?! Jon tabie czuzy czatawiek: dobra - dobra, a nie...
Jaho mozna ruhac¢ tolki tak. [...]

Tamu, szto czuzy? Znaczy¢, na radniu ruhacca nie nada?

- Ruhacca waabszcze nie nada! Nu, muzyk - jakaja tabie radnia? Czuzy
cztawiek! Jaho mozna ruha¢ jak choczasz.

On otiec waszych dietiej toze.

- Nu, i szto? Dzieci - adno, ja - druhoje. Ty zanaty czy nie?

Niet. [...]
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- Wot ty azeniszsia, zonka jakaja tabie radnia? Ty zonku dla taho wozmiesz,
sztob jana tabie bulionu nawaryta i sztany pascirata. Jana tabie czuzy
czatawiek. Jaje mozna ruha¢ jak choczasz!

A ci dzieci mozna ruha¢?

- Nikoho, ja tabie hawaru, nie mozno ruhac. I dziaciej nie nada ruhac!
Tolki muzyka?

- Dzieci - heta twaja krou. Ot, rodzisz dzicia, eta twaja kroy. A muzyk jakaja
radnia? Czuzy czatawiek.

A kumu?

- Kumaz tabie dzicia dohladaje. Kumu nie nada ruha¢. A muzyka! Adnaho
kinuy, paszou da druhoha. Muzyk nie radnia, jakaja jon tabie radnia?

A na matku ci mozna ruhacca?

- Matku toze nie patozena. Jana ciabie radzita.

A kagda uze staraja, ona tiebie nadojedajet kazdyj diefi? Prosto pierestupat’
czerez siebia nada?

- Nadai pieremaucza¢. Matka, janaz ciabie radzita. I nasita ciabie, i hladzieta
ciabie, i wuczyta ciabie. Matku nada hladzie¢. Eta twaja matka. Matku
i backa [83].

(Is swearing a sin or not?

- Of course swearing is a sin! But you will go and swear...

Can one do without swearing?

- Itis impossible. [ swaer.

Who do you swear at? The village head? Your cow or your pig?

- No, you cannot swear at a cow. But you can at a husband. He ain’t no
family, you can swear at him. What kind of relative is he? A stranger. He
can be sworn at

from top to toe. ...

Why can’t a cow be sworn at?

- A cow gives you milk so why would you swear at her? You cannot. Your
cow feeds you®?".

And a husband you can swear at?

- It makes no difference that he is your husband. He is a stranger for you:
if it’s good then it’s good but if not...you can swear at him just like that. ...
Because he is a stranger? Does it mean that your family cannot be sworn at?
- You cannot swear at all! Well, but your husband? What kind of family is he
for you? He is a stranger! You can swear at him as much as you like.

But he is the father to your children.

- So what? Children are one thing and I'm the other. Are you married?
No...

- Well, once you get married, what kKind of family is your wife going to be?
You take a wife so that she can cook you some broth and wash your pants.
She is a stranger for you. You can swear at her as much as you like!

Can I swear at children too?
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- Nobody, I told you already that nobody can be sworn at. And children
cannot be sworn at!

Only the husband?

- Children are your blood. Well, you give birth to a child and it is your blood.
And the husband is what family? A stranger.

And the mother of your son-in-law?

- She looks after your child. You cannot swear at her. And the husband?
You leave one, you find another. Your husband is no family; what kind of
relative would he be?

- And can one’s mother be sworn at?

The mother cannot be sworn at because she gave birth to you.

- What if she is already old and is getting on your nerves every single day?
You need to remain silent. It’s your mother. She gave birth to you. She carried
you, looked after you and taught you things. You need to take care of your
mother. It’s your mother. Your mother and your father.)

Let us now come full circle by returning to the positive pole of
the sacrum, i.e. the justified curse in the form of God’s punishment.
The prefiguration of the circumstances of such a curse, the curse which is
the weapon of the weak who can only be protected by God, is the mythical
event from the beginning of time, when God roamed the Earth, awarding
the good and cursing the evil®. Therefore, nowadays all those wronged
who utter the words of the justified curse are heard:

- A y Wialiczkach, Wialiczki wioska byta, chadzit niejki czetawiek, prasit-
sia na nocz, starenki, i abaszot... heta ludzi z wiekou kazali... i on abaszot
wiosku i nikto nie puscit naczawaé. A tut kala samoha kanca wioski byta
chateczka adna. I on pryszot u hetu chateczku, i u hetaj chataczcy puscili,
pierenaczewali. I hetyj czetawiek, jak kazali, wstanut na ranku i kaze: “Sta-
nie tu u was oziero bezdonnaje...” I ysia wioska patapitasia, tolka ta chatka
astatasia. Usia wioska prawalitasia. Heta uze dayno byto, dauno... No, jest
jeszczo $Sliwniak, $liwki rasli tam... Chatki yze nie ma, a $liwak ludzi nie
$ciahajué. Chatka tolka adna astatasia, a tam gdzie byta wioska - czornaja,
krutaja wada. Tam nie kupajucca, nikto nie kupajecca. [...]

- [cérka:] Kazu¢, niekali chadzil Boh sam pa $wieci, i wot takije rabit cudy.
Pytatsia ludziej na nocz, to kazdy nie chaciet, bo on w takom marnym adzieni,
zebrak byl, to nie puskali, a y taj biednaj chateczkie puscili: chadzi, i my,
i ty biedyje zebraki...

- Wialiczki niedaloka, o tu na bielickuju szaszu. Pry szasze heta oziero. Tam
nie ma ni trawiny, ni czoha, czornaja krucicca wada [61].

(- In Vyelichki, there was once a village with that name, there was a man,
very old, who asked to be put up for the night. He walked around the whole
village...it’s a story that has been told for ages now. So he walked from house
to house and no one wanted him in for the night. At the end of the village
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there was a small house. So he came to this house and they let him stay there
for the night. And this man, as they said, got up in the morning and says:
“A bottomless lake will be here at this spot...” And the whole village went
under water except for that little house. The whole village was gone. It was
a long, long time ago...Well, a plum orchard remained untouched as well.
There were plums on those trees. The little house is long gone and people
don’t pick up the plums. Only one house was left and where the village once
was now there is black water full of whirls. Folk don’t go swimming there;
no one goes swimming there. [...]

- [daughter:] ‘They say that once God himself was walking on the face of
the earth and he would make such wonders. He would ask folk to be put
up for the night. Not everyone would allow it since he was wearing scruffy
clothes. He was a beggar so they wouldn’t let him in but in this poor house
they did: come inside, we are all miserable beggars...

- Vyelichki is not far, just off the road to Byelitsa. There is a lake by the road.
No grass grows there, nothing, only black water is spinning around.)

209






5
SEMANTICS OF THE CURSE

There is not a single formula in which we do not find
some important piece of ethnographic information which
throws additional light on the ceremony, on its function
and on its meaning to the natives.

Bronistaw Malinowski [1935: 6]

1. Linguistic Structure of Magical Directives

In his seminal Semantics, John Lyons ascribes a logical structure to direc-
tives such as “so be it, or so be it that p” (in Lyons’ notation) [Lyons 1979:
749, 730] and stresses their instrumental function (“getting things done
by imposing our will upon other agents” Lyons 1979: 752]). He also notes
that “there are many cultures in which certain language-utterances
(provided that they are produced by an authorized person in appropriate
circumstances) are held to have a magical or sacramental effect; and such
utterances may take the form of directives addressed to either animate
or inanimate entities. What is especially interesting about magical or
sacramental directives in the present connection is that (according to
those who believe in their efficacy) their ‘so be it in w; that p (in w))’
automatically guarantees the truth of ‘so be it in w; that p (in w))": their
perlocutionary effect is an automatic consequence of their illocutionary
force” [Lyons 1979: 827].

According to Lyons, curses should be classed as a speech genre
belonging to the group of magical directives - acts that predicate upon
the instrumental function of language, which he defines in the following
way: “Provided that the person who says ‘so be it” to p has the authority
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to do so and the power to make this utterance efficacious, his saying of “so
beitto p (i.e. his saying.!p) will result, directly or indirectly, in the truth
of patt;>ty” [Lyons 1979: 845].

Let us therefore begin our analysis of the linguistic structure of
the curse, understood as a type of magical directive.

1.1. Imperative-Optative Utterances

“A curse begins with may you... (a bodaj by cie)” - thus have many of my
interlocutors answered the question about the proper formula for curs-
ing or swearing. or swearing. Curses commonly begin with the optative
may or let (a bodaj, Zeby, oby, niech), followed by a chosen term of abuse.
The Polish lexical units listed above (bodaj, Zeby (may), oby (may),
niech (let)) are traditionally treated as particles (function words). Maciej
Grochowski includes them in his category of mood operators.

Mood operators are lexemes that cannot be inflected and cannot stand
alone: [...] They do not appear in declarative sentences, and imply the use
of particular verb forms. Mood operators are used in linear positions that
precede the linear positions of verbs, they do not enter into syntactic rela-
tionships with nouns, adjectives or numerals [Grochowski 1986: 49].

The mood operators used in curses, listed above, are considered
by linguists to be the markers of the imperative, the optative, the sub-
junctive and sometimes even the declarative. The mood of the verb is
one of the ways of expressing modality (the relationship of the speaker
to the state of affairs, wherein the property P belongs to the subject S”
[Wierzbicka 1971: 179]. Thus the most fundamental question is the type
of modality which they represent, their modal framework. Linguists
differentiate between four varieties of modality that can be relevant for
the curse: imperative (commands), expressive (expressing the speaker’s
will), deontic (volitative) and optative (expressing wishes).

Stanistaw Jodtowski distinguishes three types of utterance with respect
to “the speaker’s attitude towards the state of the utterance object”: there
are interrogative, imperative and declarative utterances. According to this
classification, curses would belong to the second type. Jodtowski explains:

When the state of affairs is known, and is unsatisfactory, the speaker
demands its change, expressing a demand. An imperative utterance can take
on many shades of meaning: from a tentative request, through varying levels
of encouragement, advice and urging - to a strict or imperative command.
The different shades of meaning are ties to appropriate grammatical forms
[Jodtowski 1976:61].
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Following Jodtowski’s arguments, let us take a closer look at the exhor-
tative modality. Renata Grzegorczykowa comes to similar conclusions as
Jodlowski, using the term “intentional modality [...] referring to the infor-
mation about the speaker’s intent in making the utterance, which of neces-
sity is contained in every sentence uttered” [Grzegorczykowa 1990: 138].
In Grzegorczykowa’s view, the intentional modality can be divided into
four sub-categories. As a consequence, the type called by Jodtowski
exhortative, can according to Grzegorczykowa be divided into two groups.
The first one, which follows the modal framework “I want you to cause p”
included all directive utterances such as commands, prohibitions, per-
missions, requests, advice, warnings and threats. The second one follows
the modal framework “I feel that I wish”: the utterances belonging to this
group express the will of the speaker and are thus optatives. The model
framework ‘I fell that [ want’ (expressing the speaker’s will) serves in its
turn as the basis for formulating optative utterances.

It seems that magical directives, curse formulas, can be situated on
the borderlands between these two types of modality: the imperative
and the optative. This intuition is confirmed by the findings of Krystyna
Pisarkowa, who conducted research into Old and Middle Polish imper-
ative and suprahortative utterances. Pisarkowa argues: “The Polish
imperative mode contains an overly broad range of meanings which are
expressed by homonymic syntactic forms: from expressing possibility
(a request, a wish) to expressing obligation and coercion (a command,
a curse, an enchantment” [Pisarkowa 1972: 35]. She also draws atten-
tion to “the semantic kinship between the imperative, the optative and
the conjunctive” and to the fact that “the distinction between imperative
and optative structures was never sharp enough in the Polish language.”
Pisarkowa concludes her remarks in the following way:

How can we differentiate between the imperative May God give you health!
(daj Boze zdrowie) or Grant that he does! (daj, aby zrobit) and the optative May
he turn pale on the rope! (bodaj zbledziat na powrozie!)? It is impossible to
precisely delineate the function of structures that used the originally negative
equivalent of the verb daj (to give), the particle that takes the forms niech,
niechaj and niecha¢ [all three particles translate into English as may - A.E.].
At the bottom of all these structures there lies hidden an imperative-optative
element that can be contrasted with the indicative, “the mood of the real”,
and it should be viewed in its entirety, while its variants cannot be precisely
differentiated [Pisarkowa 1972: 35].

Pisarkowa’s remarks confirm Jodtowski’s theory that there exist
three types of modality in Polish: the declarative, the interrogative and
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the exhortative, but her description of the third type is much broader,
as she understands it as an imperative-optative framework of modality.
Yet another pertinent theory pertaining to the imperative-optative
modality and focused on the optative was offered by Violetta Koses-
ka-Toszewa. According to this researcher, curses should be classified as
optatives. Breaking with the established grammatical traditions which
treat the optative jointly either with the conjunctive or the imperative,
Koseska-Toszewa treats it as a separate mood. She writes:

All non-indicative moods, with the exception of the imperative and
the optative are predicated upon the truth and introduced by the func-
tor “it is possible that...” The imperative, as we know, is introduced by
the functor “it is necessary that...” The optative, as a mood expressing
a wish of the speaker, related to the fulfilment of his/her utterance, con-
tains two functors: “it is necessary and possible that...” This property
ensures the optative’s special position among the non-indicative moods
[Koseska-Toszewa 1981: 130].

Koseska-Toszewa highlights that “in Polish, the signal of the opta-
tive is the information about the possible upcoming action (which can
be fulfilled in the future envisaged by the speaker)” and specifies that
“the burden of the optative meaning falls on the particle oby or by (may).”
She differentiates five types of optative utterances in Polish: constituted
(1) by the particle oby and a preterite verb (Oby cie diabli wzieli! - May
the devils take you!); (2) Zeby and a preterite verb (Zeby ci sie nic nie
stato - May you not be harmed!); (3) by the particle oby and an infinitive
(Oby zasnqé predzej! - May we fall asleep soon!); (4) the particle niech (let)
and present (or future simple) verb forms (Niech cie diabli wezmq! - Let
the devils take you!); (5) and conditional structures (Odwiedzilibyscie nas
kiedy! - If only you came to visit!) [Koseska-Toszewa 1981: 132].

The above overview of Polish linguists’ views leads to two conclusions.
Firstly, itis clear that the magical directives in which I am interested are
very different from other types of directives. And secondly: their modality
framework is complex, and the “burden of modality” it contains is not
homogeneous, showing traces of both the imperative and the optative
[Pisarkowa 1972: 35].

1.2. Enchanting-Optative Utterances

1.2.1. Type One of Curse Formulas: May God Punish You!

What are the characteristics of formulas constituted with the use of
the mood operator bodaj?
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Let us consider the sentence (1) May you be punished by Virgin Mary!
(A bodaj cie Matka Boska skarata!). The sentence contains the impera-
tive-optative modal framework, introduced by the mood operator a bodaj.
The sentence features a finite verb (verbum finitum) in the form of skarata,
and also contains the agent (Virgin Mary) and the object (2nd pers., sing.,
you), and thus fits the overall pattern may somebody punish somebody
else. The sentences below conform to the same pattern.

(2) May you die suddenly! (A bodaj cie nagta Smier¢ spotkata!)

(3) May you lose your breath! (Bodaj z ciebie para wyskoczyta!)

(4) May the sun never shine upon you! (Bogdaj ci jasne stoneczko nie Swiecito!)
(5) May it be struck by thunder! (Bodaj to piorun spalit!)

(6) May the devils take him to hell! (A bodaj go diabli porwali do piekta!)
(7) May they be struck by plague! (A bodaj ich cholera wyduszyta!)

The operator may (bodaj) is connected syntactically to the main
verb, and their relationship “summons” the desired action or event.
What is the nature of the summoning? The answer to this question lies
in the etymology of bodaj.

Linguists agree that bodgj is a lexicalized form of bog daj (literally,
God grant (imperative), [SESY, SEBr, Bodaj]. Krystyna Pisarkowa follows
the proces of this lexicalization and names as its source the object clauses
of the type: God grant that it should happen. She argues:

The primary function of the hortative utterance, its address to God as
the addressee becomes forgotten, and the original meaning of the particle
bodaj, which is Bég daj (God grant) is so completely obliterated that now it
is possible to use this particle in curses [Pisarkowa 1972: 36-37].

Thus the “calling upon,” the evocation of the activity to be done
to a selected object begins with enchanting its agent. As we have indi-
cated above, spells have a vocative-imperative structure (like here:
God grant!), which involves uttering the true name of the object, and
thus making the object mentally present, and automatically connoting
the imperative by means of this kind of “magical vocative.” Analysing
the invocation O stork-bowel, bring me a brother (Bocian, kiszka, przynies$
mi braciszka!) in Chapter 2, we have established that the vocative-im-
perative structure of enchantments (spells) is on the semantic level
equivalent to uttering “o power, make it so and so.” Whoever utters
the words of the enchantment, must each time name the power and
request of it the fulfillment of a specific task: fill in the pattern “o power,
grant that...” with a characteristic of this task, with a specific “prop-
ositional content.”
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In curse formulas, the agent of the activity is God, enchanted by
the word bodaj, which calls Him by His name. Bodaj (O power, grant
that...) becomes an operator for enchanting a power to perform a specific
activity (to a specific object). Bodaj becomes an “enchanting framework”
for a wish, and this would suggest that the structure could more aptly be
termed a “enchanting-optative framework” and not an “imperative-op-
tative framework.”

In turn, cursing someone (CURSING;) can be interpreted as enchant-
ing a power to do something bad to the object. We have stipulated before
that the agent called on in the curse ritual is God, and now we see that
this finds its analogy in the structure of the word formula at the heart
of the ritual.

The next stage of calling on a power is filling the pattern of “O power,
grant that...” with specific “propositional content.” The power is asked to
do something specific, or to “trigger” the actions of the agent of the opta-
tive activity. In the vast majority of curse formulas, the power (the agent)
is explicitly mentioned (Virgin Mary, sudden death, thunder, the devils).
But sentences such as

(8) May something [bad] happen to you! (Bodaj was wypotkato/spotkato/
napotkato!), or
(9) May you be twisted! (Bodaj cie pokrecito!)

should be interpretated as sentences with an empty subject that can be
rendered schematically as: “may something happen to/twist somebody
to performer of the happening and twisting, that is an unspecified
“something bad” in the first case and a disease in the second, remains
implicit.

Sentences (1)-(9) are examples of Type One of curse formulas which
can be distinguished in the material. They follow the formula: “O power,
make Z do something [bad] to X.” Thus, the semantic roles in the for-
mula are: the agent of the curse (indicated in the “power-enchanting”
operator bodaj, i.e., God), the curse object (X, named as the object in
the subordinate optative clause) and the executor of the curse, that
is the performer of the action named, or Z (the subject of the optative
utterance).

Alternative curse operators include Zeby and oby (also translated
into English as may, but not carrying the oblique reference to God), and
niech (let).

(10) May God never forgive you! (Zeby ci Bég nie darowat!)
(11) May you be cut into pieces! (Zeb cie zneli po kawatku!)
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(12) May life be hard on you! (A Zeb ci sie nie szykowato!)

(13) May you be twisted all over! (Zeby cie pokrecito!)

(14) May the wraiths take him! (Zeby go zmory wziety!)

(15) May the holy earth refuse to receive your body! (Oby cie Swieta ziemia
nie przyjeta!)

Just as it was the case with bodaj, the mood operator Zeby in the sen-
tences above is in a syntactic relationship with the preterite form of
the verb. The operator and the verb together name the action that is to
be performed on the selected object: may Z do something [bad] to X. But
there is one significant difference: the operator Zeby is not a lexicalized
construction meaning ‘o power, grant that...” As Pisarkowa argues, Zeby
is “a mood operator whose character is imperative-conditional [rozka-
zujqgco-warunkowy]” [Pisarkowa 1972: 38]. Utterances containing zZeby
(and also oby) can be interpreted as emancipated (and therefore also
lexicalized) second elements of the old constructions such as daj Boze
Zeby (God grant that). Thus the sentence Bog daj, aby sczezt (God grant,
may he perish) would on the one hand be the source of bodaj sczezt
(may he perish), containing bodaj and thus the oblique reference to God)
and on the other hand of oby sczezt (containing oby, and thus with no
reference to God).

The third group consists of utterances that use the mood operator
niech (let). It is by far the least popular. Niech is followed by a verb in
the present (or future simple) tense. Formulas belonging to this group
follow the pattern “let X do something [bad] to Z.”

(16) Letyour arm wither! (Niech ci reka uschnie!)
(17) Let thunder strike you! (Niech cie szlag trafi!)
(18) Let him not go unpunished by God! (Niech mu Pan Bdg nie daruje!)

Etymologically speaking, niech is a contracted form of niechaj
(an inflected form of the verb niecha¢ [cf. poniecha¢, zaniechaé, meaning
‘to forgo, to desist’]; its literal meaning is ‘leave it, do not do it, let it
go’ - ‘zostaw, nie rdb, nie daj’ [SEBr: Niechac]. SW defines niechac as 1. ‘to
allow, give permission’ (‘dopuszcza¢, pozwala¢’) and 2. ‘to let go, desist,
forgo something, not to want something’ (‘da¢ czemu pokdj, zaprzestac,
zaniechac czego, nie chcie¢ czego’) [SW: Niecha(¢]. I believe that it is pos-
sible to see the transition of meanings from ‘let go, desist’ - ‘da¢ czemu
pokoj, zaprzestac’ (niechaj (2nd pers. sing. imperative: ‘desist, let it go,
let somebody else do it’ - ‘ty zostaw, nie réb tego, zrobi to kto$ inny’))
through the second meaning ‘to allow, to give permission’ (‘dopuszczac,
pozwalad’) to its lexicalization as mood operator. As a mood operator,
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niech always involves speaking to another person about a third party
(Niech on przyjdzie - Let him come) or about oneself (Niech cie nie znam
(literally: Let me not know you, meaning I wish I hadn’t met you)). Just like
bodaj, it can be interpreted as a lexicalized version of the imperative,
which became (in the material I had analyzed) a “power enchanting
operator.”. Curse formulas (16)-(18) can therefore be interpreted as
contracted forms of an utterance similar to O God, grant that he is struck
by thunder.

It seems therefore that the three groups of the described type of
magical directives might be understood as a realization of the general
structure of “the wish embedded in enchantment.” which, just like
the curses containing bodaj, can be expressed with the semantic formula:
“O power, make Z do something [bad] to X.” The vocative (O, power)
has varying degrees of explicitness in different curses (it is the most
explicit in the curses that use the operator bodaj). But all curses share
a common “vocative-imperative frame.”

The imperative mood is used for expressing commands (or requests).
Its meaning can be exemplified by the phrase “I want you to...”. Thus,
I would like to argue that the “O power grant that” component that ini-
tiates curse formulas can be interpreted as ‘I want the power to act and
bring about the desired effect.’ In an article which studies the uses of
the vocative in Polish, the linguist Andrzej Bogustawski also identifies
kolejny komponent eksplikacji imperatywu that he calls “an influencer”
(autochcenie): 'chce, méwiac to, spowodowac, by$ dziatat' [Bogustawski
1974: 193]. This component seems especially well suited to our discussion
of the curse formulas: the folk curses that we have studied so far all fol-
low the formula ‘I want my words to cause the power, so that the power
causes...” After all, our analysis of the folk worldview has so far shown
us, that, in the context of magic speech, words are actions in their own
right, and humans are only mediators. The belief that words, and not
their speaker, are the true agents of action, is testified by such utterances
of my interlocutors as “May my words be blessed” (“Zeb moje stowa
byli btogostawione”) [19] or a curse formula from the Polish-Ukrainian
borderland: May my words strike you and vanquish you! (bodaj moje stowo
tebe pobyto, pohromyto!) [DWOK 33, Chetm1: 31].

Pursuing his analysis of similarities between the curse formula and
the grammatical imperative, Bogustawski argues that the imperative
carries an important pragmatic function.

An imperative is a command: the addressee is supposed to obey it, and his/
her refusal to do so is viewed by both sides of the act of communication as
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a failure on the part of the speaker. The addressee may also be threatened
by some specific consequences...Thus, we can consider that the imperative
is a symbolic or even magical form of exerting pressure on the addressee...
The ‘game of imperatives’ always implies some form of response from
the addressee [Bogustawski 1974: 196].

It is different with the curse, however. Here, the “pressure on
the addressee” involves exerting pressure on the sacrum. The speaker
utters the words, binding the power to their will, coercing it to behave in
a desired manner (I analysed this relationship in detail in my discussion
of the semantic field of CURSING 3 above). The power is the true addressee
of the curse. The person who becomes an object of an enchantment is
bound to the will of the enchanter. An enchantment is a magical command.
The person who is enchanted, becomes, by the very act of enchantment,
inexorably obligated to perform the specific tasks demanded. There is no
possibility of refusal (in contrast to the ordinary imperative, where, as we
have seen above, a refusal would be “a failure on the part of the speaker”).
The enchanted person is completely in the power of the enchanter. We
should also remember, that the will of the speaker is understood here as
the communicative intention of the speech act (in this case, the enchant-
ment), and not as the psychological attitude of a particular speaker. As
I have argued above, magical speech is automatically fulfilled and its
felicity is independent of the speaker’s intentions.

[ believe however, that the situations of CURSING; (cursing proper)
and CURSING; are different in this respect. Whereas casting a spell puts
the object of the spell (the addressee) under pressure, a curse does not
exert the same influence on the curse object (the person being cursed.)
The curse could be understood as “pressure on the object” only in this
sense that it generates some automatic response in the cursed person
(who is a passive object in the process, and is not expected to react - in
contrast with imperatives.) The object of the curse does not even need
to be physically present, and does not need to hear the words - this
is proved by proliferation of curse formulas that refer to the object in
the third person, e.g. May God punish him.

1.2.2. Type Two of Curse Formulas: May You Perish!

To what extent can we talk about the automatic effect of the curse on its
passive object in the case of Type Two formulas?-Let us analyse the fol-
lowing examples:

(19) May you perish! (Bodajes zdecht!)
(20) May you rot! (Bodajes zgnit!)
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(21) May you lose your head! (Bodajes gtowq natozyt!)

(22) May you never grow! (Bodajes nie uros!)

(23) May you not die in torment! (Bogdajes szczesliwego nie doczekat skonu!)

(24) May you eat the devil! (Bodajes diabta zjod!)

(25) O may the curse d vodka perish! (O, bodaj przepadto przeklete gorzat-
czysko!)

(26) May you not live and grow! (A Zebys ty sie nie wychowat!)

(27) May you not come back in good health! (Zeb ty zdréw nie przyjechat!)

(28) May you break your neck! (A Zzebys kark skrecit!)

(29) May you turn into stone! (A Zebys ty sie w kamieni obrécit!)

(30) May you never know peace! (Zeby on spokoju nie zaznat!)

(31) May you be crippled for life! (Obys zostat kalekq na cate zycie!)

(32) May the earth swallow you! (Obys sie zapadt sto tokci w ziemie!)

The superficial structure of examples (18)-(31) can be represented
as ‘bodaj/zeby/oby/niech - kto$ (co$) - co$ zrobit(o).’ In contrast with
the formulas described in the previous subchapter, here the operators for
“ enchanting powers” introduce another type of propositional content,
an activity of whose the designated object is also the agent. The activity is
harmful: the object is being forced to do harm to himself/herself. the object
of the curse himself/herself is supposed to be the agent of the action in
question. The agency of the power is invoked obliquely: “O power, force
this person to harm himself/herself.” The difference between Type
One and Type Two formulas lies in the semantic differences between
the verbs they contain.

In Type One formulas (“O power, make Z do something [bad] to X”)
we are dealing with action verbs, whose first argument is the agent. These
predicates are described as “intended mutations, directed towards an exter-
nal object (causatives)” or as “operations - conscious actions directed at
an object in order to cause change in it” [Grzegorczykowa 1990: 118].

In the Type Two formulas, the predicates are non-action verbs,
whose arguments are expressions that denote processes; these are
“dynamic predicates expressing unconscious (unintended) change
whose agent (or, to be more precise, processor) has no control over
what is happening” [Grzegorczykowa 1990: 118]. The cursed person
becomes the object of the power’s action and thus perishes, rots, turns
to stone or is swallowed by the earth: it seems self-explanatory that
these happenings are not dependent on the curse object’s actions
and are beyond his/her control: they can be more accurately called
processes to which the cursed person is subjected. Type Two of curse
formulas confirm my vision of the curse as a call on a power to cause
something bad to somebody, of curse as an enchantment of a power to do
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something bad to somebody. Regardless of the fact which operator and
argument are used in a given formula (which depends on the semantic
structure of the predicate specifying “the bad thing to happen”), we
can always generalize it to: (“O power, grant that something [bad]
happens to X”). This confirms the intuition expressed by my interloc-
utors: “a curse begins with the words a bodaj by cie (may you be...),” or
in other words God grant that [evil may befall you (Boze daj, Zeby cie
[spotkato co$ ztego]).

1.2.3. Other Formulas in the Function of a Curse

The folk repertoire of curses is not limited to the formulas discussed
above. Curses can also take on other grammatical forms, and there is
a large group of curses that eschew the optative may and instead use
the imperative. Examples include:

(32) Bea fright until Doomsday! (Bqdz-ze strasydtem do sqdu ostatecznego!)

(33) Go to the spirit of disease! (IdZ do chorobnika!)

(34) Go to the devil and stop pestering me! (IdZ do diabta i mi gtowy nie
zawracaj!)

(35) Sleep eternally! (Spijciez na wieki!)

Curses can also be expressed in the indicative:

(36) You will tremble all your life, whether there’s wind or not. (Bedziesz
sie cate zZycie trzesta, czy bedzie wiatr czy nie.)
(37) You shall cuckoo for all eternity! (Wiecznie tak kukaé bedziecie.)

Or in the subjunctive mood:

(38) Id rather see you dead than with him at the altar (Wolatabym cie
w trumnie widzie¢ niz z niq przy ottarzu.)

These utterances can serve the function of curses because they are
uttered as the verbal component of the curse ritual (so they fulfil all
the prescribed conditions of efficacy) and that they are magic speech
acts - and, as we have said above, a word spoken in such a context auto-
matically becomes flesh.

1.3. The Semantic Structure Curse

What are the semantic features of curse as a magical directive? In one
of her early works on the subject, Anna Wierzbicka proposed a semantic
explication of curse, drawing on J. L. Austin’s theory of performatives.
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One of five classes in Austin’s categorization of illocutionary verbs,
is called behabitives. This class includes three verbs that are the focal
points of my own research: to bless, to curse and to wish [...] The funda-
mental difference between blessing and cursing on the one hand, and
wishing on the other consists, it would seem, of the belief in the power
on the speaker’s words (present in the case of blessing and swearing)
and in the speaker’s impotence or lack of agency (in the case of wishing)
[Wierzbicka 1973: 217].

Wierzbicka provides the following explication of curse (przeklina¢):

[ curse you = I want to cause smoething bad to happen to you
Believing that I can cause it, saying
(what I say),
I say: I want something bad for you [ibidem].

Wierzbicka later further developed her theory (with respect to
the English language). Her English Speech Verbs contains the following
explication for curse:

[ think something bad about X

[ feel something bad because of that

[ feel something bad towards X

[ say: I want something more than bad to happen to X

[ imagine that by saying this I could cause something bad to happen to X

I say this because I want to show what I feel thinking of X [Wierzbicka
1987: 163].

To my mind, Wierzbicka’s discussion of the English verb to curse is
not wholly relevant for the cursing understood as a magical speech act.
The important distinction between magical and non-magical cursing
is suggested already in the first sentence of Wierzbicka’s commentary:
“Cursing is a speech act which expresses emotions and which endows
words with an imaginary power” [Wierzbicka 1987: 163, emphasis in
Wierzbicka]. In the same commentary (from which [ have quoted above
in the section devoted to CURSING,), Wierzbicka argues that “the real
purpose of curses is speaker oriented. The speaker doesn’t really want to
cause any harm for the person or thing cursed, although he momentarily
thinks that he does. What he really wants to do is to give expression to
his feelings” [Wierzbicka 1987: 164].

In contrast, in the case of the folk ritual of the curse, its real purpose
is most certainly object-oriented. In a situation where all the necessary
conditions for the curse’s felicity are fulfilled, the formula must be uttered
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by the speaker regardless of his emotions: the speaker’s emotions are
irrelevant for its efficacy.

Grochowski’s explication also eschews the emotional component
(“I feel something bad towards X”). He writes: “When somebody CASTS
A CURSE ON SOMEBODY ELSE [KTOS RZUCA PRZEKLENSTWO NA KOGOS]
(which is synonymous to the less frequent form SOMEBODY CURSES
SOMEBODY [KTOS PRZEKLINA KOGOS]), the communicate that they
wish for some evil to befall another person and, believing in the power
of words, utters them in order for his will to be fulfilled.” He provides
the following explication:

X CASTSACURSEONY

“Thinking about Y, X wants something bad to happen to Y;

X thinks that he/she can cause something bad to happen to Y by speaking
And so X says: let something bad to happen to Y” [Grochowski 1991: 5-6].

The study of the wording of folk curses (of which the examples quoted
in this chapter provide a fair representation) leads to the conclusion
that the formulas are never explicitly performative (they do not contain
the phrase I curse (you)). We could, however, call them implicitly perform-
ative (or, to use Austin’s term, primary performatives [Lyons 1979: 728].)
We are dealing with utterances whose semantic structure is ‘power,
grant that something bad happens to X’ and whose illocutionary force
can be called the force of the curse.

In order to further elucidate the semantic field of the “curse proper,”
or, CURSING; (przeklecie)), which in my materials is represented by such
units as: klg¢ kogo (to curse somebody), na kogo (at somebody), komu; prze-
klg¢ kogo (to curse somebody, perfective aspect); przeklina¢ kogo (to curse
somebody, imperfective aspect), komu, na kogo (to curse at somebody);
zaklgé/zaklinac kogo (to curse somebody, perfective and imperfective),
na kogo (at somebody) and klgtwa (a curse), klestwo (a curse), klon (a curse),
przekleristwo (a curse), przeklon (a curse), | would like to offer the following
semantic explication, which draws on the reduction semantics approach,
and on the analysis of natural language.

Y cursed X:

(1) in asituation where X did something bad,

(2) Y who knows that such deeds cannot go unpunished,

And he/she also knows that in this situation he/she can invoke a power, fr
obliging the power to cause for something bad to happen to

(3) Ysaid “O power, grant that something bad happens to X"

Y knows that his/her words will make it so.
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The two components of the explication can be termed the preliminary
conditions of the curse [Lyons 1979: 743].

The first component (1) takes into account the situational context
of the curse. In the preceding chapter I argued that the natural context
for a curse is an impasse, a situation with no escape.

The second component (2) characterises the speaker as an appropriate
mediator, the performer of the curse ritual. My understanding of this com-
ponent is at variance with earlier conceptualizations of the term. I reject
the components: “Y supposes” [Wierzbicka 1973, 1987] and “Y thinks that
he/she says? can cause...” [Grochowski 1991]. To my mind, these conceptu-
alizations do not reflect the essence of the mental state of the curse speaker.
In my approach this essence is knowledge. I would contend that the most
cogent term to describe this state is “knowing” (and not supposing or
thinking.) The semantic component of “to know” is identified as indivisible
and universal by Wierzbicka [1999: 8]. Bogustawski clarifies the usage of
know with the formula ‘somebody knows something about something’
[cf. Bogustawski 1994]. My contention that the component “Y knows” should
be used in the explication of the curse is rooted in the fact that to know
is factual: when somebody says Y knows that Z, they necessarily also say
that Z is true. The phrase “Y knows that his/her words will make it so”
underlines the magical dimension of the curse. The person performing
amagical speech act automatically causes the desired results. In this situ-
ation, the speaker’s words have agential power.

By their very definition, magical speech acts (which, to quote Lyons
again, follow the formula so be it that p, assert the occurrence of p “in
the future state of the world” [Lyons 1979: 843]. They are not bound
by the second condition of felicity of speech acts, namely by sincerity
(the speaker genuinely wants the hearer to perform the requested act).
The speaker (Y) is merely a mediator, an instrument of divine justice, and
their intention does not matter. If the category of the speaker’s wanting
something can be applied at al], it is on a very basic level: we can talk about
the speaker wanting a just punishment for wrongdoers (but not wanting
for something bad to happen to X). The wish for justice can be interpreted
as a desire to safeguard and uphold the fundamental laws of the cultural
universe. Because of this distinction, there exists the phenomenon of
“unwanted curse” - the speaker can utter the formula inadvertently or
unintentionally, but the speech act will still be felicitous. However, in
the situation of an unjustified curse, the speaker (Y) becomes the curse
the (X) who did something bad. The speaker becomes the wrongdoer, and
his/her transgression is the uttering of an unjustified curse. Such an act
cannot go unpunished.
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In Wierzbicka'’s rationalized act of enchanting, the only component that
harks back to the original magical act is the intuition of “something more than
bad” that will happen to X as a result of the curse. It is time to take a more
detailed look on “something more than bad” and to analyze the contents of
curses, the better to understand the nature of “something more than bad.”

2. The Contents of Curse Formulas

Bodaj moje stowo tebe pobyto, pohromyto!
(May my words strike you and vanquish you!)

Collected by Oskar Kolberg

In answer to my question what words can be used to curse, one of my inter-
locutors replied: “Whatever words you want, depending of what you are
thinking” [36]. The curse formula (the wish embedded in the enchantment)
can be filled with diverse lexical contents. In other words the speaker can
formulate diverse wishes or scenarios regarding the fate of the cursed
person. But there are some restrictions to the speaker’s freedom. We
have seen before that the speaker (with the exception of rare situations
where “untypical” utterances become felicitous (effective) curses) should
construct his utterance following the above-mentioned formula: “O power,
grant that (some specified) harm comes to X.” Choosing the this ‘some-
thing bad’ the speaker should conform to the “mirror principle,” which
is one of the corner stones of folk ethics. The mirror principle stipulates
that the punishment which is meted out to the sinner should be “a mirror
reflection” of the sin they had committed. There are palpable traces of
the Old Testament logic of retaliation in this approach: eye for an eye,
tooth for a tooth. Thus, the punishment, ‘something bad’ or, as Anna Wier-
zbicka puts it, “something more than bad” should fit the transgression.
The mirror principle implies that the harm coming to the transgressor
cannot be arbitrary or random: it is an element of a well-designed system,
whose first principle is justice. “You pay for death with death, for insult
with insult, for harm with harm. The punishment cannot be bigger than
the crime” [Obrebski 2005: 69]. The evil wished upon the transgressor
is part of the grand scheme of things: it is justified and grounded in
the logics of the system, which in the end it serves to uphold.

So now let us assume that the curse fulfils all the prescribed con-
ditions for felicity and it is uttered. The words are spoken and “their
perlocutionary effect is an automatic consequence of their illocutionary
force” [Lyons 1979: 827], or, as Malinowski puts it: “by the affirmation
of a condition which is desired but not yet fulfilled, this condition is
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brought about” [Malinowski 1935: 70]. “The creative metaphor of magic”
[Malinowski 1935: 70] is at work. A man who is cursed by the words May
you turn into stone! (Zebys ty sie obrécit w kamien!) [34] duly becomes
a stone. The fate of the cursed person is fulfilled.

But what does this fate entail? What are the perlocutionary effects
of uttering a curse formula? In the following subchapter, I am going to
analyse CURSE;.

2.1. God’s Punishment. The Curse Agent as Curse Executor
Mnie bili - ja budu bi¢.
(I have been beaten, so now I will beat.)
Stanistawa of Rouby

There is a group of curse formulas where the speaker implores God to
punish the transgressor (May God punish you!). Upon close analysis, this
formula seems to be tautological as it follows the model O power, grant
that the power (God) does something wrong to X. A tautology? Perhaps
but only in a deep structure that the speaker are not consciously aware
of. All the “power enchanting operators” which open curse formulas are
lexicalized: whereas May God himself punish you! (Bodaj cie sam Pan Bdg
skarat!) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11] is correct, *O God, grant that God punishes
you! (*Daj Boze, zeby cie Pan Bdg skarat!) is blatantly incorrect.

We are thus dealing with the situation where the curse agent is also
the executor of the curse. Both roles are filled by the same entity, God. It seems
that this particular formula might be invoked in the case of especially grave
transgressions, where the wrongdoer’s punishment should be particularly
severe. God punishes the transgressions that offend him, such as blasphemy,
sacrilege or recanting one’s faith. Many interlocutors in Belarus repeteadly
related that God punishes Communists with sudden death because they
fight religion (i.e. lock up, destroy or plunder churches).

A tut, nu, podumajcie: samy polaki razbirali [kasciot]. RaZbirali. Jim ptacit
kotchoz dobra, jany partiju padniali. Paszli y partiju, pa praudzie skazu. [...]
Kreszczenyj czetawiek, i paszot! I paszot! I szto potym u hetaha czetawieka?
Troje dziaciej byto, to adzin syn pad maszynu paszot, zabita, a druhij sam
palez u reku, toj, i ytapitsia. Boh nastat. Wo, dzietki, da czaho... Adzin pad
maszynu paszot, a druhi pad hetu... [63].

(Just think about it: the Catholics themselves dismantled the church. The kolk-
hoz paid them well, so they supported the party. They joined the party,
that’s what they did. There was a man who was baptized, and yet he joined.
And what happened to him next? He had three children: one was knocked
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down by a car and killed, another walked into a river and drowned. That
was God’s punishment. On the children, that’s how it is.)

Natural disasters are also a typical God’s punishment:

U nas niama dazdzu, mo jakoje zaklataje siato? [...] Boh jaho wiedaje, chto
zaklay, moza i sami hresznyja [85].

(There’s been no rain lately [...] maybe there’s a curse on the village? [...] God
knows who cursed us. Maybe, sinners that we are, we cursed ourselves?)

Ci, co Boga nie przyznaja, to ich Pan Bg moze pokara¢, tam tak teraz
w Rassieji byto: i trzesieni ziemi, i pozalewato, i pomarto tyle [56].

(Those who do not believe in God can be punished by him. That’s what happened
in Russia: there were earthquakes and floods, and many people were killed.)

As in the story quoted above where God, disguised as an old man
and abused by people, curses them: “A bottomless lake will be here at
this spot...” (“Stanie tu u was oziero bezdonnaje...”) [61]. It seems that we
can draw a parallel between God’s punishment which takes the form of
natural disasters and the motif of “wrath of the earth” wherein the earth
itself is angry at human sins [cf. Uspenskiy 1983].

According to the folk worldview, the punishment of the Jews falls into
the same category. The mythical worldview interprets the Holocaust as
a just punishment for killing Jesus Christ. God’s justice is slow but sure:
the punishment is meted out after two millennia. The descendants of
the killers are punished, and the punishment fulfils the spell contained
in the Bible: “His blood is on us and on our children” [Matthew 27:25].

Oni Boga muczyli. Zydzi Pana Jezusa zabili. Ot, kaze, kara wam przyszia.
[ wsio. [A sprawiedliwa ta kara?] Sprawiedliwa to koniecznie, teraz Pan Bég
wymaga! Mnie bili - ja budu bi¢, budu kara¢ ludziej [47].

(They tortured God. Jews killed the Lord Jesus. So now, people said, punish-
ment is upon you. [But was the punishment just?] O yes, it was just, it's what
God demands. I have been beaten, so now [ will beat, I will punish people.)

Moéwili ludzie, ze zydzi sami siebie przekleli, bo gdy mordowali Pana
Jezusa, to méwili “jesli ty Bogiem jestes, to niech krew twoja spadnie na
nas i na dzieci nasze.” Tak w Pi$mie Swietym jest. I tak byto. To nie kara,
toich los [46].

(People said that Jews really cursed themselves, for when they were mur-
dering Jesus they said: “If you are God, then may your blood be visited on
us and on our children.” It says so in the Bible. That’s what happened. It was
not punishment, it was their fate.)
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The fate of the Jews is decided and inexorable. The curse which is
upon them for Kkilling Jesus Christ cannot be wiped out. They have com-
mitted an unforgivable sin - a deed that, according to my interlocutors,
is the mythical model for all murders.

Jak praklaéje Znia¢ z zydou hetych?

- Nie znaju ja hetaha. Chto Z jich znimie? No, chto Z jich moze Znia¢? Isus
Chrystos jim praklacje dat...

- Jany praklalib Isusa Chrysta... jany wieczna, na wieczny wiek...

- Isus Chrystos jim za takoje pakajanje. Skolka jany jaho muczali? Jon i krest
ciazotyj nios na sabie, jaho i krou i$ciekata, jany jaho i bili, jany jaho muczali...
Kak jim Isus Chrystos moze Znia¢ prakla¢je? Ni u kakuju nie izmoze Zniac.
A wy dumajecie: ispowiedZ pamoze, chto czetawieka ybje? Nikahda Isus
Chrystos nie prascic¢ takomu czetawieku. Wot, moze tam za szto paruhajecca
u chaziajstwie, ci za szto, nu, to heta yze rastrojstwo czetawieka, ot, nie toje
dzietaje, szto treba. Wot, na eta ispawiedz ispawieduje. No za ybijstwa Isus
Chrystos nie prasci¢ nikomu. Ot, tak. Raz ty Zdzietat heta, on nikahda nie
prascic¢ czetawieku za heta. Pa knihach pisze [59, 58].

(How can one lift the curse from the Jews?

- I don’t know. Who could lift it? They were cursed by Jesus I think...

- They cursed Jesus themselves, forever, for all time.

- Jesus Christ punished them for it. Why they tormented him so? He had to
carry the heavy cross, he was beaten bloody, and they still hit him and tor-
mented him... So how can Jesus lift this curse? He just can’t! And you think:
what would a confession help if someone kills a man? Jesus Christ would
never forgive such a man. Well, if you quarrel with somebody, or if you are
angry and do something rash, then a confession will wipe your slate clean.
But Jesus would never forgive murder. That'’s how it is. So if you did it, you
won't be forgiven. That’s what is says in the books.)

What is more, my interlocutors were firmly convinced that Jews were
aware of their guilt and of the justice of their punishment:

Wot kiedy$ w Wasiliszkach [Niemcy] wypedzili tych zydéw i ten ich kiero-
wca, rabin [...] wystgpit i powiedziat: “Moje ludzie zgrzeszyli przed Panem
Bogiem i przyszedt ten czas, ze my, znaczy, nie uwierzyli w Pana Boga, i my
dojdziem tylko do tego, co z nami sie stato. I to, méwi, tylko przez Pana Jezusa.
Dlatego, ze, m6wi, Pan Jezus, jak do Pitata przyprowadzili, Pitat powiedziat,
Ze w tym cztowieku ja nic nie mam. [...] To Pitat obmyt rece i méwi: ‘niech

m

spadnie na was i na wasze syny’” [54].

(When the Germans were taking away the Jews from Vasilishki, the rabbi
stood in front of them and told them: “My people sinned against God and
now the time of punishment has come. We did not recognize God when he
came to us and now this is happening. This is all because of Jesus Christ.”
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He said that when Jesus was brought before the Pilate, he washed his hands

m

off it and said: ‘Let it be upon you and upon your sons.””)

We are dealing here with the mythical trope of curse as God’s punish-
ment, which is well rooted in the biblical tradition. The pattern involves
punishment on all those responsible for the death of Christ. By extension,
all non-Christians (and in folk culture, the Jews are the standard stand-in
for all non-Christians) are culpable. They are left outside the community
(understood as a community of Christians.) This pattern is prefigured by
0ld Testament curses, notably the curse of Adam and Eve and the curse
of Cain. In the apocryphal worldview of my interlocutors, the story of
Christ’s passion and death becomes the “mythical beginning,” the foun-
dation of all rules of behavior and principles of operation of the world.
The crucifixion of Jesus not only became the fount of different faiths, but
also established the precedent CURSE, - a just punishment of sinners
(here exemplified by the Jews). One of my interlocutors described this
aspect of the crucifixion in detail:

- Czerez try dnia kryczali ysie: “Raspni, raspni jeho, krou jaho na nas i na
dietiach naszych!” O, jak sahraszyli! Nie to, szto kroy heta pata takaja -
biedy takije usio, wo i chleba nie ma, i zasucha bywaje, i dozdz zaliwaja,
i izdziajut’sa [tj. szydzg, naigrawaja sie] czetawiek nad czetawiekam. Ot,
eta ysio ad toha wremieni pryszto, katoraja heta wremia byto, szto etyje
ludi sahraszyli: “Krou jeho na nas!” Krou Isusa Chrysta, jesli razapnut’, na
jich padaja, eta praklatije. I z toho pakalennia paszot hrech na tych ludiej,
i na diatiej, i na ynukay, i na praunukay, i da siehodniasznieho dnia idzie
eta na nas ichnaja praklatije.

A jakije byli hety ludzi?

- Jakije ludzi byli? Ludzi byli usie zydy.

Ci na ysich ludziej jana pata?

- Ana, eta kroy?

No, praklatije toje...

- Wychodzi¢, na ysich.

Usiez praklatyja?

- Da. Wsieze. Wsieze tady byli zydy i usie hetyje zydy muczali. Wot. Pahl-
adzicie wo na zydouy. Praklatije pata. Pahladzicie, skolka Niemiec ubit jich.
Jich mata, mata hdzie, hdzie nie zaniat Niemiec, tyje tolka astalisia [63].

(- For three days they all shouted: “Crucify him, crucify him, his blood upon
us and our children!” Oh how they sinned! In truth his blood was visited upon
them and all evils start from it: hunger and lack of bread, draught, floods
and human mockery. All this stems from that time, from that hour of sin,
when they shouted: “His blood on us!” The blood of Jesus Christ, whom they
crucified, falls on them and they are cursed. From that generation the sin
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is visited on their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren - up to
this day, they are all cursed.’

So who were they?

- They were all Jews

So this curse fell upon all those people?

- Yes, on all of them.

And they were all cursed?

- Yes. All Jews who were alive then, all of them tormented him. Just look
at the Jews. They have been cursed. Look how many Germans have Kkilled.
There are hardly any Jews left now. Only in those places where the Germans
didn’t get, there are some Jews left.)

Apart from interviews, beggar songs also yield interesting material
for an analysis of the divine curse. A ballad which was circulated in
handwritten copies in the parish of Vaverka in the neighbourhood of
Lida (Belarus) contains a classical take on the subject: after the prelim-
inary warning that a sin (murder) will be punished by God, followed by
the immediate divine retaliation, which conforms to the mirror principle
(death for death.)

Ojciec jej méwi: ach Zona kochana,
nie moga dzieciom by¢ za tyrana,

Bég mi bym skarat tu na tym $wiecie,
by zamordowat swe wtasne dziecie.
7ona, zrazona meza stowami,

bierze néz w rece, leci schodami.

Ja sie znédw kary bozej nie boje,

ja pozabije te dzieci twoje.

Dzieci sie ze snu razem zerwaty,
kiedy macoche z noZzem ujrzaty.

Co sama zbrodnie wykonac chciata,
zaraz na schodach martwa sie zostata.
Ludzie sie zeszli, na cud patrzali,
zamiast kobiety kamien zobaczyli.
Pan Bég ja skarat za uragganie

i za zte z dzie¢mi postepowanie [53].

(The father say, oh my dear wife

I cannot be a tyrant to my own children
God would punish me without mercy
If I killed my own child.

But the wife will not be moved:

She grabs a knife and goes upstairs.
‘I'm not afraid of God’s punishment,

If you don’t dare to Kill them, I will.”
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Now the children wake up in their beds
And they see the stepmother with the knife.
She wanted to do the bloody deed,

But instead she fell dead on the stairs.
People came from far and wide

To see this miracle: instead of a woman
There was a stone statue on the stairs.

So God punished her for her reviling

And for being wicked to the children.)

The murderous wife’s phrase: “I'm not afraid of God’s punishment”
can be treated as the cause of God’s swift retribution. God expects people
to lead godly lives and to live in fear of him. So if somebody declares their
lack of fear, this in itself is a sin that God will punish. The punishment is
death (in the ballad it takes the form of turning into stone). There is no
escaping the punishment: the folk God is just, implacable, and not forgiving:

Wot, widzicie: nikoli ptocha nie mozna dzietaé, nikoli czetawieku, nikahda.
A wy dumajecie, chto kaho ubje, to heta Boh prasci¢? Nikahda! Jesli malen-
kij rabionak, dyk jon nie imieje uma, Zdzietaje szto ptachoje, a czetawiek
wzrostyj, dwadcac let, wasiemnadcac¢ let, skolka, i dzietaja podtas¢ - i razwie
jamu Boh prasci¢? Nikahda! Nie pamoze ni spowiedz, nie pamoze niczoha
czetawieku takomu. Ot [63].

(Look here, you should never do others harm, never. Do you think that when
somebody kills someone, God will forgive them? Never! If a small kid, who
does not know any better, does something wrong, that’s a different matter.
But when you're an adult, eighteen or twenty years old, and you do some-
thing mean - can God forgive you? Never! Even confession will not make it
right. That’s how it is.)

Curse formulas that implore God to punish the wrongdoer rely
implicitly on the mirror principle. They ask God to mete out punishment
without specifying what form that punishment should make. It is enough
for the speaker to invoke the general rule: a wrong must be punished.
“When they curse somebody for their wrongs, they say May God punish
you!” (“Gdy przeklinaja za swoja krzywde, méwia: bodaj tebe Boh tiazko
skaraw!”), Kolberg notes in his volume on Chetm region [DWOK 34,
Chetm 2: 219].

The widespread formula May God repay you for this! (Niech ci Pan Bdg
odptaci!) reveals the underlying vision of a just God who metes out pun-
ishments proportionate to the wrongs, which has been reinforced by one
of my interlocutors from Podlasie: “it is not true that God does not punish
people in this world. Everyone gets what they deserve” (“Nieprawda, ze
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Pan Bég na tym $wiecie nikogo nie karze. Kazden jak sobie zastuzy, tak
bedzie miat”) [5]. The idea of divine punishment can be identified with
God’s vengeance (O God, avenge me for my wrongs! - Spuomsésie, Boza,
za maju kryudu!) [LB 4: 406], or divine intervention whose goal it is to
avenge grievous sins that “call upon God to avenge them.”

The wronged person says: I will not forgive him, let God forgive him!
(Ja mu nie daruje, niech mu Pan Bég nie daruje!) [13], May God never forgive
you! (Zeby ci Bég nie darowat) [38] or Let God punish him! (Niech go Pan
Bég skarze) [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 225]. Sometimes the curse formula contains
the trope of the “avenging hand of the Lord”: May God’s hand punish you
(Niech cie reka boska skara) [SGPKart: Skarac], or: May you be touched by
God’s hand! (A bodaj cie reka Boza dotkneta) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11]. God’s
hand can hit and kill, e.g., the Ukrainian formula May God vanquish you!
(Bodaj te boh pobyv!) [DWOK 29, Pok 1: 21] and the Belarusian formula
May God kill you! (A kab ciebie Buoh zabiy!) [LB 4: 405]. It can also wield
thunder, an instrument for defeating sinners who are enemies of God.

Thunder is referenced in multiple formulas, e.g.: May you be struck
by thunder (Zeby cie piorun zabit) [37], May you be struck and killed by
the first thunder of the spring! (Zeby cie piorun, jak pierw zagrzmi, zeby
zabit) [55], May you be burned by thunder (AZeby cie pioruny trzasty)
[SGPKart: Bodaj], May it please God that they should be killed by thunder!
(Zeby ich, dat Bég, piorun wybit!) [Czarnyszewicz 1991: 439], May you be
struck by thunder if you marry her! (Kab ciabie pioruny bity, jak bedziesz
sie Zeni¢ z joju) [65], May the thunder strike you and kill you! (Bodaj tebe
perun byvy zabyv!) [DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 31].

The death of the curse object as a result of thunder features in the bal-
lad about the wicked Gienia, which I analyzed in detail above, and which
I consider to be the blueprint for all situations of parental curse. It should
also be stressed that my interlocutors, in accordance with the mythical
logic, replace the struggle between the Thunderer and his enemy with
the story of the death of Christ. It turns out that striking the cursed
person with thunder was prefigured in the mythical time of beginnings:

Kahda Isus Chrystos umirat na krescie, adrazu motnja paczatasia z toha
czasu. Piaruny naczali strela¢ wsio wremia. Wo$ ziemia katychatasia. I heta
palita ludziej, palita wot niejak. Ad toha wremieni tak rabitasia. A paka Isus
Chrystos na kres$cie nie umirat, da toha wremieni nie byto hetych, ni pieru-
noy, ni czoha. Wot. I ad toha czasu az ziemia tresiecca, jak hetyje hrymoty.
A kawo ybiwaje, eta uzo silna hresznaja siemja z dziadou, z pradziadou [...]
[ heta Boh nasytaje, o [63].

(When Jesus Christ was dying on the cross, thunder struck. Thunders were
striking the ground, the earth was shaking, and people were burning. There
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were fires. And that’s when it all started. Before Jesus died on the cross, there
were no thunders, no lightning. And since then, the earth can shake and there
are thunders. If someone is killed by thunder, it means that the family must
be very sinful, since their grandfathers’ or great-grandfathers’ generation.
For God sends thunder.)

2.1.1. A Special Case: Virgin Mary as Curse Executor

Since the sinner can be punished in diverse ways, it is common-sensical
to assume that the executors of the curse can also vary. It seems that
the performance of this role by Virgin Mary (or, as she is commonly
referred to in Poland, the Mother of God (Matka Boska) is a particularly
interesting, as well as rare, case. As Florian Znaniecki puts it, the Virgin
Mary “became one of Poland’s most powerful divinites through the many
churches, miracles, and legends” [Thomas, Znaniecki 1927: 266].

In the folk religiosity, the primary function of Virgin Mary is that of
a protectress and intercessor of sinners (she intercedes with her son, Jesus
the Judge, on behalf of souls in purgatory.) She is the Mother of Mercy,
who comes to the aid of sinners, “a truly effective protector and interces-
sor whose power operates in both words” [cf. Zowczak 2013: 394-415,
427-449]. However, an analysis of curse-related material reveals that,
apart from her well-researched primary role of protector, she can also
appear in a secondary role of the executor of God’s punishment. In such
curse formulas as May the Mother of God punish you! (A bodaj cie Matka
Boska skarata!) [DWOK 16, Lub 1: 26], May Our Lady of Skalnik punish you!
(Zeby cie Matka Boska Skalnicka pokarata!) [Kotula 1974: 240], which
reflect the basic curse formula: “O power, make Z do something [bad] to
X.” The stipulated doer of “something bad” is no other than Virgin Mary.
In relation to the latter formula, the folklorist Franciszek Kotula noted
down the following custom:

The firm belief in great power of the picture of Our Lady of Skalnik is clearly
visible in the following custom: when somebody used up all the means at
his disposal to defeat an enemy, both “human” and magical, after cursing
the enemy in the most elaborate sort, as a last resort they would publicly say
to their adversary May Our Lady of Skalnik punish you! [Kotula 1974, s. 240].

Based on this account, we can surmise that the curse formulas
invoking the Virgin Mary would be supposed to be specially potent. In
Kotula’s account, the speakers invoke the power of a specific religious
painting: the agential power of Virgin Mary herself and of the painting add
up, joined in the curse formula, and make the curse stronger. Perhaps its
potency derives from the reversal of Virgin Mary’s usual role: now she is
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not a benevolent protectress, but an avenger. This reversal might be akin
to breaking a taboo (and thus related to CURSING,,) though the scarcity
of material makes this constatation only tentative. But a more in-depth
analysis of the counterintuitive trope of “Mother of God as avenger”
would definitely be fruitful and could shed light on a hitherto unknown
aspect of folk religiosity.”

The materials [ have collected indicate that, according to the folk
worldview, only God and Virgin Mary can punish wrongdoers (the oper-
ative verbs in Polish are skara¢ and pokaraé.) Perhaps counterintuitively,
I have not recorded any formulas such as *May the devil punish you.
It seems therefore that in the context of folk curse formulas, Virgin
Mary is a stand-in for God, a sort of a substitute female Judge. The role
of curse executor, seperated on the semantic level, here, on the level of
beliefs, is connected with the role of the agent. It is confirmed by exam-
ples from Belarus, quoted by Michat Federowski: the formula Grant it,
Holy Mother! (Mataczko Najswientsza daj!) is added to “virtually every
curse [przekleristwo]” [LB 4: 405]. Federowski gives two examples of
such usage: You stole my money and now, grant it, Holy Mother, may you
spend it all on doctors! (Ukrau ty maje hroszy, kab ty, Matka Najswiensza
daj, na znachary heto adday). And May you, so grant God and Holy Mother,
be as white as this shirt! (Kab ty, BoZa, Matka NajsSwiensza daj, tak zbialey,
jak taja saroczka bieta!) [cursing someone who stole the speaker’s shirt;
LB 4: 419]. Perhaps, just like God, Virgin Mary should also be treated as
both the agent and the executor?

It is only when we analyse specific punishments meted out by God or
Virgin Mary that we see that the executor of the curse who is definitely
not the agent: the negative side of the sacred. Fort the devil cannot curse.
He can only “fly around people carrying curses [...] After all, Jesus said
‘vengeance is mine.” (“krazy¢ wokot cztowieka i nosi¢ przeklenstwa.
[...] bo Pan Jezus powiedziat: ‘zemste zostawcie mnie’”) The devil can
only tempt people to sin, because sinners fall into his power. The devil
is the executor of CURSE, - of the “state of being cursed.” He acts on
the principle expressed in the proverb When God judges you, so does
the devil (Kali Buoh sudzié, to i czort) [LB 4: 37]

2.2. The Devil in His Many Guises as Curse Executor

The sinner is taken over by the evil sacrum, which can be viewed as
the fourth, largely latent, participant of the curse ritual, hiding ominously
behind the backs of other participants. Vengeance is fulfilled through
the discharge of the action specified by the curse executor. The curse
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May you go to vengeance! (Péjdz sobie do pomsty!) testifies to a merging
of the action with its doer, and serves as an illustration of the semantic
formula of the curse and of the ritual which is inscribed therein. Accord-
ing to the Polish Language Dictionary, the word pomsta (vengeance) is
synonymous with “devil, likho, the evil one” [SW: Pomsta].

What are the characteristics of the negative pole of the sacrum in
its role of curse executor?

Primarily, the devil can kidnap the sinner (porwaé or wziqc¢): Let
the devil take him to hell! (A bodaj go diabli porwali do piekta) [SGP: Bodaj],
Let the devils take you to hell alive! (A bodaj cie diabli Zywcem do piekta
porwalil) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11], May all the devils take me! (Niech mnie
wszyscy diabli porwq), May three hundred devils take him! (Niech trzysta
diabtow porwie) [NKP: Diabel]; or he can simply have the sinner: You're so
stubborn that let the devil have you! (Bodaj cie diabet miat z takim uporem!)
[SW, Diabet]. The sinner can also go to the devil (as in the common phrase
Go to hell!). But more interestingly, the devil can also be drunk: May you
drink the devil (Bogdaj wypit diabta) [NKP: Diabet]; or eaten: May you eat
the devil (Bogdaj diabta zjadto) [NKP, Diabet], May you eat three hundred
devils! (Bogdajes trzysta diabtéw zjadt) [DWOK 48, TarnRzesz: 318].

The two latter kinds of formulas refer to the magical practice of “serv-
ing” the devil, magic or illness in food - mostly in vodka. This practice
was very well known to my interlocutors, who referred to it frequently:

Maz jeszcze byt kawalerem, jak pojechat za Bug z weselem. To, méwi, Ze na
weselu jedna druhna tak na niego popatrzata i wzieta jemu podata kiel-
iszek - bo kiedys to jednym kieliszkiem sie pito - “Ja wypitam i daj Boze
i ty wypijesz.” Jak podata, jeden z boku patrzat na to. Ale on od razu nie
wypit, tylko tak postat z tym kieliszkiem, bo rozmawiat. Jak sie obrécit,
jemu od razu - trzask! - denko sie odkroito. I wédka sie wylata. A ten od
razu z boku - on juz wiedziat: “Ty wiedZmo, ty taka nie taka, co ty zrobita!”
“Aty - méwi - masz szczes$cie, bo by$ byt wysecht na skorupe.” Bo to podobno
jaki$ proszek ze zmii sypali [23].

(Before my husband met me, he went to a wedding on the other side of River
Bug. There was a girl there, one of the bridesmaids. She looked at him and
gave him a glass. He took it - in those days people drunk from the same glass.
She told him “I drank some, now you drink some.” She gave him the glass,
and there was another man watching them. So my husband didn’t drink at
once, he was just standing with the glass in his hand, talking to someone. And
then suddenly the bottom fell off and the vodka spilled. And the man who
was watching them said to the girl: “You witch! What were you trying to do?”
And he said to my husband: “You're lucky! If you drank it, you would be dry
like a bone.” Because apparently they could put dried vipers in your vodka.)
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One of curse formulas quoted above May the devils take you to hell
alive, along with similar formulas May the hell take you! (Bodaj to piekto
pochtoneto) [NKP: Piekto], May you never escape from hell () [DWOK 22,
tecz: 11], May you never scramble out of hell (Bodajes z piekta nie wyjrzat)
[NKP: Piekto] illustrate the rule that we have also seen in operation in
the story of Gienia the wicked daughter: the sinner joins the dark side,
becomes the property of the “bad” sacred. It is confirmed by such proverbs
like e.g. Devil, take what is yours (Bierz diable, co twego) or What came
from the devil returns to the devil (Co od diabta wyszto, do diabta powraca)
[NKP: Diabet]. It happens because the sinner gives way to the devil’s
temptation and stands on the side of evil, and in opposition to life and
therefore goodness. The first step on the way to hell is “sinning in speech”,
and especially, as we know, CURSING, (swearing), for who swears, rings
the bell for the devil’s mass [NKP: Klg¢].

The folk beliefs clearly show the existence of a “chain of evil,” from
swearing (CURSE,) through sin, the devil and the curse (CURSE;) to death.
A good illustration of this chain is the folk tale trope T 828 The devil invents
vodka (Diabet stwarza gorzatke): “The devil could not lead a virtuous man
astray with tricks, teaches him how to make vodka. The man makes it,
gets drunk and starts swearing” [PBL 1: 259]. In fact, vodka can be seen
as one more link in “the chain of evil”: it is one of the most powerful tools
that the devil has at his disposal (besides swearing.)

zty duch ukazuje sie cztekowi, “ktory w pijanstwie bardzo sie zatowarzyszy”
(pijanicy), albo przekletnikowi (temu, co rad przeklina). Ofiarom swoim
odbiera nieraz przytomno$¢, wprowadza ich w moczary, z ktérych wygra-
moli¢ sie nie mogg, lub nawodzi do odebrania sobie zycia, np. utopienia,
powieszenia, zabicia sie [DWOK 48, TarnRzesz: 266].

(The evil spirit shows himselfto a drunk or to a przekletnik (somebody who
swears too much). He often renders his victims unconscious or leads them
to the marshes where they stumble and drown, he can also force them to
kill themselves, especially to hang themselves or drown.)

The symbolic relationship between vodka and the devil is highlighted in
the following proverb: When you're drunk like a beast, the devil can steal your
soul (Jak sie upijes jak zwieze, diobut ci duse zabieze) [Potecki 1976: 40]. No
wonder then that there are curse formulas that specifically refer to alcohol:
May you drink yourself to death (AZebys sie zachlat) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11].

My interlocutors were convinced that “when you swear, the devil
can possess you” (“jak kto$ przeklina, diabet moze go opanowac”) [11].
[tis not only due to the fact that a sinner is in the power of the devil, but
is also required by the iron logic of the magicalspeech-action: uttering
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a name of a power, which is taboo, effects the immediate appearance of
the power. When the sinner swears (CURSE,), he unconsciously enchants
the evil power. And because he is not an experienced magician or healer,
but only an ordinary person, inadvertently breaking the taboo, he “falls
prey” to the power he had invoked. This is his punishment for breaking
the taboo (or, to put it more broadly, for committing the sin. Swearing
is the first step on the slippery slope, it seems to be the necessary con-
dition of sin. After all, the devil invented vodka specifically because he
wanted men to curse. “Satan was tempting me to leave my wife, but he
didn’t succeed, for I didn’t start swearing, and didn’t start quarrelling
with her” (“To szatan mnie kusit, Zeby sie rozstac¢ z zong, ale nie udato
sie, bo ja nie przeklinatem, wcale sie nie ktocitem z zong”) [26]. This
quotation from an interview recorded in Podlasie confirms the existence
of the “chain of evil.”

Swearing is thus not only the reason, and the symptom of evil, but
also a sign of cooperation with the devil. After all speaking is an act of
mediation, in this case - between man and Satan. If the order of the uni-
verse is disturbed, it leads to anxiety:

To juz wszystko w boskich recach. Jedna rodzina tu dobra, a chtopaka piorun
zabit. Dlaczego nie takiego, co przeklina? [18].

(Everything is in God’s hands. There was a family living here, good people.

And the boy was struck by lightning and killed. Why didn’t the lightning
strike somebody who swears?)

Still, “everything is in God’s hands.” Even if at this point the death in
the ostensibly God-fearing family seems random, somehow the balance
of the world will be restored. “Somebody who swears” will probably yet
be punished by their transgression (for “God is patient, he has all the time
in the world” - “Pan B6g ma czas, on cierpliwy jest” [36]), and the “good
boy killed by lightning” (“chtopaka piorun zabit”) was probably killed
for areason - in all likelihood, the family had been cursed.

As the word “devil” itself is so powerful, no wonder that it is often
replaced by euphemisms. Sometimes it is simply omitted: May you eat
or drink one! (Bodajes jednego zjadt albo wypit) or May they all possess
you! (Bodaj wszyscy w cie wstqpili) [Brickner 1980: 297]. It can also be
substituted by slightly phonetically modified (and thus safe) variants:
diasek [NKP: Diabet; cf. Mastowska 1987: 79] or jabet [SGPKart: Djabet]
can replace diabet (the devil). The euphemisms used for the devil are
startlingly ambiguous: very often it is not clear whether they refer
to the devil or to some other entity belonging to “the bad sacred,” to
an illness, or to generalized and undifferentiated evil. This ambiguity
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might be troubling for linguists or lexicographers, but not for the folk
culture subjects themselves. The folk culture perceives the ambiguity as
perfectly understandable: evil exists in many forms and guises, and this
factis reflected in the language. The euphemisms for the devil include:

bies/bis (devil): Go to the devil (IdZ do biesa), May the devils take it (Bodaj
to bisi wzieli) [NKP: Diabet; cf. Mastowska 1987: 78];

boruta (a forest devil): May Boruta strangle him, or rip his head off (Zeby
go Boruta zdusit, albo mu teb urwat) [DWOK 22: Lecz: 258];

cud/czud (literally: a miracle; devil, euph.): May a miracle kill you (Bodaj
cie cud zabit) [DWOK 48, TarnRzesz: 318], May a miracle fall on you!
(Zeby na ciebie cud) [SW: Cud];

czart (devil): May the devils take him (Niech go czarci wezmgq), May the devil
snatch you (Bodaj cie czart porwat), May them go to the devil (Bodaj
poszty do czarta!) [NKP, Diabet; cf. Mastowska 1987: 78-79];

drab (devil; euph.): May drabs take you! (Niech ich porwq drabi!), May drabs
take him! (By go drabi wzieni!) [SGPKart: Drab], May you be turned
into drabs! (A bodajsta sie w drobéw poobracali) [SGPKart: Bodaj];

kat (an executioner): May you be taken by executioners! (Bodaj cie kaci
wzieni!) [SGPKart: Kat], May you eat an executioner! (A bojanzes [tak!]
kata zjadta!) [SGPKart: Bogdaj], May executioners take them! (Bodaj
jeich byli da pobrali kaci!) [SW, Kat], May executioners take him and
his wiles! (Niech go kaci porwq z jego batamuctwami) [SW, Porwac];

korfanty (devil; euph.): May I eat or drink korfanty! (Bodaj Zebym ja byt
korfantego zjadt abo wypit) [NKP: Diabet|;

licho (likho): May likho take you! (Bodaj cie licho porwato!) [NKP: Diabet],
May the horrible likho take you! (Bodaj ciezkie licho wzieto!), [DWOK 33,
Chelm 1: 31], May horrible the likho kidnap you! (Zeby cie licho ciezkie
porwato) [SW: Porwac], May likho carry him into the deep! (Niech go
licho niesie na gtebine) [NKP: Diabet|, May likho have you! (Bodaj cie
licho!) [SW: Bodaj], May your goat eat three hundred likhos! (Bodajby
wasza koza trzysta lichéw zjadta!) [SGPKart: Licho], May you eat likho!
(Bodajes licha zjadt!), Go to likho! (Idz do licha!), May likho take you!
(Niech cie licho porwie!) [SW: Licho, cf. Mastowska 1987: 84-85];

smetek/smutki (literally: sorrow/sorrows; devil): May sorrows take you!
(Bodaj cie smutki porwaty!) [DWOK 48, TarnRzesz: 318], May sorrow
have you! (A niechze was smetek!), May sorrow take him! (Niech go
smetek wezmie) [SGPKart, Smetek];

wciurnasek (devil): May wciurnasek take him! (Niech cie wciurnasek
bierze) [SGPKart: Paraliz];
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zmora (wraith): May wraiths take him! (Zeby go zmory wziety) [SW:

Zmora) and its variant kicimora (kikimora): May kikimora strangle

you all night long! (Bodaj cie kicimora bez catkq noc dusita!) [SW:

Kicimora, Kikimoral.

Apart from euphemisms for the devil, the word devil can be replaced
altogether by reference to “evil,” e.g. May evil befall him (Niech go zte
spotka) [SW: Zte], May evil stand in your path! (A bodaj ci (zte) na drodze
staneto) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11]. And the term evil can also be omitted, and
thus we can encounter ambiguous formulas like May it befall you (Azeby
cie wodzito (zbtgkato)) [DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 31]. It can also be replaced
by the evil hour: May the evil hour befall you! (Kab ciebie nie minuta lichaja
hadzina!) [LB 4: 408]. And finally, the meeting with the devil can be called
precisely that - a meeting (spotyka): May a meeting (spotyka) come to you!
(Bodaj na tebe spotyka najszta!) [DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 31].

“Something more than bad,” which envelops the cursed person due
to the agency of the “bad sacred” can also be presented as kidnapping, or
taking (by force.) A curse formula that is especially illuminating in this
context is May you vanish! (Bodajes przepadt!) that also includes variants
May I vanish if I break my word (Bodajem przepadt, jezeli nie dotrzymam
stowa!) and May the despicable drunkenness vanish in hell! (Bodaj w piekto
przepadto obrzydte pijaristwo!) [SW: Bodaj]. The implication that the verb
przepasé (to vanish) in this context suggests that the cursed person will
vanish in hell is corroborated by a range of proverbs, e.g. Some things
vanish so thoroughly that even the devil doesn’t know where they went
(Niejedno tak przepadnie, ze i diabet nie odgadnie) or It vanished like
a stone thrown into the depths (Przepadt jak w otchtart wrzucit) [NKP,
Przepadac], and also in the commonly used protective formula, used to
safeguard the speaker against evil: Die, vanish! (Zgin, przepadnij!) which
clearly sends the manifestations of the “bad sacred” whence they came.

2.3. The Fate of the Cursed

May you be met by a curse.
(Bodaj cie przeklenstwo spotkato.)

Collected by Kolberg

2.3.1. Disease

As testified by the formula May the evil one bring you cholera! (Niech
wam jabel cholere przyniesie!) [SGPKart: Djabet], a possible activity of
the curse executor is causing disease. This possibility is also proved
by the existence of the term chorobnik, which featured above in one of
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the curse formula examples. According to SGPKart, chorobnik is ‘a spirit
of disease’ (‘duch choroby’). The formulas referring to chorobnik include
May chorobnik take them! (Bodaj ich chorobnik porwat!) and Go to cho-
robnik! (IdZ do chorobnika!) [DWOK 42, Maz 7: 628]. It is impossible to
separate the disease, its personification and the agent that brings it.
“The boundary between the disease and the demon who causes it is
sometimes very fluid” [Budziszewska 1989: 153]. And what do curse
formulas tell us about diseases?

How do curse formulas reflect this possibility? Some of them simply
express the wish that the cursed should become sick: May you be sick!
(Niech cie choroba cisnie!) [SW: Chorobal], May you be beaten by disease!
(Niech cie choroba bije!) [SGPKart: Choroba), May sickness take him! (Zeby
go choroba porwata, tego natreta!) [SW: Porwaé], May sickness pummel
him! (Zeby cie choroba uttukta!) [DWOK 2, Sand: 246, May three diseases
fall on you! (Bodaj cie trzy choroby uttukty!) [DWOK 16, Lub 1: 26] or that
they should lose their health: May you have no health left! (Bodaj zdrowia
nie miat!) [SGPKart: Bogdaj], You stole my money and now, grant it, Holy
Mother, may you spend it all on doctors! (Ukrau ty maje hroszy, kab ty, Matka
Najswiensza daj, na znachary heto addau!) [LB 4: 419].

A popularly invoked specific disease is cholera: May cholera take you!
(A zeby cie cholera wzieta!) [SW: Cholera], May cholera strangle them all!
(A bodaj ich cholera wyduszyta!) [DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 31], May cholera,
plague, pestilence fall upon you! (Niech cie cholera, dZuma, zaraza) (common
saying). Diseases such as cholera or plague are spread by pestilential air:
May the air strike you! (A bodaj cie powietrze razito) [DWOK 22, Lecz: 11].

An important characteristic of curse-induced diseases is their sud-
denness. In one formula, the word “suddenness” (nagtos¢) became in effect
a synonym for “disease”: May suddenness take you! (Niech cie nagtosci
ogarnq!) [SGPKart: Nagtos¢]. SGPKart, defines suddenness as “sudden
pain” and according to SW, sudden illness “cholera” [SW: Nagty].

Apart from cholera, another disease commonly found in curse for-
mulas is the fever (febra), which appears under many different names:
May the fever claim him! (Zeby go febra porwata!) [SW: Porwac]. It is
also called the cold (zimno): May you shake with the cold (Bodaj cie zimno
trzesto) [DWOK 7, Krak 3: 163], the shakes (trasca, ograzka): God grant it
that the shakes shake you for seven years without stopping! [LB 4: 416];
May the shakes (ograzka) carry you from the earth to heaven and back
again! (Zeby cie ograszka niesta od ziemi do nieba i napowrét bez korica!)
[DWOK 16, Lub 1: 26]. It can also be referenced in a more oblique way:
May you get the shakes, together with your kids (Bodajs sie zatrzesta ze
swojemi dzie¢mi!) [24].
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In turn, the formula May God throw you to the ground like this! (Zeby
cie Pan Bég tak rzucat!) [38], quoted by one of my interlocutors when
she was telling me how a wicked son mistreated his mother and “threw
her on the ground,” refers obliquely to epilepsy, yet another disease in
the folk curse repertoire. Epilepsy is also called the great disease (wielka
choroba) or just the disease (choroba): May the great disease kill you! ()
[DWOK 28, Maz 5: 31], May the disease whack you between heaven and
hell () [DWOK 22, £ecz: 11]. My interlocutors also referred to it using
the word przypadzisko (accident): “He got the accident. He is still alive, he
lives here, nearby. And he is still scare of people” [38]. My interlocutors
also referred to it as the case (przypadek):

Jezeli to sie dzieje w rodzinie, to rodzina jednak to ukrywa. [...] Ale jednak
co$ jest, co$ jest. Ze to na przyktad sie tam zaklina - czy tam to, czy tam nie
to - i jednak gdzie$, gdzie$ jakie$ co$ jest. Na przyktad ja wydatam cérke
za maz, i ten zie¢ mial przypadek. No i oni to ukryli, nie przyznali sie. Raz
trzy dni po weselu rzucito go zaraz w sionkach, na trzeci dzien znéw rzucito
go na podworku - sgsiedzi widzieli. No i co - i trzeba byto sie rozejs$¢ [42].

(If it happens in a family, they try to hide it. [...] But it is still there. For
example, when my daughter got married, it occurred that my son-in-law
has this case. And his family hid it, they didn’t tell us. Once, just three days
after the wedding, he got thrown around in the hall, and three days later -
in the backyard. The neighbors all saw it. And what could you do? They had
to separate.)

They also called it St Valentine’s disease:

[Czarownik powiedziat:] “Trasi, trasi, budzie ciebie trasci az da $mierci. Poki
ty budziesz zy¢, to ciebie wsio budzie tak trasci.” I tak u jeho byto, jeho heta
kidata choroba az da $mierci. Wisz, jaka choroba? Walentowa. Ja nie wiem,
jak po polsku nazywa sie. Wot [51].

([The sorcerer said:] “So you will quake and tremble until you die. As long
as you live, you will always quake.” And so it happened that he was thrown
around by the disease until he died. It was Valentine’s disease.)

Another disease in the folk curse repertoire is paralysis (paraliz): May
paralysis harm you! (Bodaj cie paralus narusyt) [Pleszczynski 1892: 105],
Go to paralysis! (Wynos sie do paratusa, IdZ do paralusa) [SGPKart: ParalizZ],
May paralysis claim your arms and legs so that for twenty years you shit
under you! (Zeby tobie paraliz rece i nogi odjqt i zZeby ze dwadziescia lat sobie
pod bok robit!) [Czarnyszewicz 1991: 422]. A person can also be twisted
(pokrecony, pokrecic¢): May you be twisted! (Niech cie pokreci!) I wish it
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twists you! () [common sayings]. Twisting or turning of body parts seems
connected with another interesting and as yet under-researched disease
which often appears in folk accounts: the plait (plica polonica, kottun):
May the plait twist you! (Bodaj cie kottun skrecit!) [DWOK 3, Kuj 1: 98].

Accidents and physical harm that can befell the cursed person may
also result in disability (kalectwo): May you be a cripple for life! (Obys zostat
kalekq na cate zycie) [Polaczek 1891: 630], May your bones break! (Azeby ci
kosci pogruchotato) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11], May you be cut into pieces (Zeb cie
zneli po kawatku) [13]. Sources often contain examples of curse-induced
accidents: “During the ride he got his eye kicked out” (“w drodze kon
mu oko wybit”) [13] or “their son had his hand cut off by a chaff cutter”
(“w drodze korh mu oko wybit”). Curse formulas can also invoke blindness:
May you lose the sight of your eyes! (AZebys oslep) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11], May
your eyes fall out! (Bodej ci Slepie wylazty) [SGP: Bodaj]. A separate (and
quite large) group of curse formulas focuses on losing, hurting or breaking
a limb: May your legs swell! (AZzeby ci nogi spuchty) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11],
May you break a leg! (Bodajs ztamat noge) [Ligeza, Stoinski 1938: 37], May
you break arms and legs! (Zebys ty rece i nogi potama#!) [common saying],
May my arms be twisted like branches of a willow! (Kab mnie rece jak te
gatezie wierzby powykrecato) [NKP: Reka], May your arms be twisted like
these branches thatyou had twisted! (Zeb ty tak sabie ruki pakruciy, jak ty
gatenzie pakruciy!) [cursing a thief who stole fruit from the orchard; LB
4: 413]. Limbs can also be taken away (odjq¢): “And just like that, she can’t
do it. If she could, she would. She would even drag herself on her arms. But
she couldn’t, and she was sick for five years” (“I ona od razu juz nie moze.
Zeby mogta, tob rekami, nogami szla, a niejak. [...] Jak zaczeta chorowag,
to pie¢ lat chorowata”) [55]. A formula recorded by Kolberg also matches
this type: May you be unable to move arm or leg! (A bodajs rekq ni nogq nie
ruszyt) [DWOK 22, tecz: 11].

So far, the diseases invoked by the curses were standard and known
to medical knowledge. But some curse formulas reference more obscure
or “creative” diseases, for example losing flesh (opadniecie z ciata): May
you lose flesh! (Obys z ciata opadt) [Polaczek 1891: 630]; May flesh fall
from your bones! (A bodajs z kosci opadt) [DWOK 17, Lub 2: 90]. It could
be interpreted as either “losing strength” or “losing weight” [SW: Opas¢].
This account from Kartowicz’s dictionary merges some features of losing
flesh and rotting:

Ciato lub skora pada sie, czyli psuje, peka, odpada wskutek ran, choréb,
odlezenia. Dotkniecie padalca sprawia, ze ciato “pada sie,” czyli jatrzy. Ciato
sie pada, gdy padalec ukasi [SGPKart, Padac].



Semantics of the Curse

(The body or the skin gives way, it becomes broken, cracks and falls of as
aresult of disease and being bed-ridden. Touching a blindworm will result
in “losing the flesh”: the wounds will fester. A bite of a blindworm will also
cause the flesh to fall off.)

This is not the only account that references rotting flesh. There is
a group of curse formulas that invoke this outcome: May you rot! (Zeby ty
zohnyv!) [DWOK 33, Chetm 1: 31], May you get the rotting disease (gnijota)!
(Bodaj cie gnijota napadta!) [DWOK 40, MazPr: 11]. Perhaps these formulas
are an oblique reference to gangrene, which is also sometimes invoked
explicitly: If you are wounded, may your wounds never heal! (Jezeli ma
rany, to azeby mu do smierci sie nie pogoity!) [Czarnyszewicz 1991: 354].
Kolberg also noted down a thematically similar formula: May you be eaten
alive by worms! (Bodaj cie robacy za zZywa zjedli!') [DWOK 28, Maz 5: 31].

In contrast to the fever, cholera and paralysis, rotting alive is not
sudden. The source of horror here lies not in the startling suddenness of
the disease, but in the very fact that it is such a protracted and painful pro-
cess. Verbs used to denote the slow wasting away include pickling (kisng¢)
(May you be pickled - Budaj ty skista [SGPKart: Bodaj]), or the Belarusian
formula Kab ty skis (May you be pickled [LB 4: 414; with a note humorous]);
swelling (puchng¢) (May you swell! - Bodajes spuch [DWOK 22, tecz: 11]),
whitening (biele¢) (May you, so grant God and Holy Mother, be as white
as this shirt! - Kab ty, BoZa, Matka Najswiensza daj, tak zbialey, jak taja
saroczka bieta! [cursing someone who stole the speaker’s shirt; LB 4: 419]),
festering (parszywieé¢) (May you fester! [DWOK 22, t.ecz: 11]), withering
(usychaé). As for the latter, | have mentioned earlier that it is believed that
drying like a bone (wyschniecie na skorupe) could be the effect of drinking
vodka spiked with magic [23]. Anot