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Introduction

Józef Obrębski (1905–1967), Polish social anthropologist who before
the Second World War conducted pioneering fieldwork in Orthodox vil-
lages of Macedonia and the Belarusian-Ukrainian border, and after the war
in “rural cities” in Jamaica, is virtually unknown to the English reader.¹
Meanwhile, Bronisław Malinowski wrote of him “There is no doubt at all
that he is one of the most capable young men in ethnology.”² Obrębski
studied under Malinowski for over three years (from 1930 to 1933). He
joined Malinowski’s seminar at the London School of Economics as a fellow
of the Rockefeller Foundation, a specialist in the field of ethnography of
Slavs and Slavic philology. Before that, while studying at the Jagiellonian
University in Cracow under professor Kazimierz Moszyński, the famous
ethnographer of Slavic cultures, Obrębski spent a number of months con-
ducting fieldwork in Bulgaria and other countries of the Balkans. He was
planning to return to this field enriched with the theoretical and method-
ological perspective acquired in the London “Mecca of functionalism.”

In January 1934 Obrębski received his doctorate in social anthropol-
ogy from the University of London. His doctoral thesis, “Family Organiza-
tion among Slavs as Reflected in the Custom of Couvade,”³ is a study of
patriarchal peasant family, based on South Slavic and Belarusian material.
It begins with a deconstruction of the myth of man in labour and ends with
analysing the circumstances of the socio-cultural dichotomy of genders in
the studied societies.

From August 1932 to March 1933 Józef Obrębski conducted fieldwork
in Macedonia—then part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia—among the high-
landers of the isolated villages of the Poreche region. He was the first an-
thropologist to consistently apply Malinowski’s ethnographic field method,
together with his functionalist theory, to European village. Critical of tra-
ditional descriptive ethnography, Obrębski thought of his 8 months long
research in Macedonia, openly invoking the model and results of Malinow-
ski’s work in the Trobriand Islands, as a decisive step toward establishing
ethnology of Europe—a particular sub-discipline of social anthropology.

¹Józef Obrębski’s biography and bibliography, some of his publications and other infor-
mation are available online at https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/en/.

²Bronisław Malinowski’s letter to Mr Kittredge from the Rockefeller Foundation, 22ⁿᵈ of
October 1933, London School of Economics Archives.

³A typescript of the thesis is in the London School of Economics Archives.

https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/en/
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Seeking for his Trobriand Islands among Macedonian highlanders,
Obrębski focused on the social, economic and symbolic contexts of mar-
ital law (such as, for instance, bride wealth, marriage by elopement or
sexual relations). He analysed the socio-economic organization of the vil-
lage through the prism of its class structure and described the development
of the joint family, outlining the successive stages of its growth and de-
cay. Using the method of “objective observation and direct experience,”
as he called it, he also researched witchcraft and the secret practices of
love magic as well as other rituals performed by women, in the context of
both power struggle and cooperation of genders. His fieldwork notes and
studies concern virtually all spheres of life of the society under scrutiny:
from economy, through annual and family rites, healing art and magic,
mythology and religion, to marital relations and the institution of family
in a broad socio-cultural context. He wrote down a couple hundred shorter
and longer texts of the folklore, including many spells; he also amassed
rich photographic documentation (ca. 550 black-and-white photographs on
glass photographic plates). He envisaged a series of monographs, a project
that cannot be reconstructed today in its entirety. One of them was sup-
posed to be titled: “The Giaours of Macedonia. An Account of the Magic and
Religion of Shepherds in Poreche Against the Background of the Collective
Life of Their Village.”

The majority of his works, although extremely innovative at the time
(especially in the fields of gender studies and medical anthropology), have
not been published and as a result Obrębski remains unknown in the
anthropological mainstream. Due to the events of World War II and his
subsequent emigration from Poland he failed to complete and publish
his Macedonian field monographs. Obrębski’s materials and writings from
Macedonia are currently in the archive of the University of Massachusetts
in Amherst, which received the scholar’s legacy after his death in New York
in 1967.⁴ The legacy comprises, apart from photographs, about 1500 pages
of manuscripts and typescripts in Polish, Macedonian and English. Out of
this abundant collection only two articles were published during Obręb-
ski’s lifetime, in a Polish popular science journal before the Second World
War. These were Black Magic in Macedonia (1934) and The Religious System
of Macedonian Folk (1936). Soon after the scholar’s death, his text Social
Structure and Ritual in a Macedonian Village, ⁵ first delivered as a lecture at
the Annual Meeting of American Anthropological Association in Philadel-
phia in 1961, was edited and published in subsequent editions.

The collected fieldwork material from Poreche, together with Obręb-
ski’s analysis of it, was published in 2020 in a two-volume Polish-Macedo-

⁴This legacy has been compiled as the “Obrebski Collection”; http://scua.library.umass.
edu/umarmot/obrebski-jozef/.

⁵First edition: Ritual and Social Structure in a Macedonian Village, Northeast Meeting,
American Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies, Boston University, 1969, ed.
by B. Halpern, 21pp.

http://scua.library.umass.edu/umarmot/obrebski-jozef/
http://scua.library.umass.edu/umarmot/obrebski-jozef/
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nian edition of his works.⁶ The current edition in English, based on that
publication, is a small selection of Obrębski’s writing, the aim of which is
to make the most important findings of the Polish anthropologist, relevant
both for ethnology of European village and for the history of the discipline,
available for the English reader.

Obrębski did not finish his work and this edition reflects that incom-
pleteness. From time to time the running text becomes as if a conspectus or
makeshift notes, for example in the chapter “Witchcraft in the Structure of
Porechian Village. Outline of Conclusions.” Obrębski prepared his works
partly in Polish and partly in English; his English writing, edited where
necessary, is to be found in this volume as the chapter “Native Theory of
Dreams” and the “Observations and Information. Fieldnotes” that follow.
Macedonian field notes are given in translation, without quoting the orig-
inal. The transcription of Macedonian terms and proper names was done
according to the rules of Romanization of Macedonian alphabet as used in
official documents.⁷ All footnotes come from the editor and the translator.

To conclude these introductory remarks, I would like to say that this
volume would not have been possible without the professionalism and
commitment of Helena Teleżyńska, whom I thank for her diligent, per-
ceptive translation and amicable editorial cooperation.

Anna Engelking
Warsaw, May 2020

⁶See: https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/wp-content/uploads/macedonia-1.pdf and: https://
ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/wp-content/uploads/macedonia-2.pdf.

⁷See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanization of Macedonian#cite note-Cadastre-1.

https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/wp-content/uploads/macedonia-1.pdf
https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/wp-content/uploads/macedonia-2.pdf
https://ispan.waw.pl/obrebski/wp-content/uploads/macedonia-2.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanization_of_Macedonian##cite_note-Cadastre-1
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Poreche—The Ethnologist’s Field

1. Enclosed from all sides by the mountain ranges and massifs of Suva
Gora, Jakupica, Dautica, and Dobra Voda, Poreche is hidden in a deep
basin, cut through with streambeds and deep gorges of rivers and creeks.
A dozen or so villages, scattered across the valleys, ridges, and slopes of
the basin, make up a country cut off from train tracks, extending over
the vast spaces of Western Macedonia, ignorant of a city. A day of arduous
journey lies between the villages of Poreche and the closest Turkish town,¹
to which the political changes of the last two decades brought little more
than the exchange of the Turkish garrison for a Serbian one and a narrow-
-gauge railway station, built here during the Bulgarian occupation at the
cost of toil and lives of local inhabitants and Serbian prisoners.² In order to
reach larger cities—Tetovo, Skopje, Prilep—one has to travel for two days
with packhorses, high in the mountains, on a road so narrow that a cart
could not fit there. Thus, regardless of political upheaval and the progress
of civilization, the Porechian peasants lead a traditional, unique, separate
life—just as their forefathers had a hundred or two hundred years ago. In
a word, Poreche is a country on which—according to foreigners—God has
turned his back; in which people live like goats among the rocks, with little
clue as to what is happening in the wider world.

Macedonian Poreche is a country of particular and unquestionable
value to the ethnologist. Separated by natural borders from the surround-
ing valleys through which, circumventing the mountains, pass all the main
communications routes of Macedonia, and in which are located the main
urban and commercial centres, the country, isolated due to its geograph-
ical location from close connections with the outside world and from its
influence, constitutes a reserve of primitive, archaic Southern Slavic folk
culture, excellently preserved. The lack of towns spared this country from
the influx of foreign elements, the infiltration of which is relatively recent,

¹ i.e. Gostivar, to the North-West of Poreche, then, as now, the main town of the district.
Obrębski reached Poreche via a road leading from Gostivar through the mountain range of
Suva Gora.

²Obrębski is referencing here the Balkan Wars (1912–1913), which resulted in the region
of Macedonia obtaining independence from Turkish rule. Its parts were subsequently incor-
porated into Serbia, Greece, and Bulgaria, and to a large extent this division holds until today.
During the First World War the majority of the region of Macedonia was occupied by Bul-
garian forces. On the 1ˢᵗ of December 1918 the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (from
1929 under the name of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia) was proclaimed, of which Poreche was
a part.
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View from the peak of Limunye of the massif of Mokra Gora and Poreche

weak, slow, and devoid of any serious role in regard to culture. Thus the
peasants inhabiting Poreche exhibit a noticeable cultural homogeneity,
which has not yet been impaired either by school education—introduced
fairly recently, when the Serbian state was reinstituted in Macedonia—or
by economic migration, which although in some places, especially in the
Southern parts of Poreche, is quite substantial, is in any case orientated
in the most part towards the Balkans and the Levant, where the emigrant
usually encounters an environment akin to that of his own culture.

All these circumstances, responsible for the cultural isolation of
Poreche and its inhabitants, make this country a region which—in the face
of the continuous advancement and spread of the process of nullification
of folk culture—in its evident and concise primitivism and archaism sur-
passes even the various countries of Eastern Europe which were heretofore
famous in this regard.

2. The archaic system of the autochthonic folk culture of Poreche is
not particularly rich. In this respect it is certainly surpassed by a number
of other Southern and Northern Slavic countries. Catastrophic wars, Turk-
ish oppression, and epidemics, which had scarred this country, as well as
the demanding circumstances of life, both in the past and now, did not
provide for a robust and unchecked flourishing of local culture. However,
what makes Poreche so immensely attractive for the ethnologist is not the
richness and diversity of local forms of culture but the fact that thanks
to prolonged and efficient isolation from external influences and contacts



THE ARCHAIC SYSTEM OF THE AUTOCHTHONIC FOLK CULTURE 13

Rural landscape of the Poreche basin

the culture of Poreche is free from foreign interferences and disharmo-
nious layers, which are the residue of interaction of various cultural circles
and various historical eras. Simple and parsimonious, the folk culture of
Poreche constitutes a clear, concise, coherent system, with its proper logic,
moderation and balance. Thus for a researcher whose interests are not con-
fined to hypertrophic curiosities and apparent peculiarities of primitive
culture, but who focuses on the basic and fundamental expressions of cul-
tural life of primitive groups, and who, when in the field, does not stop
with documenting this or that element of folk culture, but aims at com-
prehending the complicated mechanism of primitive culture, at analysing
its individual institutions and aspects, and at discovering the bonds fusing
the life of the primeval group into a delineated and closed socio-cultural
system, Poreche constitutes an ideal object of study.

Conducting research on the culture of Poreche was for me a kind of
apprenstisage in this field of scholarship. It lasted for a period of only six
months, and therefore its aims could not have been particularly ambitious.
A thorough synthetic description of the entirety of local culture would de-
mand both a comparably longer stay in the field and a deeper and more
extensive theoretical background than that with which I was equipped at
the start of my research in the field. Aware of this from the beginning,
I was planning to restrict the intended systematic work relying on a thor-
ough theoretic base to the analysis of local family structure. My empirical,
ethnological research, the main tool of which is direct in-person observa-
tion (and which of course requires a longer stay in the field) led to constant
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Józef Obrębski with one of his local friends-informers

surprises, of which I was not initially aware. On the one hand, it was not
possible for all the events and incidents requiring direct observation and
analysis in regard to the researched issue to happen during the limited
time I had at my disposal. On the other hand, the continuous stream of
events and affairs of village life, taking place before my eyes and almost
with my participation, broke open the rigorous and unrealistic frames in
which I had wanted to contain my studies. Out of necessity, then, other is-
sues and phenomena, going beyond the main subject of family life, had to
be taken into account in my work. Although this part of my work was not
conducted in a systematic and purposeful manner, it afforded me a wealth
of observations and reflections, which, at least in some areas, seemed to
surpass the ordinary.

One of such incidental results of my research was the study of
witchcraft, which proved particularly onerous because of the secrecy and
furtiveness surrounding this area of life of the Porechians. It required
highly intimate contacts with the locals and employment of methods far
removed from questionnaire and interrogation. The difficulties I would en-
counter, constantly, in this area, only strengthened my resolve and in the
end led me to elaborate and structure the observations which I had initially
made as if merely at the margins of my studies of local healing practices,
which are much more accessible than witchcraft. Only toward the end of
my stay in the field were my observations elaborated and not until it was
over were their results made systematic.



The Porechian Village

1. The villages of Poreche are not large. They usually comprise around
twenty to at most a couple dozen houses, either congregated in one big
mass or scattered in clusters, which are situated on the open mountain
slopes, often steep and uneven, or on flat plateaus. Irregular fenced in
shreds of vegetable gardens, orchards, and apiaries stretch closest to the
houses, along a dense network of irrigation ditches, various village paths
and buildings. Paths and village roads, leading from house to house or
crossing the village in various directions, converge by springs, usually lo-
cated in some central place of the village, and continue to washing stations
constructed over nearby streams. Somewhat further off, next to the village
cemetery, filled with trees, there is a minute Orthodox church—a place
of festive services and ceremonies, orchestrated usually by the villagers
themselves.

Around the village stretches a not very large space of fields and mead-
ows, the smaller and bigger glades of which are scattered throughout the
entire village area, which itself is often substantial and surpasses, some-
times considerably, 10 to 15 square kilometres. Only a small part of this
area is cultivated. Most of it is taken up by old, high-trees forests of beeches
or pine-trees; it is a corrugated relief of hills, mountain ranges, basins and
valleys, filled with sparse and weak trees. These forests, however, although
seemingly wastelands, are areas of as great economical importance to the
villagers as the infrequent arable lands—they are pastures, crossed every
day by numerous herds of sheep and goats, which are the cornerstone of
the Porechians’ wealth.

The Porechian village is not a uniform, dense agglomeration. The clus-
ters of homes and enclosures making up the village are usually split into
two or more groups, situated closer or further away from each other, cre-
ating topographical divisions of the village. Such a hamlet, called maalo, ¹
owes its discreteness to the genealogical diversification of the village. Its
inhabitants derive from a common mythical ancestor—one of the founders
of the village, if according to tradition there was more than one, or one of
the sons of the very first forefather of the village group. The following is
the foundation myth of the village of Volche.

“Here, in our village, there were ninety homes. But the people of Volche came
into conflict with the people from Debar, who were moving cattle, cattle stolen

¹Maalo (Mac., from Turkish mahalle)—a district of a village or town.
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Trebovle. Petkovsko maalo

Trebovle. An orthodox church and bell tower
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from near Veles. And the Volchians went out on the road and fought with the
Debarians. Andmany Debarians were slain, only two remained. These two who
remained fled to Debar. The Volchians stopped overnight and went to sleep,
but then a commotion started and they fought with each other among the hills;
the Volchians fought among themselves, brother against brother. And the De-
barians saw that the Volchians were fighting among themselves, so they gather
together into a big group, turn back—and off they go, to the village, to burn it.
They came here, set the village on fire; they destroyed everything they came in
contact with. They destroyed everything and no one was left alive—no man,
no woman, no child. Everything was empty. There was only one survivor—
Jovanka from Volche—only one from all the families, from ninety homes. And

Volche. A shepherd with his goats

there was a herdsman, from an-
other village, from Krushevo. And
the two got married. Jovanka had
three sons: Stoyko, Avram and
Nikola.”

This myth, incorporating the
dogma of village unity and the con-
nection of the village group with the
land inhabited by the Volchians for
generations, at the same time in-
troduces us into very real and not
at all mythical internal diversifica-
tions and divisions of the village. To
the three mythical forefathers corre-
spond three hamlets of uneven size
into which the village is divided.
Each of them supposedly derives
from one of Jovanka’s sons and
bears a patronymic name based on
the name of its founder. The three
maalos into which the village is di-
vided are: Stojkovci, Avramovci and
Nikolovci, the descendants of the
three mythical brothers-founders.

2. Members of a maalo are connected not by kinship but by direct
vicinity, stemming from common origin and expressed in the topographical
discreteness of this formation. The houses of one maalo are located close to
each other, just as its fields, meadows and animal enclosures. Among the
families of one maalo there is an incomparably stronger neighbourly bond,
an incomparably stronger exchange of neighbourly services, and incom-
parably tighter neighbourhood community, than among the houses and
families of different hamlets, situated further off from each other. It is not
kinship, then, that connects members of a maalo, but vicinity.

The maalo, however, is not a uniform formation—simply a cluster of
homes or families connected by the same bonds of mythical origin and real
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Botushe. Aslanovsko maalo

vicinity. Every maalo is further subdivided into two or more household or
family groups, bound together with incomparably closer bonds of kinship.
Such a group is called a kabile² and comprises all the descendants, in the
male line, of a shared great-grandfather or great-great-grandfather (includ-
ing their children and grandchildren, of course also in the male line). Kabile
is thus a typical patrilineal formation, or, as the Porechians say, “kabile fol-
lows the men.” A kabile includes women and girls descending from themale
offspring of its progenitor, but excludes their children, who are part of the
kabile of their husbands.

As the maalo, the kabile has a patronymic name stemming from the
name of the shared patrilineal ancestor. In this case, however, the name
has a different meaning. It refers to actual relatives, united in a community
broader than the maalo, who have to abide by exogamy and share a series
of responsibilities deriving from kinship. The patronymic name of a maalo
refers not so much to the people as to a district of the village, thus the
phrases kaj Avramovcite (at the Avramovites) or kaj Avramovskoto maalo (in
the Avramovitemaalo) are interchangeable and synonymous. However, the
name of the kabile (for example Pavlevci), refers not so much to the locality
but to the people who are bound by common origin. It comprises both
those living in the given village and those who have moved elsewhere.

²Kabile (Mac., from Arabic via Turkish) — family, clan, tribe.
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Trebovle. Stavro

Unlike the maalo, where the
conventional common origin is
expressed almost exclusively in
mythical genealogy, which refers
to the mythical times when the vil-
lage was founded and comprises
some traditional fictional motifs,
the kabile clan is based on real
bonds of kinship between its mem-
bers. The genealogical depth of the
group is not large; it reaches six
or seven generations back count-
ing from the youngest generation
of the kabile and three-four gener-
ations back from its oldest mem-
bers. The memory of common ori-
gin is particularly alive with the
oldest generation of the kabile,
which comprises brothers and first,
second and third cousins. In theory
the kabile includes all members of
the clan, men and women alike.
Only male members of the kabile,
however, live in the given village
or the given hamlet. Its female
members, according to the rule of patrilocal marriage, upon getting mar-
ried leave their family home and move to other villages, hamlets or kabiles.

Inside the village or the maalo a given clan comprises two or more
families. Only the men and maidens of the family group are connected
by the bond of common origin and only they are members of the kabile.
Women, included in the families of a given kabile, are outsiders; they are
connected to particular members of the group by bonds of motherhood and
matrimony.

Every clan constitutes a certain topographical entity in the village or
the hamlet. The houses of particular families of the group are located
in close vicinity. Sometimes a group also shares property. As a result of
common origin the kabile has a shared patronymic name. The bonds of
kinship connecting the families of the kabile are expressed in a series of
norms, establishing certain mutual responsibilities and privileges between
the members of the clan. The first and foremost is the responsibility of
clan aid, which, especially in transactions surpassing the means of individ-
ual families (such as marital transactions of the members of the group),
warrants the mobilization and cooperation of the entire clan. A particu-
lar discreteness and closeness of this group is visible also in the religious
structure of the village. The clan is distinctly exogamic, and the breach of
exogamy results in its division into new clan formations.
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Trebovle. Stoyan Dabeich



Joint Family Relations

The particular families of the village and of the kabile are of various
sizes. However, the most common form of family, which is at the same time
the cultural ideal and model for all families, is the joint patriarchal family.
In its typical form it comprises parents and their sons together with their
wives and children. The daughters are also included in the family, up to
the moment of their marriage—according to the rule of patrilocal marriage
they leave their family house upon becoming wives and move to a different
house, kabile, maalo and village. Apart from those types of families, there
are also, here and there, zadrugas, ¹ comprising a dozen or a couple dozen
people. A zadruga is made up of biological brothers or cousins together
with their wives, their male offspring and that offspring’s families.

Zagrad. At home around the fireplace

¹Zadruga (Mac.) — a South Slavic patriarchal clan; a joint family.
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Zagrad. A grandmother with her grandchildren

A typical joint family comprises three generations. The oldest one is
represented by the head of the family and his wife, the middle one are
their sons with their wives and their maiden daughters living at home, and
finally the youngest one are their grandchildren—the children of their sons
and daughters-in-law. The composition of the joint family is thus always
a combination of two types of kinship: patrilineal descent and marriage. In
various phases of the history of the family group this combination results in
various constellations, but they always come down to those two principles.
A family group can contain a father, mother and children—it will then be
a typical individual family. It can also be represented by a grandfather
and a grandmother, their sons and daughters-in-law, maiden daughters
and grandsons and granddaughters—it will then be a typical joint patriar-
chal family. Finally it can consists of two or more individual or patriarchal
families, the fathers or grandfathers of which are brothers (even if once re-
moved)—then it will be a typical South Slavic zadruga—a great collateral
family. In every village there exist alongside each other family groups of
all those types, but the system of family structure is only one—the joint
patriarchal family. Not all families are able to fulfil this general custom-
ary model at the same time. Nevertheless, it exists as a binding model,
an ideal, a constant tendency, which is achieved according to one’s pos-
sibilities, whenever circumstances allow it. These three types of family
formations represent in fact the three succeeding phases of the develop-
ment and growth of the family. The patriarchal type is the fundamental
and most common one.
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Volche. Voyo and his family

In line with the constitu-
tion of the joint family, the
family group is divided into
two parts: men, who were born
into the family and remain in
it throughout their lives, and
women, who have entered the
group through marriage. In
harmony with this duality of
the joint family are the dif-
ferences in the attribution of
rights and privileges based on
gender, a characterisitc feature
of Porechian society. According
to the law of patrilineal filia-
tion, the name, blood, family
property and village citizen-
ship pass from generation to
generation only in the male
line. Married women lose their
own family name and take the
family name of their husbands.
They have no claim to their fa-
ther’s inheritance; they lose all
claim to it upon entering the
family of the husband. They do
not acquire any right to family
property there either, as it is reserved only for members born into the
family and remaining in it, that is to say, only for men.

The structure of joint family relations does not rely solely on the di-
chotomy of gender. The joint family is a combination of various kinds of
kinship: patrilineal origin, bilateral parenthood, and patrilocal marriage.
The structure of the joint family is established by the entire network of
those relations, which determines its hierarchy and stratification.

In the hierarchy the top place is occupied by the oldest generation—the
parents of the men and girls of the second generation, and the parents-in-
-law of the woman-wives. They are the head of the family, the domacin and
domacinka—the master and mistress of the house.

The master of the house occupies the most important place. He is the
real head and leader of the family group. The entire group is called after his
proper name (e.g. Markovci—from Marko, Stojanovci—from Stojan, etc.).
He is the owner and custodian of the entire family property. All household
activities of the group are under his command and control. It is for him
to assign tasks and duties to members of the group. He is also its only
representative in the outside world. His power extends over everything the
family group participates in and in all things he is the highest authority.
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Zagrad. Master of the house at work

The second most important person in the group is his wife. She has
power over all domestic activities and affairs, the division of consumable
goods, etc. Her direct power extends most of all over her daughters and
daughters-in-law, who remain under her control; she assigns them duties
and responsibilities and monitors their work. She has substantial influence
over all family undertakings, as the master of the house rarely makes de-
cisions about important issues without first hearing her opinion.



Men and Women

Division of labour

The differences in the domestic status of men and women of a zadruga
are reflected also in the division of labour and household responsibilities
based on gender. This division comes down to two main principles. One of
them is leaving in the hands of men most of the basic manufacturing tasks,
while women’s work is mostly focused on the on-going consumption needs
of the family. The other is the fact that in the entirety of household econ-
omymale and female labour strictly depend on each other and complement
each other.

Trebovle. Sowing and harrowing

This is not to say, of course,
that women are kept at a dis-
tance from those tasks which
are the domain of men, or the
other way around. Most of the
household chores of the family
rely on the joint work of men
and women; in this joint work,
however, there is a division of
particular tasks into male and
female, such that men direct the
work while the role of women is
subsidiary and auxiliary. When
it comes to typically female
tasks, they are performed by
men only in the households of
bachelors or widowers, who are
forced to take up tasks from the
female domain by the lack of
women in their house.

A typically male domain
is farming. Ploughing, sowing,
harrowing—these are tasks per-
formed solely by men, with-
out the help of women; the
same goes for grubbing up new
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Zagrad. Threshing

Trebovle. Women during washing
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patches of land. It isn’t until the harvest, in which the entire family takes
part, that men and women work alongside each other. All of them cut the
grain with the sickle, although it is mostly women who gather straw into
bales, pile them and finally bring them to the threshing floor where thresh-
ing takes place. It is done by having horses, tied to a pole in the middle of
the threshing floor, trample on the laid out harvest. Men monitor the entire
threshing process and control the horses, while women put the straw bales
on the threshing floor, turn them over, then take them out with pitchforks
and sweep the threshing floor after threshing is finished. Finally, winnow-
ing the harvest, which is done by throwing it upwind into the air with
shovels, is the task of men, while sieving is the task of women. Grinding
the grain in the mill is the task of men, especially if it entails a journey to
another village—which can sometimes take a couple of days—if there is
no mill in the village or if it is occupied.

Women are most of all responsible for all house chores—everything
that is connected to everyday and all-day functioning of the household. As
the Porechians say, “women sweep, knead, sew and darn, wash, cook and
fetch water.” The endless sweeping and dusting (after having first poured
water over the floor not to raise dust) of the chamber, dayroom and pantry,

Trebovle. Old bachelor (bekjar) reparing his clothes

as well as the yard, taking out trash
and cinders in a manner adhering
to all the magic rules of this pro-
cedure, making and keeping up the
fire, cooking or preparing meals once
or twice a day, kneading dough and
baking bread, while observing both
the rational order of these activities
and their ceremonial, magic frame-
work, feeding the chickens, pigs, and
the cattle which for reasons of milk-
ing is in the village instead of the en-
closures, sewing clothes for the im-
mediate family as well as for all those
who are cared for by the woman in
this respect due to her position in
the family, washing the entire fam-
ily’s clothes and underwear in winter
and in summer in turns with other
women from the house, finally the
incessant carrying of water from the
spring to the house—all these are constant duties and activities of a woman,
which always keep her moving and busy. A man never undertakes them
himself unless he is a lone bekjar (that is, an old bachelor), having no
woman to help him in the house. This is why the appearance of the house
and the order and tidiness inside it, or, conversely, disorder, sloppiness
and any signs of mismanagement, are always ascribed to the credit or fault
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of women. The appearance of the house speaks of the woman’s moral at-
tributes. A house that is uncared for, disorderly, and untidy never fails to
bring against women accusations of laziness and mismanagement. “That
woman is not diligent”—say the Porechians in this case—“If she were dili-
gent, she would take care of the house.”

Apart from these everyday and all-day duties connected with running
and monitoring the household, a woman must also undertake a number of
seasonal tasks and activities, which she shares with men. Herding, although
always directed by men, is not an exclusively male work. A woman may
also sometimes herd sheep or cattle; and shepherding is one of regular
activities of older girls. Dairy duties during the summer season are a similar
case. One of the most important roles therein is played by the bachica—
—it is she who is responsible for milking sheep, goats and cows as well
as scalding cheese and making butter. Moreover, carrying straw from the
barn to the enclosures and wood from the forest to the house during winter
is more demanding for women than for men: “Women carry wood on their
backs, and men on the horse.” During harvest and threshing there is no
difference in the tasks of men and women. The harvest of corn and lisnik¹
is also a joint endeavour of men and women, as is fruit picking.

Trebovle. Winding the warp

¹Lisnik, listnik (Mac.)—young oak tree foliage which serves as winter staple food for the
goats.
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None of the remaining activities of a woman are crafts undertaken of
her own volition and to an unknown end. Spinning, warping, weaving,
sewing and embroidering are obligatory tasks, demanded from a woman
due to her position in the family. Their purpose is clear—they are carried
out for people whom a woman, because of bonds of kinship or the position
in the family, has the duty to provide with garments and clothing. Thus
the duty is different for a girl, different for a mother or a wife and different
for a daughter-in-law or sister-in-law.

Image of Woman

Trpe from Trebovle, at whose house I was staying during the first weeks
of my visit in this country, introduced me to the views and beliefs of the
Porechians. Trpe was a resolute anti-feminist, an adherent of utter male
disdain for the female sex and a great example of the male viewpoint
dominant in Poreche. Certain autobiographical details of his life were not
without their influence in this regard. Trpe was a bekjar, constantly occu-
pied with fruitless search for a wife-mistress of the house, with little chance
of fulfilling his plans because of his widowhood. His previous wife had

Trebovle. The ethnographer during his meal (Józef Obrębski with Trpe)
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been a Serbian woman who was unfaithful to him with a handsome young
farmhand who had been employed to help with the farm. This incident
had rather dire consequences: the husband’s revenge against the unfaithful
wife, her flight into the world ending with being captured by the police and
her death in a hospital because of a sexually transmitted disease which
she had acquired during her vagrancy. Since these events Trpe did not
enjoy the slightest popularity with those who constitute possible partners
for a widower in Poreche and he was growing more and more aware of
that fact. During my stay his last opportunity fell through, which he was
hoping for and which could not be helped even by the strongest, as he was
told, magic. He was growing hopeless and one day, looking for a way to
introduce female help into his household, he even came up with the idea to
take me in as a domazet. ² I was to marry his niece Elviza, who often helped
her uncle with cooking and mending his clothes, thus introducing into his
household not only a woman but also additional male manpower. “Why do
you keep writing and writing?—he would reproach me—Be a man, take to
work: plough, sow. And if you want to write, write in the municipality. Be
a writer, maybe even a mayor.”

Trebovle. Bekjar’s work. Trpe and his helpers

For Trpe a woman was as much an unobtainable treasure as the symbol
of all the misfortunes afflicting him, almost the devil incarnate. He always

²Domazet (Mac.)—son-in-law living at the house of his in-laws.
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had at hand obscene and derogatory insults, asserting women’s inhuman
qualities of body and character, their sexual promiscuity and criminal in-
clinations. This was one of the topics of conversation he was the most
passionate about.

“Have you ever seen a man fall?—he pitied the fate of men—A man falling
off a tree—he asserted—will always land on his head. Even if he is falling
legs down, he will turn around and land on his head—and he’s done for. But
a woman—a woman will always land on her ass. Watch men and women stum-
ble and fall. A man will always fall to the side, he will break his leg or twist
his arm. But nothing will happen to a woman. There she will sit.”

After such an introduction came more manly ponderings, laced with
references to the women and girls he knew, which served as a kind of
a commentary on the current scandals of the neighbourhood.

“A woman is always fat, full of flesh. A man, no matter how much he eats, is
never as fat as a woman. Because a woman feeds on meat. She eats meat every
night. Salami. A woman, though you fuck her nine times a night, never has
enough. The man cries: enough! and the woman: God grant!”.

After which Trpe would recite a poem, paraphrased in the last sen-
tence, adhering in all his ruminations and views about women to the most
traditional lines and statements of Poreche’s male philosophy. The poem
goes: “For the uncle five times is enough, the aunt needs ten (at least nine).
The uncle cries ‘God, help me!’, the aunt ‘God, grant me more!’”.

Trpe would happily add to these traditional patterns of concepts and
views on women jokes which he had heard while working in Serbia and
Romania, jokes of pornographic content and worldwide range. He would,
however, always finish his ruminations with a return to the local tradition:
“Woman comes from the devil. Woman practices witchcraft. Man never
practices witchcraft, only woman does. And witchcraft comes from the
devil.”

Etiquette

Yet the position of a woman in this society does not come down merely
to the range of her responsibilities in the family and the content of the views
about her. The social superiority of man, his hierarchical dominance, is
reflected also in common patterns of behaviour directing both the every-
day life alongside one another and incidental contacts. Man’s law has its
counterpart in the etiquette. At all social occasions, accidental meetings or
ceremonial celebrations, in honouring or receiving guests by the host, the
main person who is to be shown respect and admiration according to the
etiquette is the man, not the woman. During all those occasions, at every
step, polite forms of address highlight the central position of the man and
the social ineptitude of the woman.
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A guest arriving at a house is greeted, in order, first by the host and the
hostess and next by all the older and younger men. The remaining women
do not greet him unless they are related to him; if they are related to him by
marriage, they can greet him only once he is seated, after the preliminary
polite phases of welcoming at the threshold and inviting him to feel at
home have been concluded. A girl takes no part in these greetings, even
if the guest is someone from her own clan. The participation of women in
greeting a guest is limited to standing up if they were sitting or to leaving
the room because of the eminence of the men gathered in it. For women
and girls active participation in hosting a guest begins only when he is
to be served: given food, have his opinci³ taken off or his feet washed. All
these considerations apply, of course, only to men. If a woman comes to the
house, she is greeted by whoever wants to greet her— nobody is obliged
to greet her or required to stand up as she comes in.

Volche. Vidimka

An outsider strolling through
the village usually makes all the
woman stand up: they are re-
quired to stand when he walks
past and wait in silence until
he greets them, asks them to sit
down, tells them to disregard him
or passes them. All those forms
of politeness are of course not in
place in the case of women. Sim-
ilar rules apply to a meeting on
the road. “If a woman and a man
meet, the woman lets him pass.
The woman lets him pass, she
steps off the path. And when the
man passes, she will resume her
way.” A woman does not greet
a man until he greets her. It is the
man who begins the greeting and
a conversation can develop only
of his initiative. But even a man
is not supposed to greet a girl.

Finally, when a man and
a woman happen to walk in the
same direction, a woman is sup-
posed to walk behind the man—

it would be a great infringement of etiquette for it to occur the other way
around. “The man walks first, the woman follows. It would be shameful

³Opinci (Mac.) traditional shoes made of braided leather, tied around the calf with laces
or straps, worn by the inhabitants of Poreche. Obrębski also wore them during his fieldwork
in this mountainous region.
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to have it otherwise. For a man to stare at a woman? Oh, oh, for him to
not know the way, for a woman to lead him? That would be shameful for
a man. How fast can a woman walk? Would he have to wait for her? This is
not the way God intended it. This is not how it is supposed to be. A woman
will pee on the way—and he is supposed to watch her? For a man it is
acceptable to pass wind or fart loudly. For a woman it is not acceptable
either to fart or to pass wind.”



Native Theory of Ritual

1. The line between secular and sacred activities, both cultural and re-
ligious-magical, is for the Porechian plain and clear. He never has doubts
whether a given task, be it undertaken in farming, herding, husbandry or
various crafts and trade activities, or connected with some legal and social
transactions, has a secular or strictly sacred meaning. In the boundaries
of his knowledge and experience he has clear and unequivocal ideas of
causality reigning over the world of natural phenomena and he knows
how to use it for his own gains. At the same time, however, he believes
that events and natural phenomena are influenced in one way or another
by various supernatural beings, such as God, the saints, and an entire host
of various demons, either friendly or inimical towards men. He also be-
lieves that the world of natural phenomena can be controlled and shaped
by man through sacral activities, with the help of which one can propiti-
ate the deities and make their actions beneficial to human beings, harness
the powers and phenomena of nature to work for one’s benefit, protect the
house from malevolent demons and all other natural and supernatural mis-
fortunes and dangers, and obtain sought-after objects and desired aims in
a manner different to the strictly rational secular activity.

Of course many secular, rational activities are free from a ritual back-
ground. However, in all cases where the result of an action or an under-
taking escapes predictions, where it is laden with an air of uncertainty and
risk, where the fulfilling of tasks and aims which constitute the most im-
portant human desires is not fully under one’s control—in all such cases
the presence of a magic-religious ritual is almost indisputable.

The entire system of sacred activities is for the Porechian people not
just an amorphous collection of acts the meaning of which can be explained
only by recourse to tradition and custom—to local conservatism. The sys-
tem is diverse: on the one hand separated from secular activities, on the
other further diversified internally. The division of sacred activities into
acts of cult and of magic was introduced by scholarship. The Porechian,
however, has his own theory of the ritual, his own ideas of the meaning of
particular sacred acts. In order to understand magic, one has to familiarize
oneself with local notions—with the native theory of ritual.

The magic-religious ritual has an overwhelmingly utilitarian character
and its purpose, specified by the wishes, intentions, and beliefs of its initia-
tors and performers, does not deviate much in its content from the purpose
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Zagrad. Decorating the threshing pole after threshing
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of all those rational household activities with which ritual is intertwined
and together with which it forms a certain organized, closed system.

Thus, for example, the entire system of the basic activities of the
household, farming, and herding, is incorporated into the framework of
magic-religious ritual, which in the form of various inaugural and termi-
nal ceremonies marks their beginning and the change from one stage into
another, or accompanies particular phases of those activities. Some of the
ceremonies are more elaborated and spectacular, others are inconspicu-
ous, almost imperceptible. In one form or another the ritual is constantly
present as an inherent component of the broader structure of farming, herd-
ing, and other activities. In the area of farming the ceremonial inauguration
of individual seasonal activities, such as ploughing, sowing, harvesting,
threshing, grinding, etc., is expressed in the special rituals of zasevujenje,
zazhneuvanje, dozhnivuenje, ¹ ritual acts accompanying grinding and storing
of the grain and flour, etc. Herding activities similarly have their rituals,
often more lustrous and rich and amounting to complicated ceremonies at
such times as the first spring herding of cattle to the pastures, the begin-
ning of milking and activities connected with dairy farming, or the end of
autumn grazing.

The meaning ascribed by the people to the individual ritual acts rarely
takes the form of some vague exposition of beneficial, but unspecified,
results of the ritual. The very words of the melodious chant, prayer or
incantation—one of the components of the ritual—give perhaps the best
account, in a form reduced to the most important contents, of the desires,
hopes and wishes which are the main drive for arranging and performing
rituals. To make the ear full, the grain whole, unspoilt and clean, to ren-
der the harvest rich and abundant, to secure the continuity of crop in the
next farming season, to protect the crop from vermin and make it resistant
to human appetites: these are the basic themes of farming rituals and the
meaning ascribed to their individual stages. The magic purpose of rituals
connected with herding is expressed in similar categories. They are sup-
posed to ensure good health of the flocks, protect them from vipers and
wolves, grant them fertility and abundant milk, and so on.

The magic-religious ritual of this kind is not localized only in the sys-
tem of activities with which its meaning and purpose is bound. Ceremonies
with the aim of bringing about various farming advantages are not limited
only to the inauguration or end of certain farming or herding activities.

2. The magic-religious ritual is not an independent system. It is inter-
twined with a series of secular activities—seasonal ones or due to special
occasions—of various types: farming, socio-legal activities etc., or with an-
nual festivals, the meaning of which is founded on a number of ritual acts
devoted to the multifaceted events of the season.

¹Rituals connected with, respectively, the beginning of sowing and the beginning and end
of harvest.
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The whole ritual structure performed in connection to a holiday or
a series of holidays usually comprises the following three components: re-
ligious activities, the object of which are God, saints and the dead; zaroci,
that is prohibition of work, observed out of respect for the holiday and
the saints but also for a specific, instrumental purpose; and adeti, arranged
and performed with similar intentions to the zaroci. Two local holidays
can serve as examples of the structure of folk rituals: the so-called Martin’s
holidays (Martinoji praznici) and Bozhikj, which corresponds to Christmas.
They differ in that the former are days solely of zaroci, while only the lat-
ter are holidays par excellence—a division which is reflected also in the
Porechians’ terminology. Days of zaroci and regular periodical holidays,
such as Sunday and Friday, are praznici (half-holidays)²—days off; annual
holidays, such as Bozhikj, Velikden (Easter), Gjurgjo’en (St. George’s Day)
and the like, are more than praznici—they are holidays of the zakon, ³ that
is svedni. Religious practices, offerings for the dead, Orthodox liturgies, are
tightly connected with svedni (holidays), but not praznici (half-holidays).
Adeti, on the other hand, are associated with both these types of festivities.

Martinoji praznici last all week.⁴ They begin three days after the day
of Arangjel, one of the more important saints in the local pantheon, and
last from Wednesday to Thursday evening of the following week. As these
holidays are praznici and not svedni, the only religious practices connected
with them are the regular voluntary prayers on the Sunday which falls dur-
ing the holiday period. Ritual practices connected with Martin’s holidays
are thus limited to zaroci and adeti.

Zaroci, i.e. prohibition of work, which comes into effect during the holi-
day period, are limited to a certain group of activities, all of them women
activities. The prohibition extends over sewing, weaving, spinning, knitting
and in general all activities connected with wool work and processing of
fibre materials, as well as sweeping and hair brushing. Other activities—
farming, herding, and so on, continue in the regular way.

A strict prohibition of these activities, however, is not in force through-
out the entire holiday period. It comes into effect on Wednesday evening,
that is on the eve of Martin’s holidays, and lasts for two days. On Saturday
there is raspushtenija—alleviation of the prohibition—after which clean-
ing as well as hair washing and brushing become permitted. Sunday being
a regular periodical holiday, the prohibition of all those activities is then
again fully in force, together with prohibition of other tasks which should
not be undertaken on this day. On Monday there is another raspushtenija,
which this time covers most of the activities under the holiday prohibition.
For three days it is permitted not only to brush hair, wash and clean, but
also to knit and sew. On the eve of Thursday the prohibition comes back

²Praznik is a half-holiday, that is a local holiday, which is neither a liturgical holiday of
the Orthodox church nor a saint’s feast day.

³Zakon (Mac.)—1. Law, bill, 2. Religious laws, religious precepts.

⁴From 11ᵗʰ to 18ᵗʰ of November (24ᵗʰ of November to 1ˢᵗ of December).
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into force in full and lasts until Friday morning, when zakluch takes place,
signifying the end of the holiday period.

These zaroci are inaugurated by putting away the tools used in activi-
ties included under the prohibition, i.e. sewing and knitting needles, combs
etc. The end of the prohibition and the return to these activities finds its
ritual expression in the ceremony, conducted outside, of taking up sewing
and knitting again. These acts begin the zakluch and the raspushtenija.

Zaroci are observed during Martin’s holidays in order to protect the
inhabitants of the village from such plagues as vipers and reptiles, wolves
and bandits. This is the constant idée-maître of the zaroci, connected with
the prohibition of sewing, knitting, hair combing and hair washing, which
are prohibited also on some other days. These zaroci are not associated
with a particular saint, as the locals do not perceive Martinoji praznici to
be connected with a particular patron saint. They are zaroci passed on in
tradition.

Apart from the zaroci, a magic ritual is performed during Martin’s holi-
days with the same intention and for the same aims as the prohibitions
enforced during this time. It is a ceremony of tying up the face of a viper

Volche. Martinoji praznici. Tying a knot on the cauldron
chain—an adet protecting against vipers, wolves

and bandits

and a wolf and the arms and
legs of bandits, which takes
place on the eve of the hol-
idays, that is on Wednesday
evening. This ritual, in keeping
with the rules of magic sym-
bolism, is performed by tying
into a knot the chain of the
cauldron which hangs over the
fire place. The tying of the knot
is of course accompanied by
a short incantation the content
of which corresponds to the in-
tended outcome of the process.

As the chain tied up in the
back,

So let the beast’s face be tied
up,

Let the wolf’s muzzle by tied
up,

So he doesn’t eat the cattle.
Go, animals, safely outside,
I will tie the wolf’s muzzle,
Let the beast be tied up,
So the cattle are safe.

When the holidays are
drawing to an end and the za-
kluch takes place, the chain is
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untied, and with the help of an incantation accompanied by waving and
moving of the chain, these three plagues—vipers, wolves and bandits—are
chased away from the village and its inhabitants.

Volche. Wailing at a grave.
An offer for the soul of the dead lies on top of the grave

Unlike Martin’s holidays,
which, as days of zaroci, count
among the praznici, Bozhikj is
a holiday in the full meaning
of the term. It is not a praznik
(half-holiday), but a sveden
(holiday), i.e. annual holi-
day observed by the entire
Christian population, owing
its place in the holiday cal-
endar to being an element of
the zakon. Thus the structure
of the ritual connected with
this holiday is not limited to
zaroci and adeti, but comprises
also religious practices focus-
ing on God, saints and the
dead. The offerings brought to
the graveyard as part of the
observance of this holiday cor-
respond to the character of the
celebrations, which are filled
with family feasts, exchanges
of cakes between families from
the same clan, hosting each
other, and so on. The religious
practices comprise, as usual,
prayers and lighting candles in
front of paintings of saints and God in the village church. According to
local mythology, the mythical event celebrated during this holiday is the
birth of Christ and other events connected with God’s descent and His liv-
ing among the people, and thus praying to Him on that day is said to be
particularly effective. Observing this sveden is one of the special occasions
to procure from God all the benefactions which according to local dogma
remain at his disposal: good health, abundance, wealth, affluence, or fer-
tility. The holidays themselves last for three days: the first one is called Prv
Bozhikj, the second Streden Bozhikj and the third Mal Bozhikj. The entire
holiday period connected with this sveden, however, lasts longer. It beings
three days before the holidays, on a day called Star Badnik, which is not
a sveden, but a day of zaroci, that is a praznik. On this day it is prohibited
to work on the field or conduct any farming work. Household chores and
personal grooming are bound by the same prohibitions as during Martin’s
holidays. The intentions of the prohibitions are similar, but on Star Badnik
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Volche. Mal Badnik. Stefkojca and her granddaughter handing round the cakes
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Volche. Star Badnik.
Vidimka performing an adet “zhar-pilci”

Volche. Star Badnik.
Feeding chickens in a magic circle

they have also a broader meaning: they have to be observed in order to pro-
tect the pastures and flocks from all the misfortunes and plagues which can
afflict them. A special zarok connected with this day is the prohibition of
saying the name of the holiday out loud: failure to observe this prohibition
can result in the death of one’s spouse.

Star Badnik is at the same time the day on which adeti connected with
the Bozhikj, and for this reason called bozhichni adeti, begin to be prepared.
It is a day devoted specifically to the adeti. If for whatever reason some
of the rituals are not performed on this day, they can be performed or
repeated on the eve of the Bozhikj, which is called Mal Badnik. Most of the
bozhichni adeti fall on the morning and the evening of these two days, while
some are supposed to be performed in the morning of the first day of the
Bozhikj. These adeti are the following.

The adeti that can be performed on one of those two days are inaugu-
rated with a ritual called zhar-pilci. One of the girls of the house, usually
the eldest one, coming back at dawn from fetching water should break off
two twigs of a plum tree. She returns home in silence and here, kneeling by
the fireplace, she strikes the cinders with the twigs to elicit sparks. At this
moment she breaks the silence and says the incantation: “Cinder-chicks,
cinder-kids, cinder-lambs, cinder-calves, cinder-babies. Female kids, fe-
male lambs, male calves, male babies.” The purpose of this enterprise is to
ensure fertility in the family and its flocks as well as bring male offspring
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to people and cattle, and female to other animals. This practice stems from
present need, as soon after the Bozhikj sheep and goats start to give birth.

Next, a couple of rituals performed by the mistress of the house take
place. She feeds chickens in the chamber, inside a circle made from a belt
with which married women girdle themselves. This procedure is supposed
to protect the chickens from the attacks of eagles and hawks. Then soot
from the wooden grate hanging over the fire is gathered and scattered over
the fields or the garden. The aim of this practice is to protect from hares
the grains which are just beginning to sprout.

Volche. Mal Badnik. A “hare adet”.
Taking out rubbish and soot to the garden

Volche. Mal Badnik. A ritual hen slaughtering
and preparing cattle feed (collecting blood

into a pan). Brother and sister

Many more adeti are associated strictly with Mal Badnik. In the morn-
ing, the adeti performed on Star Badnik are repeated and additionally flocks
are fed food mixed with the blood of a hen, killed over the fire in a rit-
ual manner. It is supposed to grant the animals strength and good health.
For the same aims weak and sickly children are smeared with this blood.
On this day, which is the eve of the Bozhikj, no zaroci are in force. The
entire day is filled with farming activities and preparations for the holi-
days, which in the evening give way to a number of adeti, beginning with
the kneading and baking of komad. Komad is ceremonial bread, made of
plaits which converge in the centre, which is said to have magical abilities
of centring wealth and abundance on the family which prepares it. With
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Volche. Mal Badnik. Kutnica making a cross sign with Badnik dough
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Volche. Mal Badnik.
Fetching water bound by a vow of silence

the dough of the komad one
draws cross signs on doors,
chests and granaries, which is
supposed to keep the house-
hold safe from the assaults of
loshotija, ⁵ which is the name
Porechians use to describe vam-
pires, phantoms, spectres, dis-
eases, and so on. Also with this
dough privoj⁶ is made, which
consists of two bread rings in
the shape of a noose of the yoke;
privoj is to be stored and used
during the first milking in the
spring, in order to protect the
milk of the flocks from magic.
Some of the dough is stored to
serve the household throughout
the year for purposes of magic
and healing. Next, beehives are
incensed, which together with
other accompanying procedures
is supposed to aid the swarming
of bees. Finally, in ceremonial si-
lence, jugs of water are brought
to the house, which from this
moment until the day of Vodi-

ci, that is for twelve days, are to be covered and tied with a red ribbon
with a silver coin attached to it. This is supposed to protect the supplies
of water from loshotija, which remains in the water throughout this period
and makes it dangerous and unsuitable for drinking.

Subsequent adeti form part of the ceremony of the Christmas dinner.
The communal family feast, at which all the farming produce of the house-
hold should be present, begins with placing the prepared meals on the
granary chest and inviting rats and mice to supper, thus preventing them
from coming at any other time and destroying the farmer’s harvest. Upon
bringing the meals back to the chamber, the master of the house puts a bad-
nik—a branch cut off in advance from an oak tree—into the fire. This ritual
is supposed to secure good health for the family. The stub of the badnik is
subsequently stored throughout the year—similarly to the dough of the
komad, it is used in certain magical and healing practices, including, for
example, using the badnik to poke the patient. The dinner is laid out not

⁵Loshotija (Mac.)—evil, both abstract and personified.

⁶Privoj (Mac.)—a noose, usually made of twigs or a rope, with which the yoke is tied to
the plough or a shaft of a cart.
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Volche. Mal Badnik. Offering for the mice

Volche. Mal Badnik.
Putting the badnik over the fire

Volche. Prv Bozhikj. The master of the house
(Kjiro) foretelling future from grains
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on sofra (a low round table) but on the ground, on a long tablecloth, with
straw put underneath it. During the supper, a yoke is stood in the corner
of the chamber, with a burning candle on top of it—the usual component
of all religious ceremonies (prayers in the village church, offerings for the
dead etc.). After the feast is over, everybody lies down to sleep, on the
same spot where the meal was held. Out of the leftover food found in
the straw and on the ground one makes prophecies which plant will be
the most bountiful in the coming season. During the supper—as is typical
of all holiday celebrations and feasts—the religious atmosphere is upheld
with constant prayers-blessings, expressing wishes that those partaking in
the meal, thanks to God’s will and generosity, could see to the next year in
the same company, as well as in good health, happiness and abundance,
the manifestation of which is this communal family feast and the religious
practices connected with it.

Volche. Prv Bozhikj. Wrapping the straw around the threshing pole

The cycle of bozhichni adeti ends with a ritual arranged on the first day
of the Bozhikj, before noon, by girls from the village, divided into groups
representing the village’s clans. These groups of girls, holding tufts of the
straw which had been placed underneath the tablecloth during the feast, go
around the apiaries, gardens and threshing floors and tie it here and there
around fruit trees, threshing poles (stezheri) and beehives, singing a special
ritual song. The song is a call to Zmej, the most human of all the saints, the
patron of fertility and abundance:
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Zmej once loved three girls.
One he loved in Sheep Field.
The second he loved in Vine Yard.
The third he loved in Rye Field.
The one from Sheep Field
Incanted, pledged:
When Zmej will come,
Let his sheep have many lambs,
Every sheep one lamb,
And a barren sheep two lambs.
The one from Vine Yard
Incanted, pledged:
When Zmej will come
Let be plentiful his vine,
Every vine give a barrel of wine,
And an old vine two barrels.
The one from Rye Field
Incanted, pledged:
When Zmej will come,
Let his rye be abundant,
Every field give a barn of rye,
Fallow field give two barns.

This ritual is supposed to secure abundant harvest of grain, fruits and
honey as well as happy and numerous offspring of the flocks.

3. The magic-religious rituals of the adeti are of course only partially
contained in the holiday calendar and connected with praznici and svedni.
They are also inseparable elements of various seasonal farming activities
and accompany several secular enterprises and special occasions (socio-
-legal, economical, public, private, etc.), the timing of which eludes annual
seasonality.

Depending on whether the adeti are carried out in connection with
a holiday or as a component of various activities of a special character,
they are divided into ceremonial adeti on the one hand, for example St.
George’s Day (gjurgjo’enski), Christmas (bozhichni), Easter (velikdenski) and
so on, and on the other hand into farming adeti (orachki), herding adeti
(stocharski), nuptial adeti (svadbichki), funeral adeti (smrtni), and so on. This
division, of course, by no means following reasons of purposeful classifi-
cation, is not exhaustive; it merely reflects the general local ideas pointing
in their own way—which is not very precise, but practical—to the relation
between the adeti and the various systems of organized activities.

The glory of tradition, associated with the zaroci, is characteristic also
of the adeti. They are performed not only to achieve particular aims, but
also because by carrying them out one shows respect for the tradition
handed down through generations. This aspect is particularly visible in
regard to the rituals whose meaning is for the Porechians vague and un-
clear. They cannot define the specific magic results of the given adet, but
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nonetheless assume that regardless of this lack of knowledge the ritual will
bring about some beneficial consequences, otherwise it would not consti-
tute on of the adeti upheld by tradition.

Similarly to the zaroci and in contrast to the zakon, the adeti exhibit
substantial geographical variation. Closely linked with tradition, they are
thought to be the specialty of the region, village, or even individual fami-
lies; they vary in number, components and details of the rituals. The people
of Poreche are fully aware of this quality of the adeti as is visible in the of-
ten-quoted proverb “a hundred villages—a hundred adeti”.

However, similarly to the zakon and in contrast to the zaroci, the adeti
owe their place in the local ritual not to people, but to God: for they were
created by God, just as other utensils, skills and institutions, and given
to humans to use together with God’s other gifts. This is why, like zakon,
the adeti are unchangeable and people cannot carry them out at will. The
magic efficacy of an adet in the view of the Porechians is based precisely
on performing all details of the ritual diligently, according to tradition and
in a manner strictly corresponding to its original form.

There are two more ways of obtaining, via sacred acts, other results
than those included in the existing system of the zakon, zaroci and adeti.
These are prayer and offering, through which people entrust their desires
and wishes to the generosity of God and the saints, and a zarok undertaken
of one’s own accord, which broadens the scope of religious responsibilities
of man toward the pantheon and, according to the idea of the zakon, is
governed by the same rule of reciprocity as that which governs all social
relations, whether natural or supernatural ones. An adet carried out at will,
however, could not yield the same results. In contrast to the zakon and
zaroci, the adeti do not constitute a system of religious responsibilities of
man toward God and the saints; they are that part of God’s intervention
into the affairs of this world which God has granted people and which they
can fulfil with the help of a magic ritual. Neglecting the adeti is thus not as
serious a sacral crime as is the breaking of the zakon and disrespecting the
zaroci. It is merely a wilful and careless renunciation of the privilege which
God gave man for his own good and in his own interest. Thus observing
an adet is not a religious duty; it is perceived as a personal duty of those
who perform it, which lies with them due to their position and function in
a specific social group (family, clan, village), in the name of which and for
the good of which the ritual is carried out.

The character of the adeti, their content and their intended results were
shown in the main in the brief exposition and sketch of those taking place
during the Christmas holidays. Other adeti, whether associated with the
holiday calendar or intertwined with various seasonal activities and spe-
cial occasions, are of a similar character. As is the case with the zaroci, the
adeti are above all instrumental and they have precise and special purposes.
In general they are an opportunity to protect oneself from the demons of
the underworld, they allow man to increase the fertility of his flocks, fields
and gardens, confer on him influence over the forces of nature, which he
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can then bend to his will, and in the main render him able to control in a su-
pernatural way—through a sacred ritual—all the events and phenomena
in the face of which his abilities, knowledge and purely human capabilities
are, if not completely helpless, then at least limited and incomplete.

The meaning ascribed by the people to the individual adet rarely be-
comes obscured, as it is clearly stated in various chants, incantations and
blessings as well as in wishes whispered or unsaid out loud, which—to-
gether with some ritual manipulation—make up the ceremonial whole of
the adet. People’s faith in the magic-religious power of the adeti is great.
Performing an adet is associated with good fortune, wealth and happi-
ness—in a word, the usual prosperous course of life unfolding according
to people’s wishes. Various misfortunes and calamities can be explained
as the result of neglecting or abandoning the adeti. The power of an adet
is ascribed, however, not solely to the force of the word or the effective-
ness of ritual manipulation, but to the sacred character of the ritual, which
owes its ability to grant people’s wishes and desires to the fact that it was
established by God, in mythical times, and passed down to contemporary
people in its original, unchanged form.

4. So far we have talked of the adeti as a class of ritual activities of
a highly magical character which makes them clearly and unequivocally
distinct in the system of local ritual from two other categories: the zakon
and the zaroci. It has to be underlined, however, that such an exposition of
the structure of local ritual, although describing reality, takes into account
only one of its aspects and overlooks others, which must be made known in
order to fully understand local magic-religious rituals and the ideas which
they reflect.

First of all it has to be made clear that not every ritual act which in
our understanding exhibits a significantly magical character is included in
the local concept of the adet. Moreover, not all activities described by the
Porechians as adeti are of the type of magic-religious rituals. In a word, not
everything magic is at the same time an adet and not everything called an
adet by the Porechians is at the same time magic.

The Porechians use the name adeti to refer to all the ceremonial or
ritual acts, whether secular or sacral, which are components of various
organized activities carried out periodically, seasonally or on special oc-
casions, and following a certain traditional pattern. Thus the word adet
will be used to describe various actions, which are connected with ob-
serving a holiday or are included in seasonal farming activities or, finally,
are a constituent of such celebrations and traditions as that of engage-
ment, marriage, funeral, etc. An adet for the Porechians is the magical
ceremony of dozhnivuenje and the autumn ritual of expelling and neu-
tralizing vipers, wolves and bandits, an adet is the ritual abstention from
work on a praznik, an adet is public lamenting and bewailing the dead, an
adet, finally, is the marriage ceremony, dictated by etiquette, of bestowing
gifts by the girl on the clan and guests of the boy. The category of adeti
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does not include, however, the ceremony of dodole, which is performed
by girls from the village in the event of drought in order to bring rain, or
the magic of turning back and expelling hail storm, or, finally, the mag-
ical drawing of plough around the village in order to keep it safe from
a plague. Similarly, magic-healing practices, which are performed by in-
dividuals and, like the rituals just mentioned, only when the need arises,
are not included by the Porechians in the category of adeti. Finally, adeti,
in the full meaning of the term, do not comprise magical practices which
are carried out individually with some specific intentions and performed
by everybody.

The reason for the above lies by no means in the fact that Porechians on
the one hand do not draw a clear line between secular and sacral acts and
activities and on the other are not fully aware of the differences between
religious cult and magical practice. Ascribing such intellectual shortcom-
ings to the Porechians is as absurd as it is absurd in general to attribute such
monstrous psychology to uncivilised and primitive societies, as is done by
some popularisers of ethnology and some theoreticians who clearly lack
direct and thorough contact with the primitive man.

In this understanding, adet means a ritual or ceremonial function,
which must be performed in observance of some tradition or ceremony.
Adet taken in this meaning is understood as a duty connected with its per-
former’s position in the family, clan, or village; a duty towards people who
are the object of the ritual action of the adet or for whose good and benefit
the adet is carried out. The adeti-duties are classified by the local people
as male or female, depending on who is supposed to perform them. This
division to a certain extent coincides with the division of adeti into sec-
ular and sacral as, in concordance with the social structure and the local
sacerdotium, those adeti which are to be performed by women are in the
overwhelming majority typically magic rituals.

The apparent incongruence and vagueness of the term adet is only
one example of the phenomenon which a researcher of primitive or col-
loquial languages, and not literary and specialist ones, encounters all the
time: the abundance of polysemous names and the lack of exact termi-
nology, which would subordinate auxiliary terms to primary ones and use
discrete and unequivocal symbols. Only specialist languages can be ex-
pected to have a logical and consistent system of terminologies, as they
have been intentionally created in the process of studying a complicated
reality and organizing the results of this experience, expressed in linguis-
tic symbols according to the rules of logic. Colloquial language, which is
first and foremost a tool of action and not a result of analytical and cate-
gorising activities, lacks these qualities. For as long as the context in which
a given linguistic symbol is used allows for no doubts regarding the con-
tent the symbol is denoting and the results which will be brought about
by the action stemming from the use of this symbol, so long it is not nec-
essary to employ a separate term, carry out a complete and exhausting
classification and eliminate polysemy. Polysemy will not cause confusion
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among the members of the local society who have the same experience
and the same understanding of the situation in which a polysemous word
has been used. It can only obscure the meaning of these linguistic sym-
bols for a foreigner whose understanding of local society and culture is
slight and who, in striving to understand what is happening around him,
suffers from the most deeply rooted linguistic preconception that is the
belief in monosemy and in the conceptual discreteness of individual lin-
guistic symbols. It is difficult to escape this power of persuasion of the
word, nevertheless it is nowhere more necessary to do so than in the work
of the ethnologist or the humanist whose most important task—to trans-
late the concepts and notions of a foreign and little understood cultural
reality—can be fulfilled only when the diligence and precision of his ob-
servations are matched with equally diligent and precise understanding of
local linguistic habits, as well as the meaning of linguistic symbols. This
general demand is of no lesser importance in this particular case, which
is the comprehension of the ritual structure of Poreche and of the local
conceptualization of ritual.

In the context of secular activities, the term adet is a symbol of all
those acts which do not exhibit rational purposefulness and which have
a sacral character. When juxtaposing the magical ritual with work, the
people of Poreche use exactly this symbol, as they do in the case of ritual
abstention fromwork, that is zarok, if they want to underline the opposition
between time off due to a holiday—a time which thus has a sacral charac-
ter and a supernatural purposefulness—and that due to a common incident
of suspending work because of different, natural, causes. The Porechians,
however, will also contrast adet and zarok as describing two different cat-
egories of sacral activities: one consisting in positively performing a magic
practice, the other limited to ritual abstention from a given activity. In
this case, adet will be a symbol of a magic ceremony. This term will have
the same meaning when used in reference to acts which accompany reli-
gious practices during holidays or special occasions (All Souls’ Day, funeral,
wedding, and so on), which form part of the system of sacral activities
comprised in the category of the zakon. Finally, the term adet can be used
to contrast acts performed according to a specific ritual or tradition with
those which lack a ritual framework. In this case, however, the term will
take on a particular meaning—that of a certain ritual function ascribed
to somebody, depending on the person by whom this ritual activity is
to be performed (hence the division into the adeti of men, women, girls,
priests etc.). Even here, however, there will be present the opposition be-
tween acts of custom, magic-religious acts, and others, reflected either in
pointing to the performer of the adet, in which case the division into male
and female adeti will be almost synonymous with the division into magic
and non-magic, or in metaphorically calling female adeti witchcraft (ma-
dzijte).

Genuine statements about the adeti will be the best documentation and
the most telling illustration of its local conceptualization.
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“God ordained the adet. Which is why now we say: let us fulfil the adet.
Here, when a man dies, you will cut the deceased’s fingernails, so that he
doesn’t take happiness with him: this is an adet.
When you bring All Souls’ offerings—this is an adet as well. God ordained it.
When a daughter-in-law bewails her father-in-law—adet. When a priest sings
for the deceased—this is not an adet. Or actually it is an adet as well, but
a priest’s adet. When you go to church, you go to observe a holiday, not to
perform an adet.
When the bees swarm, there is an adet to decorate the beehive—so that it
breeds, so that is renews itself. When you bring honey and milk to the bees,
this is not an adet—you are just luring them to gather.
When we sow in the garden, we put down dogwood and a sprig of wormwood
and say: ‘Let it be strong like the dogwood, and the wormwood I will feed to
the worms’. So it is done, for the garden. It is an adet.
When you draw the plough around the village, it is not an adet. It is in your
own interest that the plague doesn’t come. That’s how it has to be.
When you have hunted something, others will call ‘Mashala!’ ⁷—that’s how it
has to be, it’s an adet. To roll on the ground when they are going for a hunt
(so that the hares stand still, so they don’t run away)—this is an adet.
On Clean Monday⁸ everything is cleaned to make it Lenten—this is not an
adet, it is observance of the day. But when you tie up the washcloth, when
you throw it on the roosts—this is an adet: so that the eagle does not snatch
the chickens. But if you tie it up on somebody else’s fence, so that the eagle
snatches them there, this is not an adet. It is evil, it is witchcraft.
There are various adeti during the wedding. Male adeti are these: the engage-
ment of the girl, when she is taken from the house of her parents and when
she is led to the house of her husband. When the inviter goes around—male
adet. He will invite everybody, the entire clan. When the matchmaker goes,
when the best men come—these are male adeti.
The mother-in-law gives wine to the groom—this is a female adet. To pour
wine on a horse over the shoulder—this is a female adet as well. The groom
will take a kalach⁹ from the hands of the mother-in-law—this is a female adet.
The groom holding the wine will wait for his company and will be walked by
the standard-bearer—this is a male adet.
The mother-in-law will find a male child. The bride will take the boy on her
lap. And she will stand on male clothes. This is a female adet.
When the bride is given gifts—this is a female adet. The male one is when men
sit and eat bread.
When they walk around the horse with a sieve—female adet. A woman will
knead dough on a chest to make it full—female adet as well. So that she always
has bread in the house, so that they don’t suffer from poverty or high prices.
When they give her the bread—female adet again. These are female spells,
female adeti.

⁷Mashala (from Turkish maşallah)—wonderful, great, well done; also an equivalent of the
saying ‘don’t jinx it’.

⁸Clean Monday (Macedonian: Chist ponedelnik) is the first day of Great Lent in the Ortho-
dox Church, corresponding to Ash Wednesday in Western Christianiy.

⁹Kalach—a type of traditional Slavic bread in the shape of a circle, whence its name
derives.
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When a man is the conductor—male adet. When a woman—female adet. But
whether female or male, it is God’s adet. God ordained it so. It has been this
way forever. This is the way we found it and this is the way we do it. Until
slowly, slowly, the nation dies and the adet dies with it.”



Disruptive Atmosphere of the Village.
Democracy, Collectivism, Inequality

Economic Stratification of the Village

If we were to describe the political system of the Porechian society
in categories which we can comprehend, the definition that would best
match reality would be that of a plutocratic democracy. For it is charac-
teristic of this society that within the patriarchal system, which establishes
a hierarchy of its own, every member of the village has equal rights and
privileges. His social standing in the group, his prestige and authority, his
influence over issues concerning the group, however, is determined not

Trpeza on the Fojnik peak

by this theoretical equality, but
by the wealth which he pos-
sesses. Rights and privileges are
granted to everyone, but only
few people have wealth. And
more importantly, this wealth
does not depend on the indi-
vidual and his own qualifica-
tions and aspirations, but partly
it is accumulated over gener-
ations and passed to the indi-
vidual thanks to the labour of
his forefathers, and partly it is
gained thanks to the joint ef-
forts of the family.

The Porechian society does
not know such forms of con-
centration and capitalisation of
wealth which would allow for
it to be passed from generation
to generation in all its amassed
abundance. Wealth is sustained
and expanded through joint ef-
fort and joint work of family
groups. Without this condition,
it is scattered; all that remains
is its foundation—the land one
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owns, passed from father to son, which can become the basis for gaining
wealth, but is not equivalent to it. Wealth is not stable. It is constantly fluc-
tuating, passing through different hands, which turn it into investments.

Zagrad. The master of the house Kitan (Kite) resting
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The differences between individual houses-homesteads-families, based
on their economic strength and their participation in wealth and pros-
perity, cut across the genealogical structure of the village. Wealth and
prosperity is in Poreche an issue not of possession, but first and foremost
of work. Not every kind of work, however, is able to produce wealth. In
the framework of the economic system of Poreche effort which is efficient
and productive can be accomplished only by a group of people working
together and sharing their farming tasks according to a specific division
of labour and a communal organization of production, consumption and
exchange. Division of labour is a fundamental issue for a group which is
self-sufficient economically, whose existence and career is based not on one
particular technique, but on an entire system of them. Achieving economic
success is possible only for that family group which is able to develop,
within one homestead, all those branches of agriculture which ensure its
existence and allow it to accumulate various forms of wealth. Herding and
activities connected with it should be carried out hand in hand with the
multitude of farming tasks; and all of the above should be accompanied
by constant work in the house in the domain of non-specialist crafts. Thus,
economic prosperity, which hinges upon a certain balance of labour in var-
ious areas, can exist only there where it is possible to divide the tasks and
achieve self-sufficiency on all accounts—i.e. in large households, that is
to say, in big families. Households comprising few family members, bro-
ken up by death, are usually the reverse of prosperity and wealth; they
constitute village pariahs.

In regard to economic standing the Porechian village is divided in three
groups: those who are rich, those in the middle and those who are poor.

The first group are the dzengini, that is the rich. Families which com-
prise less than five or six adult workers are not included in this group—they
are not able to amass enough wealth to be counted among the rich. The
rich families are at the same time examples of the peak of the local farming
system, which is why they are called chorbadjiji, which means ‘true masters
of the house’. There is yet another name for them: stochari (herdsmen), due
to the fact that it is them who represent the ideal of wealth of a farmer, and
that their wealth, as every typical wealth in Poreche, is founded on owning
large flocks. The economic power, wealth and status granted to those fam-
ilies by the public is measured by the size of their flocks. Of course, these
families excel in farming as well, since the size of the family and the ever in-
creasing size of the flocks demand a continuous development of farming—
the basis of human and animal consumption. Their products are better
than other families’ thanks to the abundant and extensive manuring of the
fields, which is possible only for owners of large flocks. Finally, the size of
the family and a reasoned division of labour (including at the enclosures
and shepherd’s huts) allows them to include household crafts to an appro-
priate degree, which is why the stochari are the best in this area as well.

The class of the village second in order are the stredni—those in the
middle. The middle ones do not differ much from the rich in regard to
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Volche. Village structure: economic stratification and clan (maalo) structure

dark blue frame: Middle houses—charcoal producers, stock breeders on
a moderate scale

red frame: Rich houses (at present or recently [dotted line])—stock breeders

green frame: Poor houses—charcoal producers and agriculturalists;
no stock breeding

striped houses:
Avramovsko maalo

shaded houses:
Stojkovsko maalo

criss-crossed houses:
Nikolovsko maalo

the structure of work. Just as them they are farmers and herders, but on
a smaller scale; in the main they are the former. The size of the family
is usually small, but there is, however, the possibility of them becoming
rich. They can become rich if the family happily increases in size which
will allow for its economic development. In contrast to the rich, the stredni
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focus their efforts on farming and view herding as a necessary pendant: in
order to obtain manure and to have a more diverse diet. Stredni do not ac-
cumulate wealth; there is no surplus in their balance sheet, the profits are
equal to the liabilities. Nor are they self sufficient—they have to buy bread
as they do not have enough of their own. The money required for this is
obtained not through the sale of animals but from one of the most common
Porechian industries—producing charcoal, which they sell at nearby mar-
kets. The production of charcoal on a large scale is the main occupation of
the stredni—it is their goods for exchange, which introduce a surplus into
the household and bring at least some rudiments of wealth.

Rastesh. Collecting listnik—goats’ winter feed. Making listnik ricks

Finally, the third class are the bedni—the poor. They are the poor of
the village, consisting in the main part of broken families of widows; fam-
ilies which have more mouths to feed than workers; loners; widowers; etc.
These are deficit households, unable to produce even what is the most
fundamental: bread. Their existence is dependent on the class of the rich,
their goodwill and philanthropy. They are unable to make up for their eco-
nomic shortcomings with the production of charcoal, because they do not
own horses. They often lack oxen as well—the pulling power. They do not
really engage in herding, they are not shepherds, at most they herd goats.
Their fields are meagre and crops scant, because they lack manure.
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This division into economic classes breaks up the unity of the village.
It creates various groups of interest on a different plane than that of the ge-
nealogical variation of the inhabitants. Moreover, it impinges on the bonds
of clan and village solidarity. It leads to conflicts and tensions between the
members of various classes, as the interests of the classes are not always
convergent—in fact, they are often contradictory.

The clash of interests does not extend over all three classes nor does it
separate unconditionally one from the other. It exists constantly between
the rich and the middle ones, that is those who would potentially like to
become members of the highest class. Between these two classes there is
perpetual conflict stemming from different interests, including especially
the different ways of using the communal land of the village.

Trebovle. Collecting resin (Trpe at work) Trebovle. Trpe on a resin-seeking tour

The economic status of the rich depends in the most part on herding,
made possible by village grounds covered with relict beech and oak bushes
as well as natural oak groves, which in the winter act as forage for the goats.
The flocks owned by the richest class run about this entire area—there isn’t
a piece of land on which the herders do not go. It is in their interest to
save these forest reservoirs of forage; they are the natural protectors of the
village shuma. ¹

For those in the middle it is a different case. Although just as interested
in the communal village land as the rich—the area on which their future, if

¹Shuma (Mac.)—forest, also: foliage.
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By the sheperd’s hut

not present, wealth and status depend—and standing together with them
in defending communal areas from the ventures of other villages, they use
it in a different way and perceive its wealth to be located elsewhere. Being
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modest herders, they do without broad, extensive pastures. The increase of
their wealth is based on the constant exploitation of the shuma: producing
tar, turpentine and charcoal. The stredni are the destroyers of the scant
relicts of the forest which constitute the biggest part of the village area.
This is the first plane of tension and conflicts.

The second plane is located in the sphere of taxes and village adminis-
tration. The stredni want to maintain the distribution of tax responsibilities
based on the number of heads in one’s flock and not to impose any limits
on the production of charcoal. The rich, on the other hand, want to limit
the available locations of charcoal production, to forbid it in pasture areas
and to put a tax on charcoal producers based on the amount of charcoal
produced and supplied to the market.

Both sides want power and the support of the community, especially of
the mayor and the secretary, in order to find favour with higher authorities
for their decisions and plans. They want to be granted the right to admin-
ister the village, the right to bring offenders to municipal court, prosecute
them and collect their debts. In this struggle for power and influence, the
make up of the parties is coextensive with the economic stratification of
the village. Its correspondence to the genealogical divisions is incidental
and occurs only when a kabile is made up of the richest and the poorest
families, for the class of the poor is a natural ally of the rich and in the
struggle for domination in the village they stand together with them. The
poor are the typical village plebs, kept in a favourable attitude towards the
rich by their constant aid, which is a traditional moral obligation of rich
relatives towards the poorer ones.

Thus the class structure of the village and the clash of interest of the
individual classes introduce constant conflict and rivalry for power and
influence. They undermine village solidarity and divide it into two separate
groups, two hostile parties, constantly fighting with each another.

Accumulation of Wealth and Spirit of Rivalry

The household is a social unit growing naturally and its constant mul-
tiplication must be accompanied by parallel development of production
mechanisms. With the growth of the family group the flocks must increase
as well, new lands must be grubbed up and farmed, new buildings and
farming constructions must be erected. These tasks can be completed only
when the group is working at its full production strength, when the size
of the flocks surpasses annual consumption and when farming brings in
a surplus every year, which can be exchanged for money and spent on
investments.

Accumulation of wealth is thus closely linked with the growth of the
family group, but in a way which cannot be directly proportional—the for-
mer has to outweigh the latter, or even exceed it many times. For among the
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Volche. Lovdzija (the hunter) Kolo
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prospective liabilities must be counted all the costs arising with the growth
of the group (weddings, baptisms, funerals), as well as the additional cost of
the group dividing into smaller subsets, which constitutes a substantial fi-
nancial burden. This division demands a series of new building investments
(new houses and outbuildings) and at the same time entails the break-up of
the previous organized group work and the emergence of new systems with
new division of labour, which are less diversified and thus less productive.
Anticipating this, the group also aims at acquiring and accumulating the
surplus capital in gold and flocks, dedicated to cover future costs and lia-
bilities. Only in this manner can the future subsets of the group maintain
the same level of wealth as the original group and only thanks to this can
they avoid being pushed into the lower or lowest class. After the break-up,
the family group is always, at least temporarily, declassed, up until the
moment when the losses are made up for by joint work in new groups.

In the process of the concentration and accumulation of wealth for
future liabilities, nature itself aids people, their tasks, interest and cares.
Flocks multiply on their own and the responsibility of the herdsman is only
to monitor this process, secure the offspring with his care and protection,
ensure its forage during the winter and so on. This, on the other hand,
requires constant development of the farming apparatus, expanding the

Volche. Stefkojca with her granddaughter

fields and farm produce, for
only in this way is it possible to
maintain a balance in farming
and guarantee a constant sur-
plus, capitalized in such forms
of wealth as the Porechians
possess. In order to achieve
this, by the end of its career
a new household has to be
many times richer than at its
beginning. And this is what al-
ways happens to those who are
prosperous, and in whose life
career this ideal is realized.

To give an example, I will
present the history of the
zadruga of the Stefkovci in
Volche. It should give the right
impression about the pace at
which typical accumulation of
wealth and economic growth
of Porechian families takes
place.

In 1918 the zadruga was
in a state of destruction and
poverty, brought about by war
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and occupation as well as Bulgarian requisitions. Those who are its mem-
bers today were still children then and their work yielded meagre fruits.
The zadruga was headed by old, sick, and senile Stefko and Pavle—fathers
of the two families which make up the zadruga today. It comprised at that
time eleven members (including six boys, one of which was in the army,
and three daughters, two of which were underage). Today (in 1932) the
composition of the zadruga is different. It consists of Stefkojca and her three
sons (two of which are bachelors), two nephews, including one with a wife,
two daughters-in-law, one daughter and four grandchildren (14 people in
total). Only the grandchildren do not work, the rest are workers.

Volche. Kjiro’s shepherd’s hut, Merizije. Dmitrije and his mother milking goats

In 1918 the household was in the following shape. There were only
three cattle: two oxen and a cow. No horses. Bread had to be bought, as
their own harvest, from three tovars² of grain, was not enough to feed
the family. The shepherd’s huts were old, the house was lacking in basic
equipment, there was not enough bedding for everyone; all the members of
the family wore old, torn clothes and rags, they didn’t even have anything
to wear during holidays.

In 1932 the shape of the zadruga was the following. Fifteen cattle, in-
cluding seven old and young oxen; 120 goats and sheep owned by them

²Tovar (Mac.)—a measurement of weight (comprising 100 oka) and size: as much as can
be carried by one pack animal; a load.
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Volche. Grubbing up the forest for a new field

and around 50–60 goats and sheep borrowed for grazing, with the zadruga
using their offspring and produce. This state was achieved despite the fact
that during the same period much more cattle was sold (six oxen, four cows
and four calves, around 300 goats and sheep). Apart from that, the zadruga
today owns two horses. They farm fields four times the size and with three
times the amount of grain as compared to the first years after the war.
During this time five arable lands were bought in three different forests,
one glade was grubbed up and transformed into an arable field, and one
old, overgrown field was renewed. They built new shepherd’s huts, a new
sheep barn and a new house; some glades were fenced in, with just the
workers’ wages costing over 6 thousand dinars. During the same time they
covered the costs of six weddings (three of male members of the zadruga
and three of female ones), which came to around 25 thousand dinars. All
this they achieved with their own herding work, as the earnings the three
young members of the zadruga brought in from elsewhere did not exceed
10 thousand dinars in total. Today this zadruga is one of the richer ones.
Buildings are solid, equipment abundant, every member of the family has
several changes of Sunday clothes, there is a surplus of grain, and so on.

Accumulation of wealth—which is the condition allowing for the con-
tinuity of the status of a given family or for its ascent to a higher class—
is impossible without territorial expansion of the homestead. Let us imag-
ine the village in a state of balance—a strictly hypothetical scenario, not
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existing in reality. Flocks of the same size, families with the same number
of members, fields of sufficient area. And let us imagine that at some mo-
ment the size of one family changes: the family group growths, the flocks
multiply. Suddenly and urgently it is necessary to increase the area of one’s
fields. The family begins to expand its farm base. They grub up and plough
uncultivated stretches of pastures adjoining their fields. They cut down,
plough and begin to farm convenient mountain slopes, which previously
served only as pastures. For the village, which owns abundant pastures,
it is not a great loss, but this appropriation of a part of communal land
changes the conditions of its use. Therefore such an action always meets
with objections from those who were particularly interested in the seized
lands, used them in some way or had their own plans for them. Those
who suffer the most are the closest neighbours of those who initiate the
changes, whose fields and shepherd’s huts are situated nearby. Objections
are raised, conflict is ignited.

Now let us apply this theoretical, hypothetical event to real village life,
to village reality. It is a constant occurrence—it happens every year, and
not just in the case of one family, but of all of them. The expansion of
homesteads and the conflicts stemming from that are a daily phenomenon,
determined by the seasonality of annual activities. It begins in autumn, af-
ter the harvest, when farmers begin to plough and sow. One farmer expands
his fields, fences them in, and moves the fence to protect the newly gained
patches of land from destruction at the hands of his neighbours. Those who
object to this intervene with the mayor, but to no effect; instead of stopping
that individual, there begins a general compensation scheme which takes
the form of everyone following in his footsteps. Winter brings an interlude
to this wrestling, but in the spring it is reborn with new force. In response
to others’ autumn spoils, there begins a series of guerrilla compensations
on a larger scale. What is at stake are no longer small patches of land
adjacent to fields and gardens, but new glazes to grub up and farm. The
grubbing of new land begins. Wealthier farmers employ workers, poorer
ones do everything themselves. One after another, they seize a plot of land
and by grubbing it up establish their own exclusive rights to it. It is a race,
motivated not only by the need of new lands, but also by irritation and
jealousy because of the greed and success of other people. The atmosphere
of the village is filled with the spirit of rivalry; oftentimes the aim is noth-
ing else but to annoy a neighbour who had neglected somebody’s needs.
The rivalry spreads quickly throughout the entire village; it breeds between
neighbours, between relatives, between brothers.

False Vision of Village Unity

From what has already been said it is clear that the village is not a ho-
mogenous unit, it is not uniform either socially or economically. To the



FALSE VISION OF VILLAGE UNITY 67

contrary, the economic stratification breaks up the village into economi-
cally diverse classes, all of which have different farming aims and different
systems of economic endeavours, undertaken in order to gain and maintain
wealth. We have also seen that class division in the village is not stable,
that the dynamics of village economy show a constant development of in-
dividual households, demanding from them constant expansion. And also
that contradictory individual and class interests and the tensions stemming
from them are a source of incessant conflict, hostility and animosity be-
tween particular classes and particular inhabitants of the village.

This aspect of village life does not, however, exhaust all the moments
when one can see the factors and drives of the disruptive atmosphere of
the village. The stratification of class and economy has yet other unique
and consequential implications. The false vision of the unity of the village
community is often accompanied by an equally false vision of its unity in
regard to social norms. The falseness of this vision stems not so much from
blindly following theoretical doctrine, but rather from insufficient empir-
ical observation and from not drawing conclusions from that observation,
which is thought to be of little importance and value. A typical ethnolo-
gist of the older school, going into the field with a previously prepared
questionnaire, not interested in the reality and dynamics of village life,
approaches the object of his studies with a particular attitude.

The villagers who are to become the objects of his study are for him
not members of a local society, members of institutions and groups which
make up this society, not living people, whom one has to get to know and
observe, but informants—good or bad informants, that is those who are
able to describe a custom, ritual or practice in detail and those who provide
scant and little absorbing information. He divides the researched society
into those categories and sets for him the task to construct a certain pattern
of customs—from information obtained through questioning—which he
treats as typical or characteristic with little regard for whether, and to what
extent, it is really observed, and if so, by whom. He ascribes exceptions to
this pattern or its reduction to the decline of folk culture and complements
his model of local society made up of good and bad informants with another
concoction: the categories of “once” and “now.”

The danger connected with this perception of primitive society and
culture lies in the fact that those categories are partially correct. There are
good informants and there are bad ones. And the difference between what
once was and what is now is also oftentimes very important; it corresponds
to the real state of affairs. But such a model omits something which is
equally real and important in village life: fixed differences in social norms
which are observed only by certain groups of the villagers.

The differences in the level of knowledge of one’s own culture do not
come down simply to individual intellectual abilities of the informants.
Nor can they be reduced to an opposition of once-now, according to which
that which “once” was is represented by richness and universality of the
customs while “now” is characterized by reduction and remnants. The
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differences between the informants’ knowledge have a different source.
The cultural pattern characteristic of the researched society is not the prop-
erty of any individual; it is fulfilled together. It is not a custom, slavishly
observed as long as the society remains at the level of primitive conser-
vatism, but a collection of attitudes and norms of behaviour of individual
members of the society. Its existence relies on the continuity of tradition,
but this does not mean merely adherence to tradition—rather, it depends
on whether the mechanism of cultural filiation works smoothly and effi-
ciently enough to imbue members of the group with traditional attitudes
and patterns of behaviour. The differences in the grasp and implementation
of this pattern by individuals reside not only in their particular abilities or
the detrimental influence of other patterns; they stem first and foremost
from the differences in the mechanism of cultural filiation—which is true
both of a society which as for now remains intact and of that which is
already changing.

The main mechanism of cultural filiation operates in the joint family.
It is there that most of the cultural patterns are implemented and it is the
family which constitutes the best educational environment, which is able
to establish group and individual models and pass them on from genera-
tion to generation. Hence it is the joint families, that is the rich, who fully
represent the general cultural pattern of the Porechian society.

Failures, Misfortunes, and Witchcraft

Heretofore the analysis has showed us only what has so often been
neglected and omitted from description of village life: class structure and
class inequalities, individualism of families, the existence of conflicts and
tensions stemming from contradictory interests and the egoism of individ-
ual families—in a word, all the things which question the myth of social
uniformity of the village, the myth of its collectivism and solidarity without
exceptions.

All this, however, does not explain black magic and witchcraft. But
it does indicate that magic arising from bad feelings and great antisocial
passions is not incongruous, inconsistent or conflicting with the social at-
mosphere of the village.

As was already mentioned, performing tasks related to the existence
of the family group as an agricultural unit always brings about rivalry be-
tween the families, expressed in the constant competition in gaining wealth
and prestige. And competition implies also a conflict of interests and jeal-
ousy. These are especially deeply rooted in the village and constitute an
inherent element of the village’s atmosphere. Why is this the case?

The circumstances which undermine, destroy or hinder the usual
progress of family groups and their members are twofold: those caused
by the village—by envious neighbours etc.—and those caused by accident,
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which thwarts the plans and intentions of the families. The latter com-
prise family and farming misfortunes, premature death of family members,
infertility, break-up of a marriage, inability to enter in a marriage, fami-
ly conflicts resulting in premature division of the group or hindering its
smooth functioning, farming disasters (bad harvest, diseases decimating
the flocks), lack of skill or experience in technical and farming issues, and
so on.

Every family has memories of such events from its history, which ex-
plain the failure of its career—small mishaps or utter disasters. The view
the indigenous inhabitants of Poreche exhibit in regard to those issues is
seemingly rational. But in more intimate conversations about the troubles
and cares of individual families there appears a particular interpretation;
it is easy to evoke it by asking about the details of this or that event. An
attempt to explain its causes in a rational way will elicit subtle objections
on the part of the interlocutor, and he will give his own opinion on the
matter: witchcraft (madzijite).

According to the interpretation of the Porechians, witchcraft is the
main cause of unfortunate events of the kind described above. Death and
sickness, disease of the flocks, bad harvest, or a family disaster are of-
ten explained by natural and supernatural causes. In cases where natural
causes are vague and unclear, where no explanation can be found in folk
knowledge (medical, social, psychological, biological), there are only two
possibilities: a misfortune can be sent “from God”—as an inscrutable deci-
sion regarding the fate of man or a punishment for sins, whether his own
or his forefathers’,—or caused by witchcraft: “by somebody’s evil hand.”

The Porechian approaches both of these possibilities objectively. Usu-
ally, however, he comes to the conclusion that in such events the latter,
that is witchcraft, was the cause. This can be observed in every conver-
sation on this subject, in which the possible divine or natural sources of
a misfortune are mentioned in order to manifest the objectivism of the
person interpreting the event, who at the same time, with his attitude, ges-
tures and tone clearly states that his personal opinion on this issue aligns
with the hypothesis of witchcraft, and that this view is founded on certain
facts, which the interlocutor does not want to expound. This is because the
topic of witchcraft is a sensitive one, never discussed openly in public or
brought to the surface of conversation. If it is talked about, it is limited to
general, succinct mentions; there are no deliberations regarding the way
in which the spell was cast, let alone the question of the person behind it.
Attempts at learning these things are viewed as a social gaffe, a faux paus.

Therefore my first interviews concerning witchcraft would constantly
be hindered by a decided attitude of taciturnity and conciseness in this re-
gard exhibited by all my interlocutors. Questions about the technical side of
witchcraft met with universal declarations of utter ignorance. The answer:
“who could know what is this magic” was a constant conventional phrase,
nipping the interview in the bud. Further interrogation, aiming at obtaining
information about experts in that field who could possess more knowledge,
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evoked roundabout answers, which ascribed the casting of spells either to
female Gypsies living in the cities or generally to women from a different
village, but never local ones. A conversation would usually end with the
statement: “well, there are bad people in the world,” after which further
questioning was pointless. From these first and superficial interviews one
had the impression that local witchcraft is nothing more than a myth and
that there is no social content hiding beneath this part of local folklore.
Only later research, and in particular active participation in the life of the
village which was the main area of my work, allowed me to discover the
entire local system of witchcraft and penetrate it deeper not only theoret-
ically, but even through participation in a couple of magic undertakings.



Witchcraft of Macedonian Poreche

In Pursuit of Porechian Witchcraft

Witchcraft is the Achilles’ heel of every ethnographic description

This area of life of the local community is the most difficult for an
observer to reach, most often available to him only in secondary, external
manifestations, with the depth of the phenomena remaining hidden. In
trying to get to know it, the researcher has to exchange his observations
for exaggerated, deformed and often purposefully vague information given
him by the locals. In this respect Poreche is by no means an exception.
The difficulties which surround the study of witchcraft in other primitive
societies are very much present here as well. Moreover, certain features
of local witchcraft which originate in the social structure of Macedonian
village, in its concepts of morality and social conventions, endow it with
perhaps an even more esoteric and unapproachable character than is the
case in many other primitive societies.

The first impression regarding witchcraft, even if one is staying in
the country for a longer period of time, is its almost complete absence.
An ethnographer, still under the influence of the hypnotic descriptions of
witchcraft in West Africa or Melanesia and measuring the presence of this
practice by the intensity of a widespread atmosphere of fear and terror
which has been so vividly, if not always accurately, related by some au-
thors, could think that Poreche is completely free of witchcraft and not
particularly interesting in this regard. Uncontrollable fear of witchcraft is
not known in Poreche and does not appear without a reason. When ex-
plaining various failures and misfortunes with supernatural causes, the
Porechians are as prosaic as they are restrained, and if anything stands
out in these conversations, it is precisely the conspicuous absence of the
subject of spells and witchcraft.

Deliberate interrogation regarding this subject could only fasten one’s
initial belief, as its results would be miserable. Men would invariably give
the typical answer, cutting off any further talk: “it’s women’s work, the
women know.” Conversations with women would yield similar results—
the official statement of the Porechian women is: “Gypsies cast the spells,
Gypsies know how to do these things.” Such an interrogation would give
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Volche. Preparing an amulet against black magic (from the bark of a tree which can’t be embraced)

nothing more than the suspicion that while there is some conception of
witchcraft among the Porechians, it is very vague and looks like loose mo-
tifs of foreign origins or relicts of old beliefs, unconnected with the local
system of magic-religious practices and lacking any correspondence to or
basis in the procedures of Porechian life.
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This conclusion would be entirely wrong. Witchcraft, both on the level
of beliefs and of practice, is an important area of life of the village commu-
nity in Poreche. Belief in magic is here so widespread and steadfast that
it constitutes one of the few dogmas which are not questioned by anyone
and which are beyond any scepticism. If there is something constant and
unvarying among the dogmas of faith of the Porechian giaours, something
which is never in doubt, it is the belief in witchcraft. And this belief is
not empty, without basis in deeds—to the contrary. It is reflected and con-
firmed in practice and actions, together with which it makes up an image
of robust and constantly present witchcraft, strongly rooted in local social
structure, commanding an appropriate apparatus of concepts of mythol-
ogy and rituals, being in harmony with the magic-religious system of this
community and spurring this system to expand in these areas which have
the specific function of fighting against spells and magic. By no means is
witchcraft in Poreche a random collection of relicts or splinters of beliefs
reflecting its decline, immaturity or foreign origin. It leads a real and robust
life. The public attitude of the Porechians, feigning ignorance and indiffer-
ence to this issue, is an attitude directed by convention, underneath which
lies a lively and widespread interest in black magic; suspicions shared with,
although not always by, others; and finally personal experience which con-
firms these suspicions, but is inappropriate to disclose in public. Intentional
silence regarding this subject stems not from neglecting or not recognizing
witchcraft, but from the fact that it is a sensitive and highly private issue,
which concerns, deeply and directly, almost everyone.

The cause of taciturnity in regard to witchcraft lies not only in the fact
that, according to Macedonians’ morality, magic is one of cardinal offences
and casting spells is a crime, but also, and most of all, in the fact that among
crimes it is one of the most common. At the same time this crime, despite
conventional denials, in reality and in line with the Porechians’ true and
genuine suppositions, is an almost daily occurrence, performed or prepared
not somewhere else, by the vague category of Gypsies, bad women, bad
people, etc., but in one’s closest surroundings: family, clan, village.

Witchcraft occupies a special place among crimes. It is treated as evil,
as are all social crimes, which bring harm to somebody. But in contrast
to ordinary crimes such as theft, banditry, wrongdoing or hooliganism,
each of which has a specific, limited outcome, witchcraft is a universal
offence, harming people in multifarious ways. It brings about all kinds of
misfortunes, such as death, sickness, decrease in wealth, and so on. The
crime of witchcraft has at the same time the connotation of sacral offence:
it is a sin, resulting in certain religious sanctions against the person behind
it. Ordinary crimes are openly named and their perpetrators called with
the respective epithet corresponding to their bad reputation: whether it’s
bandits (aramiji), wrongdoers (beladjiji) or violent and impulsive people
(chifteliji). These epithets, assigned to people because of their behaviour,
are also metaphorically used as expressive, emphatic or joking terms for
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people of unruly character. In contrast to this ease in the area of describing
and defining ordinary crimes, the name denoting a person who performs
witchcraft is, as if, tabooed. It is never used metaphorically in reference to
anybody; it has and can have only one, literal meaning: the proper one.
Even when staying among the Macedonians for a long time, one can go
without ever hearing the term for a person who engages in witchcraft, so
diligently is it avoided in conversation.

The reason for this is the openness and transparency of all ordinary so-
cial crimes. There is no doubt regarding a given commission of a crime—
theft, murder, quarrel, destruction of somebody’s property; its perpetra-
tor often acts in the open. The case is very different with witchcraft. The
suspicion that a given misfortune was caused by witchcraft can always
be countered by alternative explanations of the event. One who engages
in witchcraft, either suspected or real, proceeds in secret, furtively. The
only proof that witchcraft has taken place comes from its real or imagined
consequences and a series of, often bizarre, circumstances, on which the
suspicion of witchcraft rests. It is a secret, clandestine crime, beyond the
reach of ordinary investigation.

Familiarity with witchcraft practices is not common in Poreche. After
all, performing witchcraft is a criminal skill denounced by public opinion
and acquiring it is not an easy matter. Those who possess it not only do
not admit it, but openly deny their knowing anything specific in this re-
gard. The very knowledge of a spell is in itself incriminating: it casts the
suspicion that the person who knows it acquired this knowledge through
performing the spell, acting as a witness when somebody else was doing
that or as a result of employing the services of a witch. Therefore those
who in one way or another attained some knowledge of witchcraft prac-
tices deny having any such knowledge when asked. The typical attitude of
men in this case is to complain about women’s temper, their disposition
and flaws of character, which are viewed as the motivation for engaging
in witchcraft. This attitude does not differ much from that of the women,
who always demonstrate their utter innocence and ignorance regarding
this matter. “I do not know anything about that” is the most typical reac-
tion to a question regarding this or that witchcraft practice.

Thus the most general, open and common knowledge of witchcraft is
neither abundant nor particularly detailed. Decency and righteousness bar
one from acquiring familiarity with the details of magical practices. An
honest man or an honest woman does not know such things. What is com-
monly known and constitutes the popular and easily accessible knowledge
of spells and witchcraft is the belief that witches have their ways of achiev-
ing some magic results. The Porechian’s knowledge of witchcraft is based
not on observations of the practices and ruminations over their precepts
and ingredients, but on the results which they supposedly bring about—
—that is on that aspect of witchcraft which he is willing to perceive in
events happening around him. The main, widespread focus of interest in
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witchcraft comes down to the question what does one have to do in order
to avoid it. What does one have to prepare for? How dangerous are spells
and witches?

The nature and scope of phenomena and events which are explained as
resulting from witchcraft is neither sizeable nor diverse. Harmful natural
phenomena such as storm, hail, drought or thunderbolt, are never inter-
preted to this end. They are all God’s will, His intervention into human
affairs. If they are caused by people, it is only through their transgression
of the moral norms of the Porechian giaours. Similarly, great catastro-
phes, diseases afflicting people and cattle, widespread crop failures or fires
are never said to be the result of witchcraft. Only individual events con-
nected with the fate of particular people, their families and wealth, their
successes and failures in life, their successes and failures in farming, are
among the phenomena of which witchcraft is said to be the cause. Sudden
and unexpected death, an unspecified, incurable and rapidly progressing
disease, inexplicable love, antipathy in marriage, marital and family quar-
rels, infertility and impotence, a family’s farming disaster, bad harvest and
herding mishaps, some complications and failures in an undertaken busi-
ness or a failed transaction—these are the events and occurrences which
the Porechians associate with witchcraft. Of course, not all of them and
not always, as each of them can be explained by three things: God’s will,
natural causes, or witchcraft.

Witchcraft originated in ancient, mythical times when God gave people
the mill, religion, law and holiday prohibitions. In those times only some
women were engaging in witchcraft—but their spells had no power, they
were a failed experiment. One time God was walking past the crossroads
when he saw an old woman doing things He did not understand. By the
power of God’s blessing the spells began to work—to be bound, as the Mace-
donians say.

“Awomanwas performingwitchcraft somewhere on some road, at a crossroads.
And the Lord met her there, where she was casting the spells. ‘What are you do-
ing?’ He asks. She says ‘I am casting spells.’ ‘And what are those spells?’ — He
asks her. ‘Well, spells, just spells, that’s it’ she replies. ‘May the spells you cast
be fulfilled’ says the Lord ‘but you,’ He continues, ‘you shall have no children.’
By engaging in witchcraft you commit a sin. But at the same time spells were
sanctioned by God. When spells were being cast, God said ‘Good luck! Good
luck with what you are doing. Good luck! Let them be fulfilled!’”

Women witches

The fundamental feature of the social structure of the Porechian vil-
lage, which is the different standing of men and women permeating all
spheres of village life, finds not only its reflection, but even a striking em-
phasis in the field of black magic. It could be stated without exaggeration
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Volche. Female healers

that it is only black magic—both its beliefs and practices—that lends this
Porechian dichotomy its final shape, highlighting in its own way the social
disparities stemming from it and imbuing them with a specific tone. The
same is true the other way around—the links between the structure of the
Macedonian village and black magic are the most important factor fashion-
ing its shape and form: not only do they set the boundary between what is
and what is not witchcraft, they also condition the moral attitudes of the
Porechian community in regard to witchcraft and determine the nature of
the fight against it and against its perpetrators. The source of the unique,
characteristic traits of Porechian witchcraft is located in the social struc-
ture of the local community, and above all in the characteristic division of
the village society into male and female groups, with different rights and
different social standings.

The most distinctive, specific and important characteristic, distinguish-
ing witchcraft from ordinary crimes, is the fact that in the Macedonian
worldview witchcraft is a crime that is limited to women, and typical of
women. According to public opinion only women can cast spells and the
Porechians, men and women alike, categorically deny the possibility of
a man engaging in witchcraft. There are only witches, no wizards. This is re-
flected also in the local terminology of witchcraft. The dialect of Poreche has
only one term for a person engaging in witchcraft, the grammatical gender
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of which is feminine and which is used only in reference to women: madzio-
psnica. The hypothetical *madziopsnik, a masculine counterpart to madzio-
psnica—‘witch’—coined in concordance with local rules of word formation,
is for a Macedonian a nonsensical word which does not denote any reality.

The ascription of engaging in witchcraft solely to women is ex-
plained by the notions which in the Macedonian worldview constitute
the social image of women. According to these notions, a woman is
predestined for witchcraft because of her temperament, which differs
from the temperament of men in its greater intensity of antisocial feel-
ings and moods. Hatred, animosity, parsimony, jealousy, egoism, malice
and avarice are supposedly intrinsically linked with the temperament of
women and they are thought to be the primary motives for the crime
of witchcraft. “Jealous women! Women misers! Selfish women! Women
shrews! Women witches!”—this is a typical statement representing the
view of the Porechian men on this issue in a succinct and plain manner.

At the same time the Macedonians are far from idealising men. They
simply claim that if the character traits which are supposedly particular to
women happen to present themselves with equal force in a man, they will
lead him to an ordinary, secular crime: robbery, theft, murder, and so on.
Hence the equivalent to the epithet of madziopsnica is for man aramija—
a bandit, so long as he has earned this name by actually committing one
of these crimes. If he limits his antisocial behaviour to a malicious and
hostile attitude towards his surrounding, characteristic of women, the epi-
thet he will be granted or called during a quarrel will be kobar. This name,
meaning a person who wishes other people ill and is ready to harm them,
is again only present in the masculine form. The grammatically feminine
counterpart *kobarica does not exist in the Macedonian language. If refer-
ring to a woman, this epithet must likewise be used in the masculine form,
and indeed it is used so, although rarely. For a woman who wishes ill to
others, and who is described as such, will at the same time be suspected of
not stopping at merely passive hostility but also secretly and furtively act-
ing towards the harm of those whom she hates, of being an active female
kobar, that is, a witch, a madziopsnica.

Thus while in quarrels between men the terms aramija and kobar are
among the most brusque invectives, the most offensive and damning accu-
sation in the quarrel of women is the epithet madziopsnica. This epithet is
a grave insult; and so it can be heard almost exclusively during heated and
fierce arguments between women, in which the complete neglect for usual
etiquette lessens its gravity. Only in these cases can one encounter open
accusations of witchcraft made to a woman’s face. In a normal conversa-
tion every man and woman is wary of using this term to refer to anybody,
whether present or absent. An accusation of witchcraft allows men—rela-
tives of the offended family—to intervene and can become the source of
a troublesome happening or a vengeful requital. Thus everyone is careful
not to publically classify as witches even these women about whom there
is no doubt in this regard.
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Types and Categories of Witchcraft

Direct interrogation is of no use when it comes to analysing the local
system of witchcraft. The Porechian is unable to present a synthesis of his
spells, nor can he depict an image which would fully and faithfully represent
their reality. In spite of the fact that in various situations he knows what are
the possible steps to take, how he can shape the course of events with the
help of secret disloyal magic, he does not have a conceptualization of the
system. Therefore it is futile to ask him to classify that part of his knowledge
of witchcraft which he would be ready to share having shed the pretences
of ignorance and false dismay. Classification and taxonomy are not the task
of a member of the local society—it is the task of the researcher trying to
discover this, as it seems, least approachable fraction of local culture.

At issue here are the criteria one assumes for such a classification.
This, in turn, is closely related to the tasks the researcher sets for himself.
He can follow the easiest path, collect data on what is done and why, and
then present this cocktail of magic recipes like paragraphs in a cookbook,
to the reader’s acclaim. This method has been implemented for years. We
owe it to unprofessional amateur collectors, for whom everything is good,
everything interesting; suppliers of curiosities, of numbered registries of
primitive techniques, beliefs, superstitions, practices and rituals, who have
little care for comprehending the entirety of life of the primitive people, sat-
isfied with snatching individual elements from that ground and grouping it
in directories of questionnaires with subsections titled ‘magic,’ ‘witchcraft,’
‘family customs,’ ‘beliefs about the soul’ and so on. This method will of
course not be followed here; it stands in fundamental opposition to func-
tional analysis, reconstruction and interpretation of a given society and its
culture. For the task of the researcher is not to collect anomalies. His task
is much less romantic: it is to show why in fact they are not anomalies,
how can they be explained in the context and the circumstances of which
they are only a part, with no independent content and meaning outside of
the system to which they belong.

For the same reasons neither will another procedure be implemented
here, one that has by now been sanctioned by a series of monographs,
works and treatises—the procedure of programmatic neglect of the entire
system in which a given practice is contained. Out of diverse social groups,
cultural systems and contexts it picks out individual elements, groups them,
classifies them, and orders them on the basis of formal similarities; it is
a procedure characteristic of the so called comparative method, followed
by kindred historical schools of thought in anthropology: the evolutionary
school and the historical school, which continue to lead heated disputes,
as is not unusual among relatives.

It follows that in the analysis of Macedonian witchcraft I will not limit
myself to what I am told—for this or that reason—by the informants. Nor
do I intend to pass over the clues they give me, or my own observations,
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and proceed to divide the spells on the basis of formal similarities, that
is elements of the ritual, types of magic techniques, types of incantations
and chants. The fundamental methodological aim is a fieldwork analysis
of Macedonian witchcraft and its reconstruction which would yield a faith-
ful, historical representation of the entire dynamics of witchcraft. Thus the
aim is not to present a handful of details regarding witchcraft and then,
in an attempt at greater diligence, to classify them according to external
rules, but to present the situations and tangles of diverse factors which
bring a given type of witchcraft to life and which constitute the context
in which individual types of witchcraft are realized. Regardless of the for-
mal affinities these witchcraft practices may exhibit and of other types of
witchcraft they can be compared to among the Slavs, in Eurasia, or in the
world, it is precisely these situations which are particular in their entirety
only to the Macedonian society, and in part only to that of Poreche, that
determine the nature of local witchcraft. They lend native witchcraft its
specific shape, its local tone, its unique, incomparable meaning, its histor-
ical individuality. Of course in following this method the point of view of
the Porechians will not be neglected; it is as much the object of our interest
as are the representatives of the local system of witchcraft.

The situation of a spell is a part of that very spell. By ‘situation’ I mean
here not only the immediate context in which a spell takes place, but first
and foremost the body of moods, attitudes, motives, and desires, which lead
to the spell, which become the drive for practicing witchcraft. I understand
by it also the systems of ordered activities in which a given spell is carried
out and in which it appears as only one of the components of the act.

Therefore our aim will be to order witchcraft practices according to
their situations and to analyse the contexts in which individual spells are
carried out. This aim directed my fieldwork—it was the main ordering
force of my enquiry, which I had deliberately limited, striving for compre-
hending the imponderable rather than collecting curiosities.

Although accusations of engaging in black magic are the dominating
trait of social life, although there are countless events, whether imagined
or real, of village life in which the Porechians see, rightly or wrongly, the
workings of magic—still, black magic in all its entirety is not substantial.
There are only a handful of types of magic, which can be classified accord-
ing to the motives of the witch. Each of these types has a different seed of
suspicion and different level of truthfulness. They are linked only by the
general similarities of rules guiding witchcraft.

The first type is hatred and revenge magic. It comprises the most dan-
gerous class of spells, most severely condemned and most secretive. This
includes the magic of diseases, death, destruction, quarrels, and infertility.
The second class is magic of power and domination. The third—economic
magic, consisting of supernatural theft of wealth: taking crops and milk.
The fourth class is love magic, through which the clan of a boy wins over
a girl for him and causes her to run away from her family home.
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Death magic is the most dangerous and the most powerful part of
witchcraft. Its ritual is remarkably simple, as is its incantation. All that
is needed for the spell to work is to acquire a beleg, ¹ which means ‘a sign,’
of the person to be bewitched and to bury it in a grave while uttering the
appropriate incantation. A beleg can be the victim’s hair or strand of fabric
from their clothing, or even a bit of soil from where the person has left
a footprint. The result of this practice is supposed to be death, or a long
illness afflicting the victim until death, as long as the belegs remain buried
at the graveyard. The same effect can be achieved by inflicting ‘dead soil’
on the victim (i.e. soil from the graveyard), or putting quicksilver in their
drink or food. The incantation of death magic is: “As this soil, which is
dead, so let this man be dead, let him no longer tread the ground. As these
bones, which are scattered in the graves, so let him be scattered in graves.”

The spell of destruction is similarly uncomplicated. The witch puts on
clothes turned inside out and walks three times around the house of her
enemies, continuously whispering: “As these clothes which are inside out,
so let everything in this house turn to evil.” As a consequence, sheep will
begin to die and there will be no order in the house; poverty and hunger will
destroy the entire household. A quarrel between spouses or friends, on the
other hand, is the result of blood magic (krvnik). By sprinkling the blood
of slaughtered cattle over the clothes of the victims and whispering the
appropriate spell, one can lead to a quarrel resulting in dangerous plotting,
even bloodshed. Feeding a woman shavings of a mule’s hoof over which
the following incantation has been uttered: “as the mule is infertile so let
this woman be infertile” will make her completely barren. Infertility can be
brought about in a couple of ways: by tying knots on the husband’s socks
or the wife’s clothes or by placing a string with a series of knots on it across
a road which they have to cross. If this string will in addition be buried in
an isolated grave together with a closed padlock, the sterility will last as
long as long these object remain intact, hidden in the ground.

These spells constitute a special, distinct class. They are motivated by
revenge and hatred and are shrouded in even greater mystery than all other
witchcraft practices. They are denounced by everybody without exception
and thought to be a wrongdoing equal to the worst criminal offences.
Whether they actually exist is problematic; they are kept alive by suspi-
cions fuelled on all sides by the atmosphere of constant village conflicts
and passionate hatred, which are kept in check by the sanctions of law and
rules of etiquette. As a result, any death or sudden disease rapidly leading
to death, farming failures, family quarrels and animosities, infertility and
other woes of marriage life—all this is rarely explained with natural causes.
Responsibility for this is shifted to factors which are not under control of
the people involved. Stories of witchcraft justify in their own eyes those
who are actually culpable and take the blame off of them.

¹Beleg (Mac.)—a sign.
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The second class of witchcraft are practices the aim of which is obtain-
ing dominance over another person, broadening one’s power and influence
and gaining favour with the surroundings. These spells are definitely used,
and quite commonly so. Every woman from the village knows them, al-
though she keeps that a secret. They are often experimented with even
in the closest family circle. The daughter tries them on her father, the
daughter-in-law on the mother-in-law, the mother-in-law on the daughters-
-in-law, the wife on the husband, the sister-in-law on the brother-in-law.
Men, too, sometimes resort to them with the help of women from their
clan. These spells do not have the same tint of crime and transgression as
those from the previous class, but just like them their ritual is not partic-
ularly rich or elaborated. Nevertheless, they are denounced as aiming at
a self-willed reform of the family and social hierarchy which is sanctioned
by custom and local law. Examples of this class are: when the wedding pro-
cession reaches the bride’s house, she should take a ring and a sieve and
look at the groom in turn through one and through the other, and repeat
three times “you were a wolf, now I make you a lamb.” Or: a wife, in order
to rule her husband, when they are going to sleep on their wedding night
should take the opinci of his feet and trample on them: “as these opinci
which are under my feet, so let my husband be under my rule.”

A separate class of magic is magic which makes the udders of cows and
sheep swell with milk of somebody else’s animals and fields fill with some-
body else’s harvest. Such witchcraft, officially denounced and forbidden, is
for the Macedonians equal to ordinary theft—for to magically garner milk
and crops is no different to stealing somebody’s belongings.

To garner milk one has to do the following: on the eve of St. George’s
Day you have to go out in the night onto somebody else’s pasture and
here lay down on the grass an iron lid of a pan used for baking bread.
Underneath it you place a jar of salt and call on the milk from the best
flocks to come under the lid. In the morning you take a knife and make
a circle around the lid. Then you take off the lid and begin to pull out
handfuls of grass growing inside and outside of the circle, while repeating
the typical formula: “I am gathering the milk from the cows of Stanko
and Nikola, from the sheep of Bilbil, from the goats of Dimko” and so on,
mentioning the most beautiful and sizeable flocks. Then you feed the grass
mixed with the salt to you sheep, goats and cows. Their milk is supposed
to grow in size two times or more.

The magic garnering of crops is also performed on the night of St.
George. You have to steal the ploughshare from a plough left by a farmer
on the field and wash it with water on your own field, saying “let my crops
be bountiful andmy neighbour’s scarce.” You can also steal medicinal herbs
and twigs which the neighbour has scattered over the fields, pastures and
gardens as part of the celebrations of St. George’s Day to assure abundant
harvest. You just have to throw them into your haymow while saying the
words: “as these herbs have bloomed, so let my harvest be plentiful. As the
field has blossomed, so let my haymow be filled.” The crops from the field
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Volche. Love magic.
A witch pouring water through a harrow

Volche. Love magic.
Preparing a love potion

Volche. Love magic. Witches pouring water
through a pair of carding brushes

from which the herbs were taken and
thrown into the haymow will move to
the fields of the person who has per-
formed the spell.

Using magic for stealing milk and
harvest is common. Despite its being of-
ficially harshly condemned, it finds its
basis in family group solidarity, which
makes members of the group not only
overlook such practices on the part
of the women from their group but
even openly favour them. Every woman
knows and performs these spells.

Another class of witchcraft is love
magic. As was the case with the gar-
nering of milk and harvest, which was
grounded in the family group, so too
love magic takes place either with ac-
tive support or silent approval of the
clan. Hence only those who fall victims
to this type of magic denounce it. Even
they, however, resort to it if need be.
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It would be a mistake to think that this type of magic is motivated
by passion and desire. It is not the aim of love magic to spark love—it is
usually performed in an atmosphere of cold calculation. What is at stake
are not the feelings of the girl or the boy, but the aim to make the girl, with
the help of a love potion which she is given to drink or which is sprinkled
on her, flee the house of her parents to the boy advocated by his clan.
Love magic is performed to help a boy who cannot find a wife, whether
it is because of insufficient means to pay the bride service or defects of
character. It is not necessary for the boy to know the girl or the other way
around. The witch—usually a common relative or in-law of the girl and
the boy—prepares the love potion by seeping water through a hole in the
plough and the harrow, through the knots adjoining saddlebags together
and through two carding brushes fixed together. As she is doing so she
says: “as the plough which follows oxen, so let the girl follow the boy. As
the harrow plods after the oxen, so let the girl plod after the boy. As the
saddlebags which are always fastened together, so let the girl be fastened
to the boy,” and so on. Several other magic ingredients are added to the
potion and the girl is tricked into drinking it. Her subsequent flight is of
course perceived as a proof of the effectiveness of the spell.

Only the first type of witchcraft comprises unequivocally negative, con-
demned and antisocial spells. The tint of crime is not as substantial in the
spells of the other classes. This is so not only because these spells always
work towards the good of a given group which grants them absolution, but
also because they constitute as if an automatic counterbalance to the spells
of revenge and hatred. When somebody is convinced that their neighbour,
male of female, wishes him ill, that they have performed the spell of de-
struction over his house, he uses magic to take away their milk and crops.
When he suspects that krvnik was done against him, in order to put an end
to the quarrel he tries to use the magic of favour, and so on.

The types of black magic and categories of witchcraft practices de-
scribed above by no means exhaust the entire system of witchcraft present
in the beliefs and practices of the Porechians. They are merely the skele-
ton, their standardized form, which in many cases serves as the basis for
variants, alterations and individual improvisations. The simplicity of black
magic, the spells of which come down to an uncomplicated ritual manipu-
lation and a short unembellished formula expressing in a metaphorical way
both the verbal commentary on the performed practice and the intention
of the spell, greatly facilitates not only learning and assimilating its secrets
but also elaborating its motifs. In its simplified, standardized shape black
magic is in reality familiar to everybody and everyone.

Yet there is probably no one among those who know and perform
magic that would deem the popular practice and formula to be the high-
est and the only possible expression of magical art. Alongside the widely
known and implemented practice there can be another one—more effec-
tive and more dangerous, less popular and known only by the few. The
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Volche. An odja while diagnosing
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fortune-tellers, healers and witches always emphasize the limitations and
incompleteness of their knowledge and skill in comparison with the scat-
tered, amorphous collective tradition, developed by many people, which
constantly shows its separate variants or unknown domains. In the case
of black magic, which entails secret knowledge and furtive practice, the
contrast between the limitations of one’s own capabilities and the com-
mon, shared heritage is all the more visible. Local witchcraft, although
amorphous and lacking any internal structure, follows all other formations
the existence and tenacity of which are based on possessing and guarding
a secret, be it ritual, dogmatic or mythological. Such formations have an
overt, semi-public part, which is accessible—if only as a common secret—
—to the people, and a part which is hidden, covert and the more secret
and inaccessible the closer one approaches its kernel. Porechian images of
witchcraft and acts of black magic are heavily influenced by the hypnosis
of a secret known and accessible only to the initiated. Under this hypno-
sis, known practices and formulae belonging to the public become only
a starting point for the imagination, allowing for all possibilities, magnify-
ing black magic into unspecified forms and dimensions, going beyond the
narrow boundaries of what is known and suspecting a plethora of practices
and ways deviating from the pattern, practices which are new, unheard of
before, having as flexible and ethereal outlines and contents as flexible and
ethereal is the imagination that conjures them up.
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As a result, there is a sharp contrast between the practice and the
beliefs about witchcraft. On the one hand there is a group of a few sim-
ple and uncomplicated practices determined by a strict traditional pattern
and on the other—a world of virtually endless possibilities. This fuels
suspicions and renders people more sensitive to all small, inconspicuous
behaviours and events deviating from everyday models which are exagger-
ated into magic acts which stimulate the imagination and spur the complex
of witchcraft beliefs the more the less they resemble traditional patterns,
and thus the more secret and mysterious they are.

This substantially broadens the range of things and events in which
the Porechians see traces of witchcraft and which—as black magic’s cor-
pora delicti—thus serve as constant affirmations of faith and a living
testimony to the existence of magic in both its known and unknown
forms.

Witchcraft in the Structure of Porechian Village.
Outline of Conclusions

1. No official witches. Unknown performers of witchcraft. Witchcraft
is not an open and public function.

2. Witchcraft and women. Only women are the performers of
witchcraft. Only witches, no wizards.

3. Witchcraft and law. Witchcraft is always present there where human
passions, exacerbated by breach of law or transgression of moral code,
are compensated through vigilante magic justice. But the moral code of
those who practice witchcraft does not necessarily coincide with the so-
cial moral code itself. It is not the broadest moral code. It is a private
moral code of the family or the individual. Witchcraft and individual-
ism.

4. Village animosities, disharmony and disruptive atmosphere. Democ-
racy and social inequality in the village. Democratic principles and conflicts
of interest. Economic and clan stratification of the village, differences in
wealth. Determining social standing. Ideal of life career. Competition in
who becomes rich faster.

Striving for dominance. Individualism and village egoisms. Mutual
accusations. Suspicions of foul play and the possibility thereof. Hidden ha-
tred. Blackmail. Fraud. Mafia. Crime. Legal framework of solving village
conflicts. Crime and punishment.

The basis of witchcraft: competition between households, class con-
flict. Constant tensions, animosities. Scheming, race of appropriating com-
mon property. Personal hatred.

5. Situation of women. Women’s animosities and village structure. Fe-
male individualism. Lack of compensation. Constant, close, lasting contact.
Moments of tension and sources of conflict.
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No legal framework for solving these conflicts. Women’s issues and
men’s indifference. Gaps in the legal system. The field where black magic
enters.

Animosities are not perceptible at first sight. Masked with politeness
and good manners. Houses which you don’t visit.

Secret accusations of witchcraft. Envy and hatred; women cannot
use political mafia, blackmail and so on, to satisfy it. The only way is
witchcraft. Witchcraft is solely female.

Dramatic expression of the animosities: quarrels between women. Loud
tirades heard by the entire village, insults and invectives; at the end of
mutual accusations—witchcraft.

Suspicions of witchcraft—mutual, very common. Their place: women
from the kabile—sisters-in-law.

6. In order to understand this we have to go back to the joint family,
as it is here that the initial situation of the attitudes which are expressed
in animosities and accusations of woman from the same kabile resides.

The structure of the joint family: patriarchal centre and foreign women.
Attitudes and sentiments of the former and the latter. Subduing and tam-
ing the sister-in-law, reigning over the sisters-in-law. Envy and individual
family. Here: the context for hatred.

Negative mutual prejudices of women in the family: between sisters-
-in-law. Defining each other through the prism of behaviour which seems
to be in conflict with their personal value systems (in contrast to the value
system of their husbands).

Relations between women in the zadruga: women try to counteract
each other, by destroying the others’ systems.

Defensive (protective) actions and aggressive actions.
Opposition and hostility. Hostility is absolute; the object and every-

thing which belongs to them is judged unfavourably. Opposition: the in-
dividual treated unfavourably because their behaviour comes into conflict
with the given value system.

Envy as the basis of women’s conflicts. I and us. Mine and yours. Pro-
tecting everything which “belongs” to the woman against anything which
seems to put her possessions in danger.

Ethnological fiction and village reality. Theories of communism and
the spirit of collectivism in primitive society. Solidarity, homogeneity of
thought and feelings, harmonious cooperation, primitive communism—
and the boundaries of this fiction.

Reality is different, very much different. Communism, collectivism, ho-
mogeneity, uniformity, in the sense in which they are ascribed to Slavic
village are alien to the village of Macedonia. As every society, it has forms
of communal structure, joint undertakings, but it is also not without its
variation.

Paradox of popular opinions. On the one hand: solidarity, collectivism,
communism, spirit of community and unity, on the other—witchcraft,
magic wrongdoings, constant working of witches. Two different, mutually
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contradictory visions of the primal village—uncoordinated but continu-
ally kept alive. On the one hand political romanticism, mitologization of
village reality and on the other—antiquarian romanticism, ethnographic
“grandguignolism.”²

Both views wrong, both exaggerating, both magnifying some aspects
of village life while neglecting others. Both false.

For it is true that just as in the Eastern European village there is no form
of communism, no conceptualized spirit of collectivism which was thought
to be there, so is there no full witchcraft, despite what was implied by the
descriptions and reconstructions of ethnographers.

There are some forms of collectivism, there is witchcraft, but their re-
ality is different—it does not align with the conventional pattern of folk
culture which has been passed to us from our predecessors and which is en
vogue among those interested in this matter.

Poreche—a small Slavic chunk, but very characteristic. The discoveries
made here make it necessary to revise the views which were based on
material gathered elsewhere.

²Grandguignolism—a term coined by Obrębski on the basis of the name of the Grand
Theatre in Paris (1897–1962), known for staging naturalistic horror shows.



Dreams

Native Theory of Dreams

The native theory of dreams hinges upon two points: the belief in the
soul—the principle of life—which may be detached from the body, and the
fact that when asleep, one sees things which do not belong to ordinary life.

However, the connection between the soul and the dream visions is
not developed into any coherent and elaborate system. That the soul wan-
ders while man is asleep is a hypothesis for the origin of dreams, which as
a matter of fact does not matter very much for the native. Besides, the wan-
dering of the soul is only one facet of the phenomenon of a dream, which
is considered in quite different terms when the native takes the greatest
interest in it. The wandering of the soul and the vision—two parallel phe-
nomena, not connected in a strict causal relation. The first—when seen
from the point of view of the native rudiments of science and philosophy,
the second—when the first standpoint is forgotten and the phenomenon is
viewed from its pragmatic side.

The natives state: “When the man is asleep, he dreams. It seems to him
as if he worked with people, as if he spoke with them. Some of them are
dead, some are alive. But he is asleep, lying down on the ground. It is his
soul that leaves his body. It is wandering about, over to the nether world,
and in correspondence to this, the dream appears.” But what are its origins,
this is unknown to the natives.

Nobody who lives among the natives can fail to notice the keen interest
which they pay to their dreams. But it is not the phenomenon of dream as
such which attracts their interest the most. The origin of dream is a mystery
which hardly needs any explanation. The native admits that night-visions
are due to the wandering of the soul, which leaves the body when man is
asleep. But the theory of the soul, the principle of life, is too closely con-
nected with his ideas of death to be capable of any universal explanation
of all dream-phantasies. If he will dream about people who are dead, he
will admit that his soul has made a journey to the nether world, to which
it in fact belongs. But when a living person will be the object of his dream,
he will conclude philosophically: “Who knows, where does the soul go? It
will leave your body and you will have a dream, either good or bad.”

Thus he doesn’t make even the soul responsible for all these accidents
in which he takes part owing to his dream. The wandering of the soul,
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detached from his body, is a parallel phenomenon to the vision, which
belongs to a quite different department of life. Moreover, this theory has
no bearing upon his ordinary attitude towards dreams. When recording
a night vision, he forgets everything about his animistic worldview and
simply states what he himself, in the flesh, was doing last night, what he
saw and where he was wandering about. A stranger may easily mistake his
dream records for some real happening, such is the identity of the narrative
in both cases. And till the last days of my stay in the country I was too
often deceived by this perfect similarity if I forgot to ask at the beginning
of a story: “Did it really happen or was it a dream?”.

The dream is not only a fascinating part-time, or a social duty. It is an
important stimulant to action and its guide.

It was a few months after my coming to the country when this aspect
of the dream was disclosed to me. The village I was staying in had been
struck the previous year with typhoid fever and nearly every house was
mourning. Autumn came and the fear of epidemic diseases, which appear
usually at this time, began to haunt the village. Dreams signifying illness
became more and more frequent. Everybody understood that something
must be done. The usual procedure, prescribed by the tradition in the case
of an epidemic, is to encircle the village with a furrow made by a coulter
pulled by two oxen, which are brothers; the whole team being led by two
men, also brothers. But this had been done about fifteen years before and
in spite of this people were dying.

The solution presented itself to some old women in a dream. The epi-
demic, which is usually imagined as an old woman, appeared in their
dream and complained that she is still in the village and can’t leave be-
cause the rite was carried out too late last time: she was already in the
village. Thus, instead of preventing her to enter the village, they trapped
her inside. If people want her to go, they must open the way for her. In
other words, they must undo the rite.

The argument was strong, not because it was consistent with the real
state of affairs, but because it had been supplied by a dream. And soon
the rite was performed, bringing considerable ease to the emotional atmo-
sphere of the village.

Less successful in his submission to dream symbolism was Kjiro, the
headman of the village and my best friend. His wife had died the previous
year and he was looking for her successoress. No honest girl would accept
a widower in Poreche, and the choice among widows was next to none.
So he was facing quite a sad perspective. But he did not worry, because
a dream had promised him a wife with a dowry. Since such women do
not exist in Poreche, he was planning to get a woman from Montenegro or
Dalmatia. His family was decidedly against this, since there was but little
hope that a foreign woman would fit into a Macedonian household.

So Kjiro acted on his own responsibility. He collected a considerable
sum of money and went to the town, where a local citizen, crook and
match-maker, was promising everybody a find them their dream woman.
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Kijro gave him the money to cover all the expenses of necessary travel and
transport, and was promised a girl, of course from Dalmatia, with a dowry,
to which no girl of Macedonia could be equal. When the candidate arrived,
Kjiro was introduced to an oldish woman, small, thin and of dark complex-
ion, in a word, looking just like a Gypsy, a complete contradiction of the
native ideal of a woman.

Observations and Information. Fieldnotes

The dream is the most important accident of the night. To relate one’s
dreams is the first occupation of the day. They will be related first of all to
the nearest relatives one lives with and then repeated many times.

All events—good and bad—can be foreshadowed in a dream. The focus
is on bad dreams, the forecasts of death, misfortune, illness.

Dream divination is a difficult art.
The code of dream symbols: of death, illness, offence, quarrel, gossip,

dividing a zadruga, fire, and so on. Symbols: throwing a stone, killing a hen
or a ram, ploughing, yoking oxen, dragging timber, entering an Orthodox
church, crying, laughing, teeth falling out.

The symbolic code modest, atomistic—the dream visions rich, fantas-
tic. Hence the interpretation of dreams is always difficult, never certain—
a dream always leaves unease. Morning in the village: retelling of dreams.
“Well now I don’t know what will happen.”

Day in and day out, straight after awaking—ameeting. Kijro, Kolo, Ste-
fkojca. Retelling of dreams. Commenting. Going through the dream book.
Referencing previous events.

Yesterday Kijro wakes up at three in the morning. I ask if I should light
the lamp. He is sitting in the dark, with his head resting on his knees. He
is sitting and thinking. I ask: “What happened?”—“I had a weird dream.”
This is a typical answer. Then the dream is retold and commented on.

Today Stefkojca came in the morning. Straight away she tells us of her
dream. She had a dream that some new house, situated beneath the joint
house of Stefkovci and Stojkovci moved upwards and came closer to the
Stojkovci part. “Is this good? Or bad?”. Probably bad.

Then she had another dream. That Stefko and Deso, both dead, were
dividing their zadruga. Damjan cast the lots. And the result was not accord-
ing to the wishes of Stefkojca, not the way she wanted it to be. Then, in the
presence of a crowd, they were measuring Apostol’s house with strings.

We comment on the dream, in turns. Kijro goes through the dream
book. I foretell that it is bad. Because Tome is ill and if this is a bad sign,
then it is bad for the Stojkovci. A new house and measuring a house with
strings—that means death, according to local commentaries.

Stefkojca doesn’t know how to interpret this. Maybe she doesn’t want
to. But she expects it is a bad sign. Finally she stands up and in a doleful
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voice she states: “I fear wretched death, nothing else.” This is the reason
behind her constant vivid interest in dreams.

Dreams. Theory and definitions.
1. “Dream: you will lie down, and you will dream. It will seem to you

as if you were working with people: both dead and alive.
Where does the dream come from, I do not know. Asleep, you move

to the nether world; there you hover; there you see all the dead. All this
while sleeping: in a dream, during a dream.”

2. “There are various dreams. It also happens that they do not come
true; not all dreams come true. One person has a dream that comes true,
for another it will happen later. Dreams had when you sleep during the
day, these come true sooner. And those which you have when asleep in
the evening, those come true later—in a year, or three, or five. And those
had during the day… Is it possible to escape that which is foretold?”

Dreams. Texts.
1. “Oh, Josif, what a dream I had! I saw some green onion in front

of the house. An onion! All this to spite her. Ah, this green shallot! [And
I asked]: Whose onion is this? It’s Todorica’s they said. And I saw grapes—
white grapes, not red ones; I saw white grapes.

Then [I dreamt] that I was entering some houses, as if I were hiding
[there]! I was hiding in the houses, I was running around; I was afraid of
some bandits. [There were] a lot of rooms; I was entering some, leaving
others. And I was afraid, in the dream.

I don’t know what will come out of this. This shallot does not bode
well.”

2. “Did Kolo tell you his dream? In the dream he was waiting for a hen
to lay eggs on the straw. The hen laid the eggs, and he took them. He
gathered them in a lot of scarfs—there were so many of them!

Eggs [in a dream] are always a sign of misfortune. Of quarrel, of ha-
tred.”



Fight for Life. Health and Sickness
in the System of Magic and Religion

Healing Magic in Poreche. Introduction

If one wanted to measure the healing practices of Poreche with the cri-
teria of modern medicine and began describing them determined to omit
everything that definitely is not medicine from our point of view, the result
would be an astounding constriction of important and essential compo-
nents of the life of the Macedonian village. What is striking upon a closer
acquaintance with the life of the peasant community in Poreche is, on the
one hand, the place occupied by the concern for health and battling ill-
nesses, and on the other—the role played by magic in healing practices

Volche. Picking herbs in an apiary

andmedicinal endeavours. Heal-
ing and preventive practices,
which are the common topic of
everyday conversations, a con-
stant component of many cus-
toms, weaved into the rituals
of the yearly cycle, are at the
same time that part of life over
which magic holds an unparal-
leled sway, and in which it is
not the rudiments of medical
knowledge, but magical skills
and expertise, founded on tradi-
tion and custom, that are called
to action the most.

In order to explain the lack
of proportions between the role
played by healing practices in
the life of the Porechians and the
subsidiary position of what we
could call ‘rational medicine’ in
the whole of these practices and
activities, we shall resort neither
to portraying the healing magic
of Poreche as ‘false science’ on
behalf of its adherents, nor to
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postulating that their thinking follows ‘prelogical’ habits. For this phe-
nomenon to be explained adequately we must—in concordance with the
methodological aims of this description—view this domain of Macedonian
culture, seemingly so easily extracted, in its full cultural context, that is
taking into account the life of the village and seeing the functional connec-
tions it has with other domains of local culture.

First of all we must be fully cognizant of the factors which bestow on
healing and health practices such a dominant position in the life of the
Porechian community. One preconception must be dealt away with here:
the richness and ubiquity of healing practices and interests of the Porechi-
ans has nothing to do with an alleged poor state of hygiene which is usually
insinuated for primal societies, nor is it by any means the result of the
constant presence or particular intensity of diseases haunting this commu-
nity. In this regard the Porechian village is definitely not inferior to other
Balkan villages, the inhabitants of which are famous for their longevity,
good health and physical strength. Thus, it is not natural causes or an at-
mosphere of panic accompanying epidemics and other natural disasters
that are the directors of the elaborated and impressive system of healing
practices. The basis of this domain of Porechian culture is situated much
deeper: in the very shape of the life of the Porechian community, in the
world of its social values and its outlook on life and the world.

The very existence of this farming-herding community is the result
of constant, difficult and uncompromising fight with nature, the result of
systematic effort on the part of man, ripping away from Nature her futile
riches lying around unused, and transforming them, with his labour and
toil, into utility goods and luxuries of life. The Porechian does not spend
his life among work and effort, it is only through the work and the effort
of his muscles and intellectual powers that this life is created and won in
the first place. Everything, however meagre, that Nature has given him
as the basis for his existence is transformed, in his own hands, thanks to
his constant effort, into the appliances of his life, the tools of his work,
his everyday, common and solemn, festive utility and consumption goods.
Everything which serves to sustain and adorn life is the direct product of
his labour.

This labour knows no rest or breaks. From early childhood to well into
old age the Porechian man and woman carry on in their work place. The
type or nature of this work can change according to the position held in the
family or in the village, but its intensity is constant. With changing seasons
the type of work changes as well, but the very fact of work remains. The
Porechian community—as all peasant communities—does not know ways
of accumulating supplies and capitalising on savings which would allow
them to live in comfort without working, due to past efforts. Comfort and
life last as long as work does. A break or an intermission in work would
mean the ceasing of the influx of continuously created and continuously
consumed goods; it would mean hunger, poverty and withering of life.
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However, it is not only existence that rests upon the constant labour
of man. Work allows for more than only surviving, or even thriving. It
creates wealth and all that which comes with life unconstricted by penury,
it gives life meaning and value: it is the basis of a man’s eminence and social
distinction. This is why a given family’s wealth and importance is measured
by the size of its manpower, and a person is judged and valued according
to his ability and enthusiasm for work, his diligence. On the amount of
work and effort put into the household depend the careers of Porechian
families, their place in village hierarchy, their ascent or fall. In the outlook
of the Porechians, diligence and wealth are closely connected. Wealth is
the by-product of diligence and in the light of this basic criterion of social
evaluation a rich man is viewed as he who reaps well deserved fruits of his
social virtue, and a diligent pauper is seen as a potential future rich man.

This is the reason why health and physical strength are for the Porechi-
ans neither a generous gift of fortune nor a private matter. They are valued
highly not because they make an individual’s life more pleasant; they are
intrinsic indicators of the person’s importance in the family and a prereq-
uisite for their fortuitous life career and the family’s social advancement.
They are also in the forefront of interest of all those whom these qualities
of the given individual concern.

Thus, the Porechians view disease not as a personal infliction, which
is the private matter of the infirm, but as a social evil, the repercussions
of which affect not only the person directly involved, but also their family
and close ones. They see it as a danger that can never be predicted and
is always imminent, able to undermine and ruin all the efforts of the fight
for survival, all the calculations and assessments, thereby affecting the fate
of the individual and their surroundings. “There is no greater misfortune
than damned illness” goes the Porechian saying, which contains in itself
the story of many a family which saw its hopes and aspirations thwarted
by a long lasting illness of its members or the deaths of its children.

To be healthy and strong, that is to be fit to work and to the constant
daily physical exercise, is also the ambition of every man and every woman.
It entails not only a state of physical bliss, but also high social contentment,
stemming from the awareness of one’s own value and favourable judge-
ment of the surroundings. A life career awaits the healthy and strong, while
the weak and sickly can expect little of life. This view is also reflected in
Porechian criteria of beauty: strong and ruddy women are thought to be the
most beautiful, and the ideal of male beauty is a strong, diligent worker.
Nothing hinders a girl or a boy from marriage more than feebleness or sick-
liness. This is why amarriageable girl prefers to conceal even a grave illness,
with quiet approval of her surroundings, than go to the healer, thus poten-
tially giving rise to gossip that she is ill or weakly. This is also the reason be-
hind the fact that, in spite of an elaborate system of healing practices, young
boys and girls seek medical help only in exceptional circumstances, and the
proper periods of getting treatment and publicly tending to one’s health are
only childhood and old age. People in the prime of their lives prefer not
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The three village belles

to risk suspicions that their health is deteriorating; similar motives help to
explain the fact that young women often give birth on their own, without
the professional help of their mothers-in-law or their grandmothers.

This high esteem for health is also reflected in the etiquette: wishes of
good health are the customary component of greetings and goodbyes and
the typical ending to all occasional or ritual toasts.

However, the fact that strength and physical wellbeing are in Poreche
not something connected with the ideal of a sportsman, but a dire neces-
sity of life, is also the reason behind the Porechians’ sensitivity to illnesses
or physical indisposition. Feeling unwell or suffering from even a minor
ailment immediately takes its toll on physical fitness, and in their working
more slowly, with more effort or less fluently, the Porechians find testa-
ment to their bad state of health. Hence their particularly acute sensitivity
to all symptoms of illness and their vivid interest in all possible treatments
and cures. It would not be an overstatement to say that as many people
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there are in a Porechian village, as many there are patients and as many
doctors. Basing on their own experience, everybody is willing to advise
this or that treatment which had helped them in similar circumstances and
everybody gladly relies on the experience and advice of others. But this
medicine of everyday life is far from professionalism and cultivated pas-
sion. It is not dissimilar in its nature to our popular medicine, in which
individual experimenting on oneself and on others is facilitated to a large
extent not only by ignorance, probably not lesser than that of the people
of Poreche, but also by the possibility of using readymade medicaments,
coming with instructions of use.

The aspects of the life of Porechians described above can explain the
popularity of medicine in this community, but they do not make plain,
however, why this local medicine is dominated by superstition and magic.
In order to understand this part of life of Macedonian society, we must first
of all turn to the Porechians’ notions of illness, life, and death.

In order to understand the atmosphere of terror surrounding illness it
must be noticed that in the face of the majority of diseases afflicting the
people of this country the Porechians are as helpless as was the entire hu-
man race until serums and vaccines, microscope research and bacteriology,
yielded the plagues oppressing it for centuries to the power and control
of man. Medical ignorance makes almost every illness and every ailment
equally dangerous in the Porechians’ eyes. Excluding smaller ailments and
indispositions, which you tend to without paying them a lot of attention, real
illnesses, those which are referred to by the joint term of loshotija and each of
which has their own system of healing and magic, are for the Porechians al-
ways premonitions of death. According to Porechian notions every disease
is potentially deadly, unless one fights against it with the means at one’s
disposal. The idea that a disease can be fought off just by human organism
itself is for the Porechians utterly incomprehensible. This notion is closely
connected with the role played in Porechian medicine by magic and with
the important position of village healers, male and female, in this society.

The Porechians’ ideas of illness and its causes are only loosely based on
knowledge coming from experience and stemming from a rational under-
standing of natural phenomena. In the main they form part of the system of
beliefs which constitutes the Porechians’ knowledge of supernatural beings
and phenomena.

By no means is this quality exceptional or particular to the culture of
Poreche or Macedonia, or even in general to the traditional peasant cul-
ture of Eastern Europe. In this regard Poreche does not differ from other
primitive societies, in which many mysteries of nature escape the avail-
able rudiments of rational knowledge and experience. In this context there
is a striking contrast between the Porechians’ approach to the maladies the
causes and course of which give themselves to their observation and ratio-
nal explanation, and those, which—like all contagious diseases—are for
them a mystery of nature. For example, in the domain of treating wounds



EPIDEMICS 97

or fractures and sprains the Porechians are proud of their expertise and
knowledge. They take pride in the fact that even doctors sometimes prefer
to turn to experts and specialists in the case of complicated sprains rather
than their own book knowledge. For in this domain the Porechians’ exper-
tise is based on constant observation and experiments, stemming from their
herding activities. A herdsman who is not at the same time a good surgeon
and doctor for his flocks, where injuries and fractures, which come easily
in a mountainous region, occur on a daily basis, is not a good herdsman.
The majority of local surgeons are former or current shepherds.

In the case of contagious or internal illnesses, however, the Porechi-
ans’ expertise is very limited. It does not go beyond the expertise of our
popular medicine before the sanctioning of autopsy and the emergence of
bacteriology. This is why the Porechians’ ideas about illnesses are greatly
influenced by their notions of life and death, shaped by religious concepts,
and the knowledge about man, the human body and human soul. Their
entire anatomical and physiological knowledge is a curious mixture of pre-
cise biological observations on the one hand, and on the other, concepts in
which the mysteries of life and death find their explanations in the system
of beliefs and ideas of a religious nature. These ideas are without a doubt
dominated by an animistic and amaterialistic philosophy, which brings the
mystery of the functioning of the human body down to the basic principle
of life, that is the soul. The human body does not represent a mystery to
the Porechians, despite their knowledge of it being very primitive and im-
precise. The real mystery, which is explained with their many animistic
theories, is for them the human soul, which grants life to the body and for
which the body is merely a frame of continuous existence.

Epidemics

Epidemic diseases hold a special place in Porechian healing practices
and in the medical knowledge of this community. They are referred to
by the common term chara, which is used only in connection with them
and with no other kinds of illness. This does not, however, mean that var-
ious contagious epidemic diseases are understood as one and the same
illness, regardless of their particular qualities. This would be contradictory
to the main principles of Porechian knowledge of healing, which overall
tends to differentiate every symptom and every affliction and ascribe it to
a separate, particular disease. Using one common term chara for various in-
fectious diseases by no means stems from confusing them. To the contrary,
every epidemic known to this society has also its own name, denoting its
particular qualities. The name chara is an alternative term, the usage of
which is guided by magic—by the prohibition of using the proper name
of a disease lest it would thereby intensify. “When people get sick, you
say ‘there is some chara’. Whatever it would be: srchanica, ognica, bujica,
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dechischnik, sipanica—you don’t use the proper name, because it will get
worse. You just say ‘what bad cough, bad infection.’ Then it will pass.”

The list above is by no means an exhaustive list of epidemiological dis-
eases, that is those which the Porechians deem as plagues and call chara.
As a matter of fact, the term chara can be used for any disease which
is spreading in the village, or in its surroundings, and has all the marks
of an epidemic. On the other hand, this short list does not contain only
the plagues that the people of Poreche know best and of which they have
a clear understanding. The list comprises, for example, ognica and bujica,
but few Porechians could describe its symptoms, even broadly. It is also dif-
ficult to guess to which illnesses from our medical code do these epidemics
correspond. The mater stands a bit differently with dechishnik, which en-
compasses almost all childhood illnesses which cannot be explained by
other, special, causes, such as vampires, loshotija, uplaf (terror), and so on.
Only srchanica and sipanica, probably corresponding to our dysentery and
smallpox or measles, are not referred to by this term, i.e. dechishnik, and
are not foreign to the healing expertise and practices of Poreche.

“Srchanica is diarrhoea. You have a stomach ache which rushes you outside.
You’ll get so rushed, all your blood will leak out. We don’t knowwhere it comes
from. Srchanica will get hold of a man and be the death of him. Who can cure
it? And sipanica, there’s greater and lesser. Greater sipanica is a plague. When
it comes, you will get spots. You will get spots, and if you survive it, you will
get scars. But it rarely happens that somebody survives it, usually they die.
Lesser sipanica also gives you a rash, but smaller. You get a smaller rash of
spots. You are given rakija ¹ so that they get out quicker. But there is no cure
for sipanica. There is no way to treat sipanica. It will come and it will go.”

The feeling of ignorance and of the limited nature of human capabil-
ities in the face of diseases is the dominant quality of Porechian healing
practices, reaching its peak precisely in regard to the diseases called chara.
In the healing practices of Poreche there are no special systems of medical
magic against particular epidemics. According to the code of this medicine,
the causes of an epidemic are unknown and inscrutable; it comes when God
wills it; there is no cure for it and the only solution is to wait it out: it is
supposed to leave, as it came, of its own accord. “Who knows, where from
these plagues come. God’s will. And they afflict people.”

The Porechians’ helplessness in the face of epidemics is no cause for
wonder. For epidemics exist more in the memories of the past, in mytholog-
ical traditions and in the general knowledge, scattered and not ordered in
a logical system, of diseases and their various symptoms, than in everyday
life and experience of Porechian society: “but God guarded us, we have
had none of those now; there wasn’t a plague during my lifetime.” This
statement of one of my informants, a sixty-year-old woman, that is a per-
son whose memory spans a substantial portion of the Porechian tradition,
is a trustworthy confirmation of this fact.

¹Rakija (Mac.)—home-made fruit vodka.
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The common and fundamental trait of all epidemics, constituting the
basis for their differentiation from other diseases, is the ease with which
they spread from one person to another. This infectiousness of chara is
understood by the Porechians according to their own experience, or that
passed down in tradition, and explained as stemming from contact with the
sick or with objects which they had been in contact with. “Whether srchan-
ica or sipanica—they are all plagues. They spread. How could they not? You
drink them from a mug or a cup or from wherever else. That’s how it comes
to you. And it spreads the most through other people’s lice and through
cats. Lice will come over you, lice from the sick—and you will fall ill. The
same with a cat: it lies next to a sick person and then it lies next to you.”

This explanation, putting aside supernatural occurrences and magic
concepts, is one exhibiting all the qualities of rationality. It remains in open
contrast to the Porechian notions of illness-loshotija, and especially of epi-
demics, which are always and everywhere comprised among the diseases
the personification of which is the most evident and clear-cut.

A characteristic of the Porechian notions of epidemics is the far greater
degree of its personification as compared to normal, common diseases. It
is reflected, for example, in the prohibition of using the plague’s proper
name and the injunction to use instead the alternative term chara, or, to
placate it, to call it an “aunt.” Although this custom also exists in regard
to other diseases, particularly childhood ones, only in the case of plagues
is it the rule. The fullest personification is granted to that plague which is
among the most legendary and the most removed from real experience of
the Porechian community.

Kolo asks me if I’d heard that chuma was once trapped and later freed.
He had. Chumawas once trapped in a bottle. It looked like something small,
like flies. A woman set it free. She wanted to know what was inside. And
she opened the bottle. Chuma went out of the bottle and immediately grew
to something huge, like a bear. But the woman trapped it again, she tricked
it. She said: “It was you in that bottle? — Me. — Impossible. You couldn’t
fit there. — I could. — No, you couldn’t. — I could. — Have a go, then.”
Chuma climbed inside the bottle again, and the woman took the cap and
closed the bottle.

Healing Practices

Dragging Under a Hawthorn Bush

Dragging under a hawthorn bush is probably the practice best known
to Porechian healers² and most often performed. It is a practice constantly

²Here and below, when talking of healers, Obrębski uses the feminine form of the Polish
word, as magic practices are the domain only of women.
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performed on children—the most universal one, as it isn’t directed against
any particular disease, but employed whenever a child’s drowsiness shows
that they are not healthy and something is bothering them. When a child
“falls asleep and sleeps on” or when they experience unnatural drowsiness,
it means they are afflicted by “loshotija, tormenting them in their sleep.”
The appropriate healing practice in this case is dragging the child under
hawthorn. It is this kind of magic-healing help that the Porechian mothers
turn to the most.

There are no complicated formulae of incantations here; incanting
serves only as a commentary on the actions performed by the healer. This
is why this practice is widely known to Porechian healers. Scarcely a day
goes by without the bushes of hawthorn, growing in great numbers around
the village, becoming witnesses to this practice, which looks rather odd for
the uninitiated. For the locals there is nothing unusual or incomprehensible
about it.

Dragging a sick person, or a child suspected to be sick, under
a hawthorn bush differs from other healing practices in that it requires the
assistance of somebody from the patient’s family, preferably the mother—
for this treatment requires the mother to be present and take part in the
practice. After the healer is called to the child and it is decided that they
must be dragged under hawthorn, the healer and the mother must prepare
the necessary accessories. The healer brings a knife and five nails, and re-
ceives from the child’s mother pieces of three strings: white, red and blue;
and a coin. The mother prepares her modest equipment: a piece of bread,
salt and an egg, which during lent is replaced by garlic or sugar. She also
takes a handful or two of barley for the healer.

Thus equipped, the healer, the mother and the sick child make their
way to the location where the practice is to take place. Usually it is the
dense bushes growing not far from the village, where hawthorn is easy to
come by. Upon arrival, the performers seek out the appropriate bush of
hawthorn. This is not an easy matter, for they have to find a bush without
colourful strings wrapped around it during previous performances of this
treatment. As the bushes near the village are constantly visited by women
for the aims of various healing practices, and most of all for dragging chil-
dren under hawthorn, finding a bush devoid of the traces of past treatments
can take a long time.

After finding the appropriate bush which can undoubtedly be said to
not have been used for this purpose previously, the healer turns to the
East and says a short healing prayer: “God help us; I bring words; God
brings His blessing” and gets to work. Having chosen two branches from
neighbouring bushes, she bends them toward each other so that they align
and form an arc, and binds themwith the colourful strings she had brought.
At the top of this magic arc she fastens the coin received form the child’s
mother, and on the right, at the feet of the bush, she places the bread, salt
and egg, or other offerings prepared for this aim by the mother. During the
performance of this practice, the healer continues to whisper incantations,



HEALING PRACTICES 101

Volche. Dragging under hawthorn

Hanging a coin Laying down an offering

commenting on the particular acts of the ritual. Binding the branches of
hawthorn into an arc she repeats a formula, the main motif of which is the
following:

I bind you,
Let all evil remain here,
Let it sit here, bound,
Let it drink here, eat here.
I drag you,
Let all evil remain here,
Let is be fastened here.

Fastening the coin to the branches of hawthorn, she says the following
formula:

I put silver on you,
Let the child receive health.

The longest part of the incantations accompanies the placing of the
offerings “for the aunt” at the feet of the bush. Putting the bread and salt
on the ground, the healer recites:

Here I leave bread and salt for you,
Here you shall sit, here drink,
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here eat, loshotija.
Stay here, sit in the shade here,
Remove yourself from the child.

Volche. Dragging under hawthorn

The central act

Scattering barley Driving nails
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This incantation is rounded off with a formula said when putting the
egg together with the offerings for the disease: “As the egg, laid quickly by
the hen, so let the disease quickly leave the child.”

This concludes the preparation of the act. Now, the child’s mother takes
her place at the eastern, exit side of the arc, and the healer, standing at its
entrance, takes the child by the hand (of course, as always, with her left
hand) and leads it underneath the arc (or, if the child is small, passes it un-
derneath the arc to the mother), saying the formula: “here is a sick child,”
to which the mother replies: “give it to me alive and healthy.” This act is
repeated three times, each time with saying the formulae above and each
time the child, returning to the healer to be dragged under the hawthorn
again, has to pass the bush on the right side of the arc, that is on that side
where the offering for the disease is placed.

With this the dragging under hawthorn is finished. The healer rips the
strings with coin fastened to them off the branches, careful that the part
binding the branches into an arc remains in place. Then she takes a handful
of barley brought by the child’s mother and strews it around the magic arc,
whispering: “let the barley groan, don’t let Angjelko groan.”

Next, all three leave the bushes, toward a clear and level space nearby.
Here the casting out of the disease takes place—the finishing touch of drag-
ging under hawthorn, and of any other healing practice. During this short
march the healer, armed with a knife or a doe’s horn, the symbol of her
craft, continuously recites the typical formulae of casting out diseases:

Begone, loshotija, go away!
Go where it’s beautiful, where it’s nice.
Begone, go on, go away!
There is no place for you here, go away!
Find other roads,
Find a different place.
Be off to Korito,
Be off to Trnovo,
Be off to Stranjane, begone!
Go over nine mountains,
Pass nine stopovers,
Let Angjelko go,
Leave him be, begone!

In accordance with the meaning of the practices performed, the child
should by now be free of disease. Now it is time for some additional acts,
the aim of which is to strengthen and solidify the previous ones and to
protect the child from loshotija’s return.

The march stops at a level and convenient location, where the healer
tells the child to lie on the ground on their back, with their arms stretched
out. If the child is wearing opinci, they are taken off, as is any headwear,
for—according to the rules of this magic—the child should be barefoot and
bareheaded.
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Next, the healer takes the knife in her hands and whispering: “I cut off
the disease, let it not cut through you anymore” she cuts a piece of soil
with the tip of the knife from around the head, the stretched out arms and
the feet of the child. She buries the soil taken from these five spots in a pit,
bored between the child’s legs. Then she takes the nails she had brought
with her and she hammers them in in the places marked by the knife above
the patient’s head and around their hands and feet, using a stone found
nearby. The hammering in of each nail is accompanied by the incantation:
“I nail you, let nothing else nail you.” Then, saying the formula: “I surround
you, let nothing else surround you,” she draws a circle around the lying
child, leading the tip of the knife from one nail to another. The magic is
completed with scattering barley over the child and the circle made on the
ground with the knife, while saying the formula by now familiar to us: “Let
the barley groan, don’t let the child groan, don’t let the child be sick.”

Volche. Dragging under hawthorn

Hanging a ribbon with a coin
on the cured patient’s neck

Shirt changing

The ritual is finished. The child gets up from the ground, and the healer
ties around their neck the coin suspended on three pieces of string: white,
blue and red, ripped off the hawthorn bush, saying the formula: “I put
silver on the child, let the child receive health.” Next, the entire procession
returns home, leaving behind the visible sign of the healing practice having



HEALING PRACTICES 105

taken place—the branches of hawthorn bound with colourful strings, the
offering for the disease (the “aunt”) placed underneath it, and, in a different
place, the nails hammered in the ground, the circle made on the ground
with the knife and the scattered barley.

Cutting terror

The symptoms of terror (uplaf ) are the following. The sick person is
stunned, he cannot hear well. He grows pale. His gait is heavy, he walks
with difficulty, leaning on things. He starts to tremble. “A man will get
frightened. A gun will go off, or somebody comes after him, or somebody
starts shouting. A wolf chases him. A lizard curls up on his legs. And he
will get uplaf .”

Volche. Chachkanie od uplaf. Cutting terror

The introductory act.
Pieces of string crossed on the ill

woman’s head and knees

Tapping the ill woman to the
rythm of the incantation

“May the Evil uncross itself”

Treatment
The patient sits on a stool, bareheaded, but other than that in his nor-

mal clothes. The healer turns toward the sun, thrice makes the sign of the
cross and thrice whispers the words of the prayer: “God help us! I bring
words; God brings His blessing. With the left hand, with a good soul.” Then
she approaches the sick. On his head she places two pieces of string in the
shape of a cross, called ureznichki, which means ‘cut off.’ The strings are
superfluous strings, scraps from the warp put through the loom. They are
also placed on the patient’s lap. Then the healer takes a knife, an axe or
a scythe and having “cut” a cross on the patient’s head, she begins to hit
his body with the tool, moving downward, in 10–20cm intervals. At the
same time she whispers the incantation:

Fright, Scare,
Came and teetered,
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Volche. Chachkanie od uplaf. Cutting fear

„I will cut and sever everything from you” The act of expelling:
“Go away to the mountains, to the hills”

Go on, get up, begone!
Why have you come? Why have you teetered?
Begone, there is no work for you here,
No drink, no food for you here,
No thorny bushes, no roots for you here.
Get up, begone!
I send you away, I cut you off,
I cast you out, sweep you out,
Sever, send away:
From the veins, fingernails, bones,
From the knees, hands, and arms.
Nothing will remain of loshotija.

When she reaches the legs, she cuts a cross on the ground with the
knife and says the incantation:

Let the disease be crossed on roads,
On roadways, on mountains,
I am casting it out!

Then she repeats the treatment and the incantation three times.
Next, strewing barley on the patient and around him, she says:

Let the barley groan,
Don’t let the sick groan.
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Then she takes the knife, axe or scythe, and, cutting the ureznichki into
pieces, she will again say:

I will cut and sever everything from you,
I will cast and sweep out everything of you.
Go on, get up and begone!

Next, again raising the knife or another sharp tool to her head and
cutting the ureznichki to pieces (first those on the patient’s head, then those
on his lap), she will once again say:

I will cut and sever everything from you,
I will cast and sweep out everything of you.
From the veins, fingernails, bones,
From the knees, hands, and arms.
Nothing will remain of loshotija.
Go on, get up and begone!
If you’ve come from a dog, go to the dog,
If you’ve come from a cat, go to the cat,
If you’ve come from a man, go to the man,
If you’re from the wilderness, go to the wilderness.
Go to the mountains, go to the hills,
Where it’s clean, where it’s beautiful,
Where the grass is green,
Where the spring is colourful.
Go there and there take your pleasures!

The last two parts she utters standing up, having finished the cutting.
Next she takes a broom (or its feathers) and brushing the pieces of

string off the patient, sweeping his arms, back, hands, knees and legs, she
will reiterate:

I will cast and sweep out everything of you.
From the veins, fingernails, bones,
From the knees, hands, and arms.
If you’ve come from a dog, and so on.

This last passage is called odvrkjanje—“casting out.” This concludes the
healing.

This entire treatment is carried out with the left hand: the healer holds
the knife and the broom in her left hand, and she scatters the barley with
her left hand as well.

Marked by a Vampire. Dousing Water

If a child or an adult is suffering from torsions and if this happens
shortly after someone from the village has died, then there arises the sus-
picion that the sick is marked by a vampire.

The treatment consists in bringing soil from a fresh grave and using this
soil to douse “unbroached” water³, which thus acquires healing qualities.

³ “Unbroached” water is water freshly brought from the spring, used for magical purposes.
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Next the water has to be drunk. The preparation of the cure and the treat-
ment are subject to certain rules, which guarantee the success of these
undertakings.

The healer sends a girl or a barren woman to fetch fresh water, as
much as is needed for the cure—no more, and no less: one djezve. ⁴ Then
she goes to get the soil herself. She fastens a headscarf over her mouth,
which is on the one hand a symbol of mourning, and on the other, a sign
that she is fulfilling the injunction of silence. Silence shall be kept from the
moment the healer sets off for the soil to the moment water is doused. This
is the basic principle of this treatment. Silence is kept for two reasons. The
first one is more general: silence makes treating the disease easier. But in
particular one remains silent lest the vampire notices the treatment: “By
keeping quiet you don’t make the vampire run off, notice.” “It’s better to
keep silent so the dead man doesn’t get scared.”

Volche. Dousing water

Digging up soil from a vampire’s grave Coming back from the cemetery

In silence, the healer enters the cemetery. Here she shall collect earth
from several graves, as fresh as possible. The number of the graves can be
3, 5, 7 or 9. However many, the number should be odd—“even numbers
don’t work.”

At every grave, the healer stops and kneels by the cross in such a way
that her back touches the cross and her feet the wall of the grave. Next,
with her arms stretched behind her and her hands turned outwards, she
digs up a bit of soil from between the gravestones. She remains in this
position, silent, for one to two minutes, before moving to another grave.
The graves she visits are ordered by age: she begins with the oldest one
and ends with the most recent.

⁴Djezve (Mac., from Turkish cezve)—a small dish with a long handle, used for brewing
coffee.
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The act of dousing water The central act. Giving dead water to the patient

Volche. Dousing water

Making cross signs
on the patient’s body

Washing the utensils after the treatment
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From the cemetery she returns home, with hands, full of soil, behind
her back and turned outwards, and in total silence.

The patient and the girl with the water await her at the corner. Here
the healer turns her back on the girl and begins the act of dousing water.
In silence, and without looking back, she pours the soil into the djezve and
waits for the water to be “doused.” This happens when bubbles of air begin
to appear on the surface of the water, which the healer recognizes by the
characteristic hiss. From this moment the water is doused.

Then the healer turns around, takes the dish from her helper’s hands,
beckons the patient and gives him the water to drink. Next she rubs this
water in the sign of the cross on the patient’s forehead, chest and hands.
This concludes the treatment.

The dish used for the healing is cleaned with normal water, and the
healer washes her hands.

Sekajca. Treating headaches

“When you have a headache, we call it sekajca (lit. that which splits, femi-
nine noun). It aches, you know, from worries, from longing. You worry about
something and sekajca gets you. And she will drill, she will pound in your
head. The same happens when you get a fright, sekajca gets you, your head
starts to ache. And it can come from hunger. You go hungry, hungry, until you
get a headache. But mostly it’s from worrying; she gets you when you worry.”

This short description of sekajca provided by one of my informants
sufficiently explains both the cause and the symptoms of this disease. It
is perhaps superfluous to labour the point that of course not every type
of headache, not all its symptoms and treatments, are contained in the
term sekajca. Casting out sekajca is performed only in these situations when
a continuous headache, which interferes with work, is not accompanied
by any other symptoms or circumstances which would lead one to suspect
a different disease.

The casting out of sekajca is an example of that type of healing magic
in which the paucity of incantations is compensated with the sight of the
healer’s original actions.

The location of the performance of this treatment is of no importance,
both a chamber in the house or the backyard will do. There are also no
constraints as to the time: “When there’s pain, then you cast it out.”

The healer’s equipment needed for this treatment is the following:
a simple women’s headscarf (if the patient is a woman, it can be her own
headscarf); next, a bore, spindle, sukalka⁵ and a coffee cup filled to the
brim with fresh, unbroached water.

When all these objects are amassed, the healer begins the treatment.
She wraps the headscarf around the patient’s head, in the way people

⁵Sukalka, sukalo (Mac.) — a weaving utensil, used to wind the weaved thread on the
pirns.
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Volche. Curing the headache (od sekajca). On the ill woman’s head: a bore, sukalka, a spindle,
a cup with unbroached water

suffering from a headache do. The scarf must be tied tightly, so it doesn’t
slide off of the patient’s head during subsequent actions of the healer.

Next the healer seats the patient on a stool and says the healers’ prayer
in the traditional way, standing next to the patient and putting her hands
together for prayer:
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God help us!
Up till now, up to this moment
Sekajca was splitting, slicing, eating, drinking.
Now, in this minute, in this hour
I will cast her out, I will sever her!
I bring words, God brings His blessing.

Having finished the prayer, the healer, while uttering the incantation:
“Sekajchishche, loshotishche, you’ve had enough of splitting, enough of slic-
ing, enough of eating, enough of drinking” takes the bore in her hands and,
simulating drilling, bores it behind the headscarf wrapped around the pa-
tient’s head in such a way that it hovers in a vertical position above the
patient’s head. This action is accompanied by the incantation: “Let the bore
drill, don’t let sekacja drill.”

After the bore, it is time for the sukalka, which, like the bore, the healer
drives behind the patient’s scarf, opposite the bore. After saying an in-
cantation similar to the previous one: “Let sukalka spin, don’t let sekajca
spin,” she asks the patient: “Ljuba, will you spin?” and when she answers
“I will spin,” the healer concludes “You shall spin, sekajca shan’t spin, shan’t
mince.”

The same is done with the spindle, and the series of formulae uttered
at this moment is similar to the previous ones: “Let the spindle weave, let
it twist, don’t let sekacja weave on Ljuba.” “Ljuba, will you weave?” —
“I will” — “You shall weave, sekajca shan’t weave on you.”

Throughout all these actions the patient sits still, crowned with the
tools, rising high into the air, fastened vertically underneath the headscarf
on her head, tools which symbolise both ordinary farming activities and
the afflictions of the disease.

Now the healer carefully places the cup of unbroached water between
the three spikes of the crown on the patient’s head.

As the water, which is full and which divides itself,
So let loshotija be divided,
Let it all be gone from Ljuba.

Then the healer moves to the main act of this magic, consisting in the
typical casting out of the disease, synthetizing all previous actions. She says
a short casting out formula, similar to the initial invocation:

All loshotija, of all size and shape,
I will rip off, remove from Ljuba.
Up till now, up till this hour, loshotija,
You were drilling, you were spinning.
Now, in this moment, in this hour,
I will rip you off, remove you.

Then she approaches the patient and taking the cup of water in her
left hand, she spills it over the patient’s head in the shape of the cross,
whispering: “Whether from water, or from overflow, or from spillage, let
not loshotija pour into you.”



BASNARICA AND HER PRACTICES. FIELDNOTES 113

She puts the cup away somewhere and reaches with her left hand for
the bore, which, having pulled it out from underneath the scarf, she throws
on the ground, incanting: “Begone, let all loshotija be removed. Begone, let
the bore do the drilling, don’t let Ljuba be drilled.”

Similarly, throwing sukalka on the ground on the other side, and the
spindle in front of the patient, the healer furnishes these actions with paral-
lel incantations: “Begone, let the spindle do the weaving, don’t let Ljuba be
weaved,” “Begone, let sukalka do the spinning, don’t let Ljuba be spinned.”

The practice is almost finished. It is rounded off with iterations of the
main motifs of this magic:

The bore will drill,
Don’t let sekajca drill.
The spindle will weave,
Don’t let sekajca weave.
Sukalka will spin,
Don’t let sekajca spin. Begone!

Basnarica and Her Practices. Fieldnotes

A woman who practices healing is called babica (hag). “Hags do it.”
A womanwhose profession is healing, is called basnarica. Only a woman

who is no longer fertile can practice these modes of healing, or a maiden
before her marriage. A woman who gives birth (or engages in sexual inter-
course) cannot heal in this way. Of a woman who can heal: “If she stops
giving birth, it will be as it should be; if not, she is, pardon me, unclean.”

Basnarica cannot treat anybody who is of the “Turkish faith”⁶. If, lured
by reward or payment, she will incant for or treat somebody, her healing
powers will cease to work.

This happened to Gjorgjica. Travellers were once passing through the
village. One of them came down with dalak (pain in the spleen). He went
back and begged Gjorgjica to treat him. He promised to bring her one
oka⁷ of sugar. Gjorgjica treated him and cured him. But since then almost
nobody goes to her: “She doesn’t help anymore.”

It happened here in Volche that one Turk, suffering from crvenica,
asked Stojkojca to treat him. She was afraid to say no. But instead of cast-
ing out the disease, she was incanting to the opposite aim: “Rash, vagrant!
Dig here, drill here!”, and so on in this manner. The Turk later lost all his
teeth. The accident became proverbial.

If a disease attacks somebody who is not Orthodox, basnarica will not
help them. This is what they say of the Turk—because he was not baptized.
Basnarica will also not undo a curse for an unbaptized child; instead the

⁶ i.e. Muslim.

⁷Oka—an old unit of measurement used in the Ottoman Empire, equivalent to 1,282 kg.
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child will be given water with basil sprinkled with holy water. Even if she
did try to undo the curse, it wouldn’t work anyway.

A woman in childbed is likewise not treated. If she falls ill—everything
is left to providence.

A woman who knows incantations will never tell them to anybody,
from fear that she would lose her magic powers. It is only when she sees
that her death approaches, that she is forgetting the lines—she will pass
them on to her daughter or daughter-in-law. She will not practice healing
thereafter. If she dies unexpectedly, she carries the incantations with her
to the grave and the filiation is broken.

This system of filiation concerns only the formulae. Only the formulae
are secret: they are usually whispered dimly, quietly, so that they can’t be
heard and committed to memory. Basnarica hides her knowledge. The ritual,
on the other hand, is public. It is not hidden, and everyone can easily learn it.
It suffices to take part in or witness the treatments once or twice. Neither are
magical substances a secret. Bozhinica was by no means hiding her acces-
sories: a deer’s horn, pebbles and so on. Only the incantations she kept secret.

Filiation and kinship. Asked where does she get her knowledge from,
Cvetkojca assures me that she didn’t take anything from an outsider. Every-
thing she knows she was taught by her mother. With emphasis: “According
to God’s law, of my faith, of my blood!”.

Filiation position. Inviting me to visit him in Botushe, Milutin tells me
how magical formulae are passed on. The successoress stands or sits close
to the basnarica and grabs her plait. They both grab each other’s plaits
and in this position basnarica recites the formulae. This is the best way to
remember them and to receive them in the purest form.

Interview with Baba (hag) Bozhinica
Bozhinica came summoned by the Orthodox priest, who had related to

her alarming news of my illness. The illness was influenza, but the priest’s
information is unknown to me. Bozhinica promised to take all her instru-
ments and come to treat me.

Upon arrival, she handed me two apples—a gift for the patient. The
same for the priest, and pears and chestnuts for his wife.

1. Questioning, preliminary diagnosis. Elimination of normal medicine.
Next she started to question the patient. She received the answer: fever,

cough, lack of appetite, sleeplessness. Mine and the priest’s medications—
of no avail.

Preliminary diagnosis without examination: ailment “fromwalking too
much,” pain of the stomach and the soul. Worries.

2. Examination.
Next she ordered the patient to lie down so she could inspect him. The

patient should lie on his back, with bended knees.
3. Full diagnosis.
Then Bozhinica began her examination. She began to feel the stomach

and there about, crying out intermittently: “Oh, how hard! You have been
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Rastesh. Baba Bozhinica—a true medicine woman (prava basnarica). She is holding her most
important instrument, a deer’s horn



116 FIGHT FOR LIFE. HEALTH AND SICKNESS IN THE SYSTEM OF MAGIC AND RELIGION

suffering for a long time!”, and declaring: dalak. When I told her that I also
have pain in the chest and throat and that I have a cough, she said that
dalak spreads through the arteries, and thence the pain goes into the chest.
This concluded the diagnosis.

4. Treatment.
Now Bozhinica began the treatment. She asked the patient for his name

and made a prayer, turning toward the east. The patient’s name was men-
tioned in the prayer.

5. Patting with honey, in three different ways. 20 minutes. Incanta-
tions.

6. Instruments: a stick, quartz, crystal quartz, apricot stone, white
Turkish coin, amadou.

Touching and scorching with ember.
Incantations.
6a. A stone covered in honey.
7. With the horn—crosses on the stomach.
Incantations.
8. With the horn—casting out the disease from the house to the forest.
Incantations.
9. The stick and remaining honey are thrown out.
10. Preparing the compress in the doorway. Incanting over the com-

press, stepping over it (only a raised leg).
11. Rakija—blessing the rakija—taking a sip—spitting it out on the

compress with honey.
12. Compress.
13. I paid.
14. Sign of the cross made with the coin over the stomach and incan-

tations (blessings).



Magic Furrow

While every common illness has in Poreche a magic antidote furnished
by healing magic, in regard to chara (epidemic) the Porechians are basi-
cally helpless. No combination of healing practices and cures with magic
can protect them from this evil. This does not mean, however, that this
helplessness in the face of an epidemic leads to giving up entirely and to
humble apathy. An epidemic has its own magic as well, but it is different to
healing magic—which is based on the combination of medical experience
and knowledge and magic ritual, imposing a system on the former—in the
total absence of secular, rational medicine. In the fight with an epidemic
magic reaches its peak. To fight off the whimsical terror of a plague the
Porechians turn not to a mixture of magic and medical expertise, but to
a pure magic ritual untainted by any secular interpolation.

This ritual, by the way, is not an original contrivance of Poreche. It is
widely known in Europe and Asia, among various farming-herding peoples
of the Eurasian continent. As commonly practiced, now or in the past, in
these cultures, the ritual consists in drawing a plough around the village to
close off the plague’s access to it. The rules of this magic are everywhere
very similar, and those of Poreche do not differ from the many parallels
outside of Poreche, or even outside of the Balkans, known from ethno-
graphic literature. As everywhere else, so in Poreche the drawing of the
plough must be done by a pair of twin oxen, led by a pair of twin brothers.
Further ritual details of making a magic furrow around the village are in
line with the known rules of magic: the ritual should be performed after
sunset, na izginchishte, that is, when the moon is waning. The magic pro-
cession is to be led by a naked old woman. The plough should be led “to
the right”, that is in such a way that the right hands of the people par-
ticipating in the procession are turned outward, and the left toward the
village.

Drawing a plough around the village to protect it from a plague is by
no means a relic of the past in Poreche. The last time an epidemic passed
through Poreche was at the end of the World War, at the turn of 1918, and
as it was progressing the villages turned to the protective magic furrow
one after another. The memory of this catastrophe and of the ritual was still
alive in the village. It was to this making of the magic furrow to protect the
village from an epidemic of typhoid fever, which had decimated Volche at
the time, that the performance of this ritual, in a somewhat changed shape,
during my stay in Poreche was linked.
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At the time, out of all the Porechian villages only the people of Zvechan
performed this magic adhering to its basic principles, for only in that village
were there both twin oxen and twin brothers. In Volche, in the absence of
both human and animal twins, it was deemed sufficient to have the plough
led by oxen who were brothers and by the brothers Stamenko and Jovche
from the Avramovsci maalo, who were also the initiators of the ritual. This
change did not go beyond the scope of acceptable ritual licence, but in
connection with the fact that the furrow did not manage to protect the vil-
lage from the plague it led to later questioning whether the ritual had been
performed correctly. Admittedly, some men, residing in shepherd’s huts at
the time, shortly after the making of the magic furrow saw a bareheaded
woman, dressed in a black women’s coat, who, wringing her hands and
kneeling on the ground, was crying in the way of lamenting wailers that
she had neither a home nor a village, and she didn’t know where to go—
until she went up, to the forest. People were suspecting that she was the
plague. But the fact remained that regardless of the drawing of the plough
around the village, many people fell ill and died from the epidemic, and
the villagers explained this by saying that the ritual had been performed
too late—when the plague was already inside the village. Thus drawing the
plough, instead of closing off her access to the village, could have simply
trapped her inside the magic furrow encircling it.

This matter was debated many times in the village and with the ad-
vent of autumn, bringing many usual old age and childhood illnesses, the
suspicion was constantly coming back that these illnesses are due to the
plague trapped in the village by the furrow. When in addition some of the
women from the upper maalo began to have dreams in which the plague
was complaining that her way out of the village had been closed off and
thus she cannot leave the village, and asking to be let out, the suspicion
of incorrect—because coming too late—drawing of the plough around the
village several years earlier turned into certainty. For a couple of years the
then performers of the ritual, under the influence of dreams and women’s
instigations, were campaigning for the repetition of the ritual so that the
epidemic trapped in the village could finally be freed and let out. In the year
before my coming to Poreche the realization of this project was thwarted
by lack of unanimous agreement of the inhabitants. But when the dreams
of the women began repeating themselves, and at the same time children
began coming down with autumn illnesses, the matter was ripe again.

Stamenko and Jovche were once more the initiators. They went around
all the houses and, having obtained the agreement and support of others,
they set the time and procedure for the ritual. This was facilitated by the
fact that the prohibition of work, in place during the Martinoji prazinici,
freed both men and women from daily activities and duties, and the season
of autumn illnesses created an atmosphere favourable to treating seriously
all forecasts of the threat of an epidemic, even women’s dreams. Even Vi-
doja, always of a sound mind, who has seen the world during several years
spent working outside of the village, did not exclude the possibility that
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there is something—some grain of truth—in the hags’ dreams. The initia-
tors of the ritual took it upon themselves to supply the oxen and draw the
plough. The limping Cvetkojca, the most experienced person in the issues
of healing and magic, would lead the procession.

According to the plan men began to gather in the evening on the square
of Avramovsci maalo. Here the instruments necessary for the ritual were to
be furnished and from here the procession was to start. When I came there,
I saw already around a dozen men participating in a lively but chaotic dis-
cussion, with intermittent cries and bursts of laughter. The issue discussed
was of great importance. It turned out there were doubts regarding the way
the magic furrow was made last time, and how it should thus be undone.
The majority claimed that the village was drawn around “upwards,” mean-
ing “to the right.” But a few stubborn voices swore it was the other way
around, and a lot of time passed before it was decided, finally and unques-
tionably, that this time the plough would be drawn “to the left.” Scarcely
has this quarrel passed when another contention arose. Stamenko, the ini-
tiator of the ritual, didn’t want to accept the oxen brought from one of the
farms, because—as he maintained—there were doubts whether these oxen
were really biological brothers. In the end he forced through his own oxen,
the kinship of which was beyond doubt. Then the plough became the ob-
ject of dispute. According to Cvetkojca and Zafirica, recognized authorities
in the issues of magic, last time the furrow was made with a wooden coul-
ter, and the same wooden coulter must be used now. But over the years
wooden coulters went out of use in the entire village, and finally they had
to agree on an iron share with a wooden beam. The contention ended with
the arrival of Cvetkojca, who reluctantly agreed to this exception to the
sacred rules of the ritual too.

The arrival of Cvetkojca was a signal for women to come to the square,
who in the meantime, gathered at her house, were discussing the manner
of their participation in the ritual, in particular the formulae to be recited.
It was decided, among other things, not to cast out the disease to other
villages, as sometimes happens in healing magic, but to direct it toward
the uninhabited forests and mountains. It was also decided to send it off
respectfully and politely, the way one says goodbye to a guest, not an in-
truder.

When the women came to the square, the organisation of the proces-
sion began. Stamenko and Jovche were yoking the oxen to the share when
it turned out there is no cauldron or old heater, required by the ritual to
be banged on to scare the plague away. The search went on for some time
until finally the noise of banging on a heater coming form the other side
of the village confirmed that the missing detail had been supplied.

The procession slowly began to form. At its head stood the lame
Cvetkojca who—among other doubts and concessions—decided to waive
the requirement of nudity of the leader of the procession. Old women and
children gathered next to her, as well as being scattered all over the pro-
cession. After the old women went young men, carrying the old heater and
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Volche. Cvetkojca
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banging on it, crying and repeatedly hooting “uuu-aaa!”. Behind themwent
the share with the oxen, led by the brothers Stamenko and Jovche. Finally,
after them went all the remaining men, with rifles and guns, which they
fired every once in a while. As it was already dark people here and there
were holding torches: bundles of straw, twisted into makeshift ropes, lit
one from the other, illuminating the procession and the road with flames
suddenly flashing and dying.

Volche. The magic unploughing. The front of the procession

In the darkness you could only see the flickering flashes of the torches,
in which the figures of the participants of the procession now appeared,
and now dwindled. The share was softly cutting the furrow, leaving be-
hind a faint trace. The procession was moving quickly toward the village
church situated just behind the buildings of the uppermaalo. Then it turned
alongside the cemetery fence so that the cemetery was also encompassed
by the furrow. From the cemetery the procession moved downward, over-
taking the furthest houses of the Nikolovci, and thence, through a basin
with the main village spring, it went around the houses of the Avramovci
and Nikolovci, to return to its starting point. In this way the procession
encircled the entire village down the old line. It went along the houses,
closing them inside, but leaving the gardens and fields outside.

The whole march took shorter than a quarter of an hour. During this
entire time a single, chaotic, and mixed noise was heard in the village,
now growing, now fading, drowned by the constant banging on the heater
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Volche. The magic unploughing. The procession before dispersing

and the intermittent firing of the rifles. Among the intermingled voices and
cries and the continuous hooting, there were audible at times individual
lines of the formulae put forth by Cvetkojca leading the procession, which
the women around her repeated in their own way.

We are sending you off, uuu-aaa! Begone, go away! Go on, aunt, begone!
Till now you were fenced in,
Now we are fencing you off.
Till now you were ploughed in,
Now we are ploughing you out.
Begone, aunt, get up, go away!
Hey, if you’re of Flowers, you’ve gathered enough flowers already!
Hey, if you’re of Land, you’ve ruled over this land enough already!
Hey, if you’re of Standing, there’s no reason for you to sit around here!
Go over nine mountains,
Pass nine stopovers.
Climb the mountain,
There it’s clean, there it’s beautiful,
There the grass is green,
There the well is adorned.
Run away, aunt, run away!
Here it’s dirty, unclean, bland, ugly.
Children cry, pigs squeal,
Dogs bark, women quarrel.
Why would you sit around here, wait around here.
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Volche. A primitive plough and a wooden beam—the instruments of the magic unploughing of the
village as a symbol of the performed magic

Volche. The magic furrow after unploughing
the village

We burned you, we ploughed you out,
We opened the roads for you, undid the

fences.
The crossroads are untied,
The fences are undid, the village is

unploughed.

While the procession was going
around the village in every house people
began to drive the plague out by fumiga-
tion. This ceremony was not particularly
complicated. It consisted simply in fumi-
gating every nook and cranny of the house
with stinking smoke, made from burning
pigskin, hen dung, and red pepper, on an
ember shovel. After the fumigation was
over, the remaining hide was burnt over
the fire and doused with water. These ac-
tivities were accompanied by incantations
made from a combination of the formu-
lae recited during the procession with
a verbal interpretation of the aims of the
actions carried out in the house:
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Fire will burn you, water will carry you,
Begone, go away now!
The roads are open now.
Begone, aunt, go away!
Here everything is dirty, soiled.
It stinks, it’s disgusting.
We cry, we run around,
We will soil you, we will stink,
You cannot sit around here.
Take that which is clean, go away!
The road is unblocked, the gates are open,
The fence is undone. Go away!

The procession ended and the train returned to the place from which
it started. Here last shots were fired and the procession was disbanded.
Everybody returned to their homes. Only the share and the mauled heater
were left on the square until the following day—one of the rules of the
ritual.



Scandal in the Village

It has been a couple of months since I began my ethnological work,
living in a village of the Macedonian Poreche, small and isolated from the
world, and yet there was still some indiscernible barrier separating me
from even my best and most open friends, which thwarted all my attempts
at reaching the dessous of various village events, esoteric and unintelligi-
ble customs, unformulated laws and conscientiously hidden scandals and
injustices.

Józef Obrębski during his fieldwork in Poreche

Whenever the conversation
would turn to a sensitive subject,
whenever it would touch upon
some family scandal that I had
learned about in passing, a con-
flict of two houses, a romantic af-
fair, somebody’s sudden death—
my interlocutors would exchange
knowing, suspicious looks, words
would be uttered slowly and care-
fully, the flow of the conversa-
tion would decrease and every-
thing would be shrouded in an
atmosphere of coercion and em-
barrassment. From the careful,
reticent statements, from awk-
ward dodges of my most trusted
informants, from their emphatic
and false pronouncements of ig-
norance, from equivocal silence,
it followed undoubtedly that un-
derneath the observance of tra-
dition, law and custom, staged
for the foreigner, as well as the
uncritical idealization of the cir-
cumstances of village life, there
lay hidden a reality far removed
from the false pretences of the ideal, a reality which was much more plen-
tiful, lively and interesting. There was one leitmotiv in particular which
served as a universal explanation, shutting off discussion and discrediting
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the subject from further conversation: witchcraft. A serious, severe illness
of a neighbour—witchcraft. Somebody’s sudden and unexpected death—
—witchcraft. Quarrel in the family—witchcraft. Crop failure—witchcraft.
Cattle disease—witchcraft. Even a romantic flight of a girl to her lover was
met with the same commentary.

But while this typical explanation seemingly sheds some light on the
innermost beliefs and practices of the tribe, it almost never went beyond
the general, bland, nondescript information. Insistence and pleading were
of no avail. Treats and gifts were of no avail. Interviews with the most
popular healers of the country, who should know something more in this
regard if only because of their profession, were of no avail. Each and every
woman did not fail to categorically and emphatically state that she knows
nothing of witchcraft, only this or that healing practice or ritual, which is
good for people, flocks and crops, and if there are somewhere women who
can perform madzijite, then surely in a different village, or even a different
country. It was a dead point with nothing to proceed on further.

If it weren’t for sentences broken off midpoint at my sight, warnings
whispered in corners, calming words accompanied by uneasy looks, one
could really think that witchcraft and magic are for this people nothing more
than a myth, believed in without basis and reason; some ancient superstition
corresponding to no social reality, no concrete use of magic and witchcraft.

In this situation I could do nothing else but conscientiously note down
the half-information and half-confessions I’d obtain, spy on hags and heal-
ers of the village, follow closely the daily rhythm of life and most of all
await a fortuitous moment when the hypocrisy of my informants would
be unveiled by some particular event which would break up the solidarity
of the village group, upheld falsely in the presence of a foreginer, untie
the tongues and open up a way to the least accessible and most esoteric
domains of life of this people.

This moment came one January morning. I was looking through the
window of my chamber, from which vantage point I was able to see almost
the entire village—twenty cottages drowned in snowdrifts and emerging
more and more clearly from the last blows of the blizzard that had been
running wild all night. It was early morning and there were no signs of life
anywhere apart from the smoke oozing from underneath white thatch and
through the smoke holes.

My attention was caught by the black figure of Sekula, a village guard,
who, armed with a rifle, was making his way to his house through a nar-
row, steep path blocked by freshly fallen snow. It looked rather bizarre.
Nobody goes hunting during such a blizzard, nor is anybody stealing tim-
ber from the forest at such time. Why the morning excursion, why the rifle
on his arm? Suspecting gossip, I was getting ready to leave, when suddenly
a cry of raised voices from the neighbouring cottage blended with a patter
of steps moving toward my chamber. A moment later the door was almost
burst apart by a group of hags, led by Stefkojca, announcing the new sen-
sation of the day: Slavka had run off!
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This news was nearly impossible to believe. Slavka, the youngest girl in
the village, the awkward 17 years old youngster with an unattractive face
and flat, childish breasts, almost a kid that hasn’t yet set a foot outside her
cottage and who had no opportunity to get together with any boy from the
neighbourhood? Precisely this Slavka was to suddenly listen to the secret
voice of her heart and neglecting all prerogatives of paternal command,
overcoming all scruples, run away to an unknown fate with the husband
of her own choosing?

Nevertheless, these were the facts. It had been discovered already dur-
ing the night, when Slavka’s mother, Dajlica, woken up by the chill coming
in through the open door, saw that Slavka’s bed was empty and that she
had disappeared without a trace. Her opinci, abandoned at the threshold,
were a clear sign of what had happened there. For according to custom
when running away a girl is supposed to leave her opinci at the threshold
of her family home and go through the entire exploit barefoot. The thresh-
old of her future house can only be crossed barefoot, otherwise the whole
harvest, prosperity and affluence of the family’s farm will move with her
to the new abode, which will begin to increase in wealth and significance
to the detriment of her father, mother and brothers. No girl running away
from her home will forget this part of the ceremony. This altruistic gesture
is, after all, a form of expiation for the harm and offence caused to the
house, a theatrical manifestation of sentiments and clan solidarity in the
very moment this solidarity is dealt a sudden blow.

For the girl’s flight touches a greatly sensitive and subtle complex of
family feelings and interests. It deprives the girl’s clan of the bride service
which should be paid to the father-head of the house by suitors formally
contending for the girl’s hand. Moreover it is also an open mutiny against
the rule of the family patriarchs, a negative signal regarding their attitude
toward the daughter, discrediting them in the eyes of public opinion, for
most often an escape takes place when the girl’s will and feelings regarding
the choice of her husband are neglected by her parents.

Slavka’s flight had happened during the night, but only a few people
knew about it before dawn. The first person let in on this secret was of
course Sekula—not, however, because of his function as the village guard,
but due to the fact that he was the first suspect. Sekula was indeed the
scourge of all village mothers. For a couple of years now he had been
bravely bearing his widowhood and despite poverty he had no intention
to leave for work somewhere to Serbia, Turkey or Romania. As he had
not a single dinar for bride service and wedding, nothing more than daily
bread, and his bachelor’s estate wasn’t able to bring him anything, it was
beyond doubt that all his intentions boiled down to one: to woo a girl and
take her as his wife, when, charmed with his beauty, wit, talent for singing,
and dancing skills, she would choose him over all other suitors and come
one night to his bachelor house as begolka¹. Thus for months now he had

¹Begolka (Mac.)—a runaway.
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been trying to woo Stojmirka, while not overlooking other opportunities
and chatting up every girl met either accidentally or on purpose. Dajlica
had reproached him in public that she couldn’t let her daughter out of
the house to go to work, because Sekula would appear at every corner
out of the blue. In spite of the failures and rejections he suffered, Sekula
was adamant in his optimistic plan, spending his lonely winter nights on
monotonously blowing into his bagpipes and playing the most beautiful
songs. Every night his cottage would fill up with music and song, attract-
ing the more zealous village music lovers and fans of friendly revels from
all the three hamlets of the village. The previous night the sounds of mu-
sic and singing were coming from his cottage for a long time—and when
late in the night silence filled the village, Dajlica’s unpleasant discovery
was immediately associated by her and Slavka’s brothers with the nightly
revelries and festivities at Sekula’s.

Not long after, Spase, the runaway’s eldest brother, was knocking on
the village guard’s door. But Sekula, woken up from deep sleep, was as
surprised at the event as Slavka’s family had been, and after a quick look
through the house it was abundantly clear that the key to this secret was
located elsewhere. The chase which had immediately left for the municipal
village was equally unsuccessful. They had to fight with storm and blizzard,
make their way through deep snowdrifts, only to find all of the houses in
Rastesh in deep sleep and to learn, after waking up their friends, that if
Slavka had fled, it was certainly not to this village. Indeed, in the freshly
fallen snow it was impossible to find any footsteps leading outside the vil-
lage. So the participants of the chase returned at dawn, empty-handed.

The suspicion that Sekula was not innocent after all, that he set the
chase on the wrong tracks on purpose, and that Slavka was definitely hid-
den by him somewhere in the village, brought the Dajlevci to truly unruly
actions. Spurred on by Dajlica, Slavka’s brothers began to bang on the doors
of neighbours—friends of Sekula—demanding for all chambers, closets and
cupboards to be opened, in the conviction that the resourceful bride would
be finally found in some neighbourly nook. Already there was a heated ex-
change between Kofile and Bogdan Velejchin, already provocative derision
and insults had sounded in the dispute, when Sekula, with his characteris-
tic soundness of mind and tact, proposed that to clean himself of charges
he would himself go look for the as yet uncovered traces.

Soon the acute eye of the guard spotted many dents and holes in the
thick layer of the freshly fallen snow overlaying the cemetery, indicating
that a large group of people must have walked there that night. The foot-
prints led upward, on to the wooded slopes of Vetornik, and now hiding
beneath loose patches of snow, now perfectly visible in the recesses of the
high beech forest, revealed that a numerous procession must have made
their way there on foot, moving upward, toward the ridge of the moun-
tain chain and on to Bitovo situated on its other side. It was this news
that Sekula brought to the village the moment when, looking through the
window, I saw him returning from his morning excursion.
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At the same time the news of Slavka’s disappearance, up till then cir-
culating only in the Avramovci hamlet, was brought by the women to the
spring where every morning the girls, women and hags of all maalas gather
to wash, fetch water and gossip. Stefkojca, Veljanica and Desojca, who
burst into my chamber with the news, were, in the kabile of the Pavelvci
where I was staying, the first vanguard of the gossip which began to em-
anate from the spring—the central point of women’s gatherings in the
village—through all the hamlets and clans.

At first it was difficult to make sense of the chaos of contradictory in-
formation, exaggerated speculations and commentaries, coming from the
hags’ excitement with sensation, all the more so because this chaos was
only increasing with the influx of recent news, corrections and details. Nev-
ertheless, one thing was clear: Slavka had escaped, keeping to all the rules
of the flight—leaving her opinci at the open door of the cottage and awaited
at a designated location by a company of relatives and friends of her hus-
band-to-be, with whom she of course had previously made arrangements.
The fact that this exploit, kept secret and perfectly planned at every step,
led to a different village and not to one of the houses in the neighbour-
hood imbued this event with a special air of scandal and sensation. For it
was beyond doubt that apart from the boys from her village, Slavka had
no other acquaintances from the outside. The Dajlevci had no relatives or
friends in Bitovo, and nobody from that village came to visit them, while
Slavka had spent her entire time in this village, from which she wouldn’t
even be allowed to go with the sheep to the nearby Gabar where she could
meet the male and female shepherds from other villages, begin individual
friendships and enter into secret relationships. In her sensational adventure
there was a lack of a romantic background and independent contacts with
the inhabitants of other villages. In this situation it was abundantly clear
that this entire enterprise had to have been influenced by somebody from
her family village, someone who had free and unchecked access to Slavka,
could in some unexplained way make her agree to this adventurous plan
and skilfully guide her steps.

In this regard as well the opinion of the hags commenting on the event
was unanimous. “Slavka, how!—they said—This did not come from her.
What, she, drawn to some boy!”. Together with these statements, the en-
quiries into the technical details of this event would begin. Stefkojca led
the oration. “Oh, women!—she cried out—this is not a clean job. This was
not done by way of mouth! This is all by somebody’s hand.” A deep con-
viction began to take hold that whoever made Slavka run away did so not
with persuasion and convincing, but by the strength of a magic deed, the
supernatural power of which steered the girl’s fate.

Only for a short time did these suspicions remain in the realm of un-
proved suppositions and possibilities. The traditional myth of witchcraft,
accompanying every unusual event of village life, had taken on a concrete
shape with a new sensational discovery made by Dajlica. Reaching be-
hind the belt, she chanced upon a thin, rolled up wax candle—a simple
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graveyard candle, one that is lit during All Hallows on the graves of de-
ceased relatives and ancestors. She now saw in a new light the lumps of
grey earth scattered on the hard, dark brown earthen floor of her cot-
tage. All doubt was gone. Here, in her chamber, was palpable and tangible
proof of a magic conspiracy: inconspicuous small objects brought from the
cemetery, over which a spell had been cast which brought on the fam-
ily a deadly, deep sleep, making them unaware of everything that was
happening around them. It undoubtedly must have been Slavka furtively
bringing the earth from the graveyard to the chamber, it must have been
Slavka sticking the graveyard candle behind her mother’s belt, but this
guile and cunningness could not have come from her. It is only shortly be-
fore her wedding that a girl is initiated by her mother into the secrets of
magic, when, together with other instructions, she is taught how to deal
with her husband and sisters-in-law. Dajlica, who was in no rush to marry
off her daughter, was perfectly aware of what Slavka had learned from
her, and what she had not. And now she could easily conclude that the
same hand which guided Slavka’s first magic experiments performed also
another, even more powerful spell, which made Slavka oblivious to the
risk of a night escape, insensitive to family feelings, and burning with an
unquenchable passion for a romantic adventure.

The attention of the village hags was now focused on the issue of the
culprit. It was certainly a woman, not a man, for according to the notions of
Macedonian peasants witchcraft is the domain solely of women. Although
Dajlica did not enjoy great sympathy in the village, although as a matter
of fact the misfortune of this cunning woman, who had herself married off
two of her sons to begolkas, was met with poorly concealed satisfaction and
joy, the task of tracking down the witch drew wilful and ardent help from
everybody. For here was a possibility of discovering the mistress, the epit-
ome and cause of all evil and disasters of the village, the responsibility for
which had heretofore been ascribed to all the hags, continuously and not
without reason suspecting one another of witchcraft and magic trickery.

The reconstruction of Slavka’s movements in the previous couple of
days began, examining them step by step, inch by inch, with all consci-
entiousness and diligence. Everybody remembered how during the recent
Epiphany Slavka was keeping with with a group of young maidens, peering
jealously at older girls—dressed up, tinkling, supercilious—but not daring
to enter their dancing circle. Her behaviour at that time gave no cause
for suspicion. After the holiday came normal days of work, which Slavka
spent sitting in her house, visiting women from the neighbourhood and—
fearing Sekula’s intrusiveness—avoiding all trips to the barns and sheds
situated at the edges of the village. Only a couple days later, on the Friday
before her escape, Slavka offered to do laundry of her own accord, despite
the cold which deterred most of the women from going to the spring that
day; the spring where among the cracking of the washing paddles tongues
loosen, quarrels ripen, friendships between women begin, and which is in
general the place where public opinion of the female fraction of the village
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Volche. Vodici. Oro

assumes its shape. The only women from the village which in spite of the
biting frost stayed by the spring until evening were Stamejca, a neighbour
of the Dajlevci—who had been seen in previous days constantly scheming
with Zafirica and Krstejca, the most cunning women from the hamlet of the
Avramovci—and, of course, Slavka. Other women who went to the spring
that day did not fail to notice that Stamejca, whispering and inducing
Slavka to something, would break off this private conversation whenever
somebody else would approach. The same happened on Saturday, that is
the day before the flight, andmoreover that day Slavka returned home from
doing laundry in wet and sprinkled clothes. And everybody knows that the
easiest way to cast a spell is to sprinkle the victim with a magic potion.
But back then nobody paid attention to that, taking at face value Slavka’s
explanation that she got soaked during the washing. Everything seemed so
ordinary and innocent that even the fact that in the evening Slavka put on
her Sunday underwear and two pairs of the best, richly adorned, socks did
not raise any suspicions. But now all these details began to fall into a clear
and understandable whole, a logical chain of events, the last link of which
was Slavka lying in her Sunday clothes on a straw mat, hiding her face in
her hands and feigning deep sleep long before the others would fall asleep
next to her with a sleep from which they would wake up only too late.

Thus all the clues pointed to Stamejca. The village hags walked around
with a triumphant look, spreading the news, by now known to everybody:
“Hey, we have a witch in the village!” and repeating again and again the
well known details, but leaving it, diplomatically, to the interlocutor to
draw the conclusions as to the identity of the witch. For public accusation
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of witchcraft is a great offence and can have serious consequences. Even the
most fervent antagonists of Stamejca would only go as far as the equivocal:
“Well, I am not saying it’s Stamejca…”.

At the same time news came from the Bitovians met in Rastesh, which
confirmed the more and more serious suspicions and highlighted the role
played by Stamejca in the entire enterprise. It turned out that Slavka fled
to a boy entirely unknown to her, to the house of Stanko, neighbour to
a family which Stame—Stamejca’s husband—had visited for about one
day sometime around New Year. A couple of days later he was seen again
furtively entering Bitovo. Nobody from the Avramovci seemed to know of
Stame’s visits to Bitovo. They only knew that during the past couple of
days he would go again and again to hunt foxes all the way to the Bitovian
ridge, and return empty handed every time.

In private conversations various details from Stamejca’s life were in-
terpreted anew. Thus it was recalled how when her marriage was being
arranged, straight after the ceremonial payment of the first part of bride
service she sent her fiancé’s brother and sister-in-law special gifts, which
were neither required by tradition, nor demanded by the situation: a bunch
of basil for the brother and a pot lid for his wife. And how she ordered
the child who was to carry the gifts to bring this lid directly to Vidojo-
jca’s hands; a couple of years later Vidojojca died. At the same time when
Vidoja’s widowhood began, there was at the Stefkovci’s a marriageable
widow, spending the prescribed year of mourning at her in-laws after the
death of their son Kostadin. One day Stamejca appeared at Stefkojca’s with
a bottle of dirty water behind her apron: “I used this to wash the stools, the
chain over the fireplace and the bread case. Give this to Kostadinica, let
her drink it and come to Vidoja to be his wife.” Stefkojca poured the water
over the fence and Kostadinica, who married somebody from a different
village, is alive until this day. And, finally, later, when the Vidojovci were
still living in one zadruga, and Vidoja was the head of the house, he once
found that somebody had cut off a strip of the collar of his coat. This strip
he later found in Stamejca’s opinok. Recently, when the Dajlevci went to
a fortune-teller to seek help regarding their sheep suffering from illness,
his pronouncement was that the magic attacking the sheep had been done
by a thirty year old blond woman. Out of all the women in the village only
Stamejca had hair of a lighter colour, and her age matched the one stated
by the fortune-teller.

The village hags spent the entire afternoon on agitating activity: going
from cottage to cottage, having private conversations, analysing in detail
the entire matter, putting the events in chronological order and discussing
the links between one event and another. When the conversations came to
an end in the evening, the opinion was consensual: Stamejca is the witch
in the village. Stamejca does not cease in her witchcraft and performs it
almost out in the open. It is Stamejca who put the spell on Slavka.

The next day the Dajlevci went to the municipality to get a grip of
the situation and demand the involvement of the authorities. Slavka’s case
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was already known there. It was known she had run off to Bitovo, to the
house of Tarasije, and that she became the wife of his only son, whom she
had neither known nor seen before. They were called to the municipality
for Slavka to be officially asked, in the presence of witnesses and relatives
of both parties, whether she had run off out of her own unforced will, or
whether she had been taken by force. For it is only in the latter case that the
authorities can get involved in the matter, by imprisoning and punishing
the culprits and returning the girl to her parents. But a voluntary flight
presents no legal basis for the authorities to intervene.

Volche. A newly wed couple

The Tarasijevci came shortly
after, in a train comprising
many friends and relatives,
who were important people in
Bitovo. Among them Slavka,
changed beyond recognition.
Instead of the Sunday clothes
of a maiden she was wearing
a women’s shirt with richly or-
namented sleeves, and her hips
were tied with the black girdle
of married women. Silver neck-
laces tinkled on her neck, and
a wedding ring sat on her finger.
She held herself confidently,
making the best out of a bad
situation and trying to feign the
bulge of the breasts with rags
stuck underneath her shirt. She
announced that she was forced
to run away by the decision of
her mother and brothers, who
wanted to marry her off to the
widower Sekula. This was of
course a conventional lie, which
she didn’t believe herself. For
later, after reconciliation, she
told her mother in secret that she would never have run away if it weren’t
for a curious state of excitement in which she suddenly found herself and
due to which she did not know what was happening and what she was
doing.

Slavka’s statement cut short all hopes of the possibility of her return to
her family. The Dajlevci could do nothing else but to enter into negotiations
with the new in-laws forced on them by Slavka’s exploit, in order to cover
up the scandal and save at least a part of the bride service owed to them.
But on the day of the confrontation it was yet too early for agreement
and reconciliation. Both of the feuding parties kept at a distance, proudly
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and unyieldingly. Only the friends and relatives on both sides engaged in
discussions and preliminary reconnaissance. They tried to test the enemy’s
opinions and uncover the details of the flight.

New information obtained in this way confirmed the suspicions re-
garding the culprits and masterminds of the flight. It turned out that on
Twelfth Night Stame visited his in-laws, where he talked long into the night
with Tarasije who had come there on a neighbourly visit. Stame was later
seen a couple of times furtively entering, and furtively exiting, Bitovo. Less
discreet Bitovians were openly mentioning Stame’s involvement as an in-
termediary and even talking of the payment he was supposed to receive
for his service. They were also boasting that as many as twenty relatives
and friends of Tarasije took part in the expedition and that they bravely
waited for six hours in the cold and blizzard on the nearby Vetornik before
Stamejca brought them the girl.

These details, together with what had already been known, made it
possible to reconstruct the full event. Stame had brokered a deal with
Tarasije that for 500–600 dinars he would “get the thing done”—that is,
arrange the matter in such a way that the girl Tarasije wanted as his daugh-
ter-in-law would come running to his house. Stame took care of elaborating
the details of the plan, the technical organization of the expedition and
maintaining contact. Stamejca was told to obtain the girl’s consent in what-
ever way possible and to bring her, on the set day, to the place were the
train was waiting. The way Stamejca influenced the girl was made plain
by the traces of witchcraft as well as the normal course of a flight, which
rarely—if ever—takes place without magic. The Dajlevci became certain
of the identity of the instigators of Slavka’s flight: it was Stame who had
entered into the deal with the Tarasijevci, and Stamejca who saw to its
completion.

The life of the village is full of intrigues of this kind. Intermediaries in
arranging marriage act in line with, or against, the will of the parents or the
clan. Almost every marriage takes place as the result of a happily crafted
intrigue, the intermediary in which is rewarded with a handsome sum. Ar-
ranging a marriage often entails the rivalry of intermediaries-matchmakers
who due to their position in the village, municipality, clan or their personal
qualities are best suited for imposing their point of view on the girl or boy’s
faction. And even if such an intermediary acts consciously and purpose-
fully against the wishes and actions of the parents of one of the candidates,
spreading alarming rumours about the defects of the parents’ preferred fu-
ture in-law, making the candidate doubt the selflessness or prudence of
his family, this activity—apart from straining relations or even breaking
them off—is not openly condemned by the village and does not consti-
tute grounds for imposing any sanctions. The matchmaker uses the same
weapons as those available to the parents and clan of the candidate for mar-
riage: reasoning, persuasion, gossip. He tries to discredit the candidate who
hinders him, while showing his own protégée in a positive light. If he man-
ages to reach, in whatever way, the girl or the boy andwin them over for his
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plans, rouse in them enthusiasm for his candidate and dislike for the candi-
dates of other parties, his stance and actions will find support with at least
a part of the village’s public opinion—his clan, followers and friends. Such
an enterprise always requires the engagement of a whole group of peo-
ple, on whom public opinion focuses, and on the one hand delivers value
judgements—assessments of the candidates —while on the other, keeps up
pretences of disinterest and objectivity. Hence, if this enterprise results in
thwarting the plans of another matchmaker, to an open revolt of the young,
or even a girl’s flight, in the eyes of the village the whole affair does not go
beyond what is legal: it is simply using the moral rights proper to everyone
whowishes to intervene for the general good, justice and observance of cus-
tom. The intrigue arranged by the Stamevci in collusion with the Tarasijevci
centred on exaggerating Sekula’s efforts and representing them as some-
thing different to what they in fact were. The moment the argument was
used that Slavka’s parents want to marry her off to a widower, the moment
her flight could thus be propped up with it, her action was morally justi-
fied—for it is the right of every girl to be married to a boy, if not younger
than her, then her peer. In these situations the matchmaker’s enterprise
remains half-public. It is kept secret only so far as it helps it to succeed.

According to Porechian customs a widower should wait for a widow or
for a girl in loco—awanton, who due to her scandalous reputation can have
no hope of a regular marriage. This is why marrying a girl to a widower,
thus casting on her a shadow of suspicion, is an act of social degradation,
confirmed by the lack of a ceremonious wedding feast which accompanies
regular marriage.

Had Stame and Stamejca’s enterprise gone the usual way, it would un-
doubtedly have met with a counteraction and ended in failure. For their
argument was childish, suited to Slavka’s inexperience. But it also wouldn’t
have led to a more serious conflict, as it would have been half-legal: its
only negative aspect would have been breaching neighbour solidarity. Its
openness would have led to a division of opinions—this or that side would
have been taken, basing on principled arguments: notions of morality, law,
custom, and so on. But because of the way the matter was conducted no
early signs revealed what was going on. The affair erupted suddenly. Vil-
lage opinion was confused, not organized under the aegis of general and
higher principles. And at this moment the issue of witchcraft came to the
fore, instantaneously spurring public opinion in a different direction. The
focus now was an actual offence—for magic is an offence, and varies only
in intensity of the crime depending on whether it is used to steal crops,
garner milk, inflict an illness or cause death.

When the matchmaking enterprise is half-public, the affair evolves
slowly. And although public opinion always sees the workings of magic in
a girl’s flight, the flight can also be given a different interpretation: her love
for the boy, the inadequacy of the candidate put forth by her parents, their
financial calculations, the girl’s enthusiasm for the house where she wants to
become a daughter-in-law, and so on. Public opinion is divided and the side
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which supports the flight denies any involvement of magic: it was the mo-
tives above that prevailed, not a spell. But when everything is shrouded in
mystery and the eruption comes suddenly, when the interested parties had
had no opportunity to observe the event as it developed, the entire thing is
referred to witchcraft. There was no rational discussion, no clash of two op-
posite actions. Especially when certain circumstances indicate that spells had
been used, the event serves as confirmation of the claim that a girl does not
run away without witchcraft being involved. In that case there is full solidar-
ity of the public opinion. For a witch is viewed as the greatest evil, as a dan-
ger to the village, parallel to a murderer, poisoner or thief. But even they do
their villainy in a half-overt way, through contact with a victim or an object,
in open conflict. A witch is a still worse evil: she acts in secret and without
endangering herself. The wounds she inflicts are natural. Death is natural.
Theft—natural. Even the flight of a girl can have a natural explanation.

But faced with this kind of villainy, the group is helpless. Proof based
on circumstance is not reliable and does not give basis for any legal action.
And the crime itself is untraceable, because the instruments of magic do
not differ from the most common objects. Interpreting an event as having
resulted from magic meets with categorical denial and counter-interpreta-
tion. Only catching the witch in the act can, according to people’s opinion,
lead to punishing the culprit, the same way murder, battery or theft is
punished. When asked, however, nobody could give me an example of this
kind of punishment having occurred in the case of witchcraft. The prece-
dent has simply not been set yet. And it won’t be—it is not comprised in
the Yugoslavian penal code.

In this situation the crime of witchcraft goes unpunished. The victim
has on his side public opinion, the sympathy of the village and its united,
hostile attitude toward the witch. But there is nothing to be gained the
legal way—what remains is taking justice into one’s own hands: performing
counter-magic, beating up the witch, setting her house on fire, destroying
her property and finally casting a curse on her, the effects of which are
inevitable and touch most bitterly.

The law of the curse is not a common privilege to which everybody
can take recourse. It is the prerogative only of women. Men should settle
their debts in another way, without calling upon supernatural retribution.
Their way is one of court trial or taking the law into their own hands:
from murder and battery to setting an enclosure or shepherd’s hut on fire,
or branding the enemy with a mark of shame. If an agreement is broken,
there is no other way to obtain compensation than in public. The culprit
is shamed and humiliated in the eyes of the village and can only redeem
himself by entering on the path of legal trial. Redemption happens only on
the condition of making amends.

The Dajlevci decided to use all the rightful means at their disposal. De-
spite their willingness to enter into an agreement with the Tarasijevci and
settle the matter amicably, they were hurt and offended. Their attitude
towards their daughter and sister had been called into doubt, they were
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humiliated with the suddenness of the event and their unlucky initial re-
action, they have suffered financial loss. All their fury was now directed
against the perpetrator of this evil—Stamejca.

Their return from Rastesh turned into an attack on the conspirators’
house. Fortunately Stame was not home, otherwise the result would have
probably been even more violent. Only Stamejca was in the chamber,
where, trembling with fear and reassuring her crying children, she listened
as Slavka’s family broke down the door of her cottage with sticks and axes.

Volche. A witch under terror

This was settling the debt be-
tweenmen—requital for breaking the
rules of clan solidarity and neigh-
bour decency. At the same time it
was a sign that the Dajlevci would not
yield in trying to administer justice.
Stamejca, in terror, locked herself in
the chamber and didn’t leave it to
visit neighbours, or to fetch water, or
even to work. She knew that running
into the Dajlevciwould inevitably end
up in battery. She wanted to wait
the crisis out. The women, even her
friends, who, like Zafirica and Krste-
jca, had been scheming with her,
stopped visiting her, as far as could be
seen. The village began to ostracize
Stame’s house, either out of convic-
tion or out of fear of being accused
of taking part in the plot. It was then
that Dajlica punished Stamejca in the
only way left at her disposal—by cer-
emonial casting of a curse.

It was on Tuesday—the day when, as on Saturday, cursing has the
biggest force and most “sticks” to the victim. I was passing the Dajlevci’s
house when I saw Dajlica crossing the threshold of her cottage. Intrigued,
I stopped. Her grandchildren were running around her. Dajlica shouted to
her daughter-in-law: “Take the children out of here, bitch! I don’t want
them sitting around me. I am going to curse.” Then she took off her head-
scarf and sat down on the threshold with her arms crossed on her knees—
the customary position for casting a curse. She started to wail in a high,
penetrating voice: “Elenaa! Come out to the gate, biitch! Why are you silent
like a twat underneath a shirt, you whore? Come out, bitch, let me see you!
Ooh, don’t let God look on you! Don’t let the sun give you heat anymore!
The money you took for Slavka, let it be your children! Let you rejoice in
them, and have nothing else in your house! Nothing forward, nothing back.
Let this be your wealth, this your children! Let this be your health! I said;
God heard me. Let no curse fall in vain! They will all stick to you, like the
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mother’s milk that you sucked! Ooh, Looord! Did you hear what I said?”.
From behind the half-open door of Stamejca’s house came the desperate
protest of the victim, breaking off now and again: “For you, it’s for you
what you’ve said! You are the one cursing, you are the one reaping! Why
so much froth, you old bitch? Weren’t you happy when two girls ran away
to your house? It’s the same with this one: she wanted a husband, so she
went away. Sow! Whore!”.

This verbal fencing carried on intermittently throughout the entire
day—a fight in which Dajlica dominated over her opponent with the
strength of her locution, the gravity of her moral stance and the power of
having supernatural retribution at her disposal. For a curse cast on a ran-
dom opponent in anger, without adhering to the ritual, does not have its
proper power, which is present when the formulae are spoken in keeping
with all the details of the ceremony and when the victim of the curse is ac-
tually guilty. Then the curse becomes a religious act, for it reaches God and
through this mystical contact takes on a halo of sainthood and the sanction
of divine power. If it is uttered at a moment when curses are particularly
prone to “stick,” and the curse’s injunction begin to come true, the fate of
the victim is sealed. Every day there is one, short, thunder-like moment,
during which the injunction of a curse is fulfilled. Nobody knows when
this moment comes; it is only known that it lasts the longest on Tuesdays
and Saturdays. This is why these days are the days for cursing. And this is
why, if you want your curse to definitely reach your enemy, you should
speak the curses without pause form sunrise to sunset—then you will hit
the “bad hour” in which the curse will “stick” and its words will begin to
come true.

The village scandal began to rupture the frames prescribed for it by
tradition, custom and law. For despite the seeming flexibility of legal sanc-
tions and punishments for crimes, the character of administering one’s own
justice, that is the society’s response to a crime, is regulated by certain eval-
uation, dependent on the degree of transgression. Administering one’s own
justice is no simple attack of anger or rage; it is the group taking justice
into their own hands. The individual is here only an agent of the group,
which lends them support and credits their actions, morally and factually,
and at the moment when these prerogatives are independently and illegally
expanded or overstepped, the group refuses to cooperate. This happened
to Dajlica. For in relation to the crime committed, the punishment admin-
istered by Dajlica was disproportionately severe.

Stamejca had already been punished. Gossip and smear, working their
way as instruments of investigation, are also instruments of punishment.
They isolate the culprit, humiliate him, lead to social ostracism. In the
circumstances of village life, where home with home and family with fam-
ily are bound by continuous exchange of courtesies and services, where
the normal functioning of a household is impossible without the constant
mutual help of individuals and groups, ostracism is a sufficiently severe
punishment. In the case of Stame and Stamejca, the perpetrators could no
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Józef Obrębski with a Poreche friend and a young wolf he tamed

longer count on the help of their neighbours, clan and village in any action
or enterprise. Farming tools and objects would not be lent to them any
longer, for fear of the magic that Stamejca could perform on them to the
owners’ harm. Stame could no longer count on his neighbours’ help in any
legal or economic issue, for a person who breaks the rules of solidarity in his
own clan is not to be trusted. Hence in spite of his protests and demands
for intervention because of his door being destroyed, the village author-
ities declined and referred him to the municipality. But Dajlica’s curse
impaired the newly formed balance. This act of administering personal jus-
tice, although within the frames sanctioned by the group, made recourse
to punishment which in this case was not proportionate to the crime.

The legal principle of Macedonian society is eye for an eye, tooth for
a tooth. Death is repaid with death, offence with offence, harm with harm.
But the punishment cannot be greater than the crime. Slavka’s flight had
already been punished with the harm caused to the Stamovci’s house, so-
cial ostracism, and branding Stamejca with the ill-fated label: witch. The
curse added to that poverty, death and destruction of the entire clan of the
Stamovci. Dajlica abused the group’s support.

The group began to counteract, in the usual way: by organizing sym-
pathy around Stamejca. The first phase was women showing compassion
to Stamejca. For in spite of condemning witchcraft, every village woman is
secretly a witch. Every hag had had her go at love magic, magic theft and
so on—often not as successfully as in the case of Slavka. With the advent
of compassion, the ostracism of the Stamovci in the village began to break
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down, public opinion began to regroup. The village decided to influence
Dajlica by referring the case to municipal court, which prohibited her from
spreading death and destruction among neighbours.

In subsequent days the affair was slowly dying out and normal flow
of life resumed. The crime was done, the punishment inflicted—and the
matter ceased to be relevant.

But the scandal which suddenly and unexpectedly cut through the life
of the village did not remain without consequences—at least for me, as an
ethnographer. The underground flow of events had for a moment broken
through the cover of custom, convention and harmony, and burst out in
a rapid stream of intrigue and magic, gossip and offence, crime and punish-
ment. Village antagonisms, class and clan divisions, rivalries and hatreds,
showed their proper order.

The mask of hypocrisy and falsehood, which had been separating me
from village life, became a useless prop. The elaborate show aimed at
demonstrating that everything is as it should be in this best of all possi-
ble worlds turned out to be a fanciful comedy. We began to perceive each
other with different eyes and to use different words. I simply ceased to be
a foreigner. I became one of their own.
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