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Ethnomedical Ritual in the Context
of Rites of Passage.
Belarusian Tradition

Tatsiana Valodzina

Abstract: The paper explores folk medical rituals in Belarusian
villages and reveals the main conceptual schemes of magic
healing. Van Gennep’s concept of the rite of passage (“le rite
de passage”) is a starting point for the research. A diseased
person is represented as a liminal being in traditional ritual
healing; their biological status does not correspond to their
social status. A ritual (which is a variant of a rite of passage)
is used to correct this condition and replenish or receive new
physiological potencies. This ritual is aimed at restoring the
social status of the sufferer. At a deep semantic level, Belaru-
sian ethnomedical rituals restore the lost integrity and micro-
structural equilibrium of the human body, and symbolically
recreate the harmony between the human and the Cosmos,
neutralise the danger associated with the disruption of their
relationship structure, and reestablish the proper status and
place of the individual. The paper is based on the data from
the late 19" to early 21* centuries. A considerable number of
sources come from the author’s fieldwork, conducted over the
past 20 years as part of an on-going research programme’.
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Ritualism is such a typical feature of folk medicine that it is impos-
sible to find a folk medical system that lacks it. The phenomenon
of ritual healing demonstrates the effect of symbolic activities that
are not objectively connected to the etiology of the illness where
the connection only exists the individual's mind. Nevertheless,
ritual healing, despite being a purely semiotic phenomenon, may
lead to subjective, and sometimes even objective improvement
in a diseased individual’s condition (Tkhostov 2002: 110). Aca-
demic medicine has sought to identify the natural and material
bases of the rituals, assuming that the curing effect results from
specific activities (for example, phytotherapy, physical methods)
accompanying the ritual rather than from the ritual itself. But
the effectiveness of ‘natural’ healing methods often significantly
decreases in the absence of a ritual, while the ritual activity alone
still has an effect. As Lévi-Strauss (1963: 191) argued, “in all these
cases, the therapeutic method (which as we know is often effective)
is difficult to interpret. When it deals directly with the unhealthy
organ, it is too grossly concrete (generally, pure deceit) to be
granted intrinsic value. And when it consists in the repetition of
often highly abstract ritual, it is difficult for us to understand its
direct bearing on the illness”.

Itis only possible to understand ritual healing if one accepts the
idea thatan illness is not just the disability of a certain body part, it
is first and foremost a reflection in the individual’s mind, a mental
image that reflects the state of the person’s body and ailment. The
essence of any explanation of the origin of an illness boils down to
a disruption of natural balance and the intervention of the forces
of chaos upon the individual’s world. Any treatment, then, is a
ritual aimed at restoring the familiar and natural order of things.
“All etiological constructions (i.e., explanatory mythologies) can be
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regarded as a modelling system, because they programme specific
types of practice, namely, healing rituals that are in turn practical
representations of these myths” (Arnautova 2004: 36).

Explanations for the causes of illnesses fit into the concept of
causality typical for a given culture, which is a pivotal element of its
worldview and results from its dominant mindset. The mythologi-
cal consciousness replaces causal relationships with precedents,
blends the origin of an object or phenomenon with its essence, and
relies on immediate, pre-reflective knowledge. Academic medicine
has largely lost track of the strong emotional connection between
sufferer and illness. Physicians tend to regard an illness merely
as a pathology, even when it has a more profound meaning and
implications in the individual’s mind. It is precisely this affective
aspect of the mythological consciousness that produces symbolic
representations, such as those discussed in this article. The author
uses the fieldwork materials, which are deposited in the Archive of
the Institute of Art History, Ethnography and Folklore (AIAHEF)
at the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus. All recordings
were made by the author unless specified otherwise.

Ethnomedical practices as rites of passage

Despite differing folk interpretations of their meaning, the seman-
tics of many rituals derive from ancient mythological ideas about
the possibility of travelling from one world to another and return-
ing in a new capacity. This common model fits well into Arnold van
Gennep’s concept of the rite of passage, which was later developed
in Victor Turner’s work on liminality. In a traditional society, all
the spheres of life are regulated, and any changes are accompanied
by a ritual aimed at marking the transition and avoiding problems
or losses. In such a context, human life is marked by consecutive
transitions from one social status to another, from one group to
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another with the individual passing through various stages (birth,
physical and social puberty, marriage, parenting, status elevation,
ageing, death). Each of these stages is accompanied by activities,
all of which have the same goal: to ensure the passage of the indi-
vidual from one definite status to another equally definite status.
These rhythms of passage can also be observed in nature, thus
Arnold van Gennep compares rites of passage to the rituals that
mark celestial changes (van Gennep 1960: 3-4). Van Gennep’s
ideas were then developed by field researchers. Among them was
the English scholar Victor Turner who, while working among the
African Ndembu people, compared the initiation rites of the tribal
leader to the rituals surrounding a barren woman and discovered
that they were based on a common original archetype: the idea of
second birth. “What is being washed off in these life-crisis rites is
the state of ritual death, the liminal condition between two periods
of active social life,” wrote Turner (1967: 77). Thus a refinement
of research methodology helped to ground Arnold van Gennep’s
theoretical ideas.

Itis important to keep in mind, however, that the theory of rites
of passage is not a law guiding every ritual but rather an analytical
scheme and a research tool. Rites of passage, along with a common
goal, share the same three-part structure: “preliminal rites (rites of
separation), liminal rites (rites of transition), and postliminal rites
(rites of incorporation)” (van Gennep 1960: 11). Yet van Gennep
himself notes that “in specific instances these three types are not
always equally important or equally elaborated” (ibid.). Despite
this the theory still provides a helpful framework to explain vari-
ous folk medicine rituals.

Although researchers have drawn attention to Arnold van
Gennep's theory in describing individual aspects of folk medicine
(Paukstyte-Sakniené 2019, Dutta and Biswas 2019, Fusu 2020,
etc.), a comprehensive picture of the healing ritual according to
the Rites-de-Passage scheme has not been presented.
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The liminal features of a sufferer. At certain moments in his or
her life the individual faces crisis situations when a discrepancy
occurs between their biological status and their social status. In
traditional societies ritual serves as a primary means of eliminat-
ing this discrepancy. For example, when a child is born the main
purpose of ensuing ritual practices is to strip them of their ‘natural’
qualities and endow them with ‘cultural’ features and attributes.
In other words, in order for a newborn to become a human be-
ing, it is necessary to make them into one with the help of a ritual
(Bayburin 1993: 57).

With diseased individuals the discrepancy lies between their
physiologically unhealthy state and their social status as a normal,
living human being. An illness is an occurrence that disrupts
one’s daily routine and renders one unable to go about one’s usual
activities, such as working or carrying out various biological and
social functions, i.e. fulfilling their social role in its entirety. As a
consequence, the sufferer could drop out of the group, which in
traditional societies could make their existence challenging. “An
illness is both a biological and a social category, as it is related to
a person’s need to combine the obligatory, the desirable, and the
possible” (Arnautova 2004: 164).

A diseased individual’s status is ambiguous and unclear: physi-
cally they belong to the human world but symbolically they bear
the mark of death and decay, which gives them a transitional,
liminal status. When someone was cursed in Belarus, they were
called “neither alive nor dead” (Wereriko 1896: 213), cf. Russian
zhit’ mertvym (literally “to live as a dead person”) meaning “to
be ill, injured” (Ivashko 2003: 416). Recovery is reflected in idi-
oms such as, “as if [he/she] was born for the second time”; “as if
[he/she] returned from the next world”. The well of life force that
allowed the sufferer to resist both external and internal adversities
has diminished or run out, necessitating replenishment and the
acquisition of new physiological potentialities, as well as a status
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adjustment. And in this case, similarly to life cycle rituals, “one way
of resolving the tensions that have emerged is used consistently:
the natural is transformed into the cultural, the artificial with the
help and over the course of a ritual” (Bayburin 1993: 121).

During rituals the negative characteristics of a sufferer as a
liminal being, which manifest themselves in both physical and
social deficiencies, are transformed into positive ones, leading
to the leveling of the individual’s status. This means that a dis-
eased individual is not unlike other liminal beings, for example a
woman in labour, a newborn, newlyweds, or a deceased person.
A sufferer is perceived not only as subject to decay, but also as an
impure and dangerous being who is controlled by otherworldly
powers. This very status pushes the diseased person to the margins
(including temporal and spacial), where appropriate rituals must
be conducted. Existing on the margins (which corresponds to
van Gennep’s separation phase) is a period dominated by chaos
and death, a phase of disorganisation when the individual lacks
a stable definition, and the universe itself becomes ambiguous.
But the healing process is predicated on a symbolic connection
to an otherworld from which the life force needed for healing is
drawn. The very situation necessitates an acceptance of chaos, as
the revival can only start here. “Since every discontinuity in social
time is the end of one period and the beginning of another, and
since birth/death is a self-evident ‘natural’ representation of begin-
ning/end, death and rebirth symbolism is appropriate to all rites
of transition and is palpably manifest in a wide variety of cases”
(Leach 1976: 78-79).

Ritual death as a precondition for the recovery/‘rebirth’ of the
sufferer. Ritual magical healing is similar to other “medial” rites of
passage, which combine “the two aspects of a ritual (destroying the
old and creating the new) and, consequently, both components of
the key dichotomy ‘death - birth/revival” (Bayburin 1993: 171).
The inclusion of the concept of death in the semantic field of
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disease appears logical even from the perspective of modern com-
mon sense, but it should be remembered that in the deeper logic
of mythology, death is a necessary prerequisite to revival and new
life, i.e. recovery is impossible without it.

The first stage of a rite of passage involves the subject’s gradu-
ally shedding the qualities that are indicative of their previous
status. During this stage, the limits on social interaction and on
the capabilities of the sufferer that result from their illness are sup-
plemented by purely ritual requirements of either full or partial
isolation. Like a dead body, an ailing individual is often placed on
the ground or on an object that has otherworldly symbolic con-

notations. In Belarus, this object is usually a straw and fur coat
(kazhukh), often a black one:

babxki nsrabuti Teis mpeinazki. Hekani 6abka kaxxa, JbIK siHa
JIaXKbl/Ia Ha KaXKyX LISPCHIIXO YBEPX, 1 Tafibl BHICTPHIIIIA i
3araBapaBasia, Ma/liTBy Ka3aja, BBICKyOaJIa 3 raTara Kaxyxa,
Ta/ibl BIKaUaBasIa I1a 1{eJIbIIbl I1a pabéHauKy i Kifana y mey.

The village healers (babki, literally ‘old women’) would cure
seizures. Once a healer said that she laid [an ill child] on a
fur coat turned inside out and then cut [some fur] and said
the spell, recited a prayer, pulled out [the fur] from the coat,
then rolled it over the child’s body and threw it into the stove.

ATAHEF, Smolnica village, Smalyavicki district, Minsk
region - T. Valodzina, T. Kukharonak < V. M. Isaychuk,
b. 1929 (2010).

SK crmy>kaenna, Ha YOpHBI KaXKyX KJ/IaJli, CTPBITYIib HAKPhDK
TPbI pa3bl MOYCIi 1 Kypalb Aro.

When they are frightened, they are laid on a black fur coat,
the fur is cut criss-cross three times and smoke it?.
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ATAHEE Shylina village, Shumilinsky district, Vitebsk re-
gion < Anelya Volkava, b 1914 (1993),

In the case of epilepsy:

Tpa6a Ha JIMIIO T'OJIOI0 3aJHNUIIO CUCTBI M CKas3aThl: «fka
TOCTb, TaKa U Y3CTb». VI XyTumit Ko>Kyxa YOpHOTo, 1100
XTO HaKPBbIB.

It is necessary to sit on [the sufferer’s] face with a bare ass
and say: “The honor befits the guest’ (literally ‘such a guest,
such an honor’). And someone should quickly cover them
with a black fur coat (Agapkina 2003: 266).

Straw and fur coats are symbolic as they belong to both the ‘cul-
tural’ and ‘natural’ spheres. According to Zbigniew Libera, putting
a sufferer on a bed, on the ground, burying them in the ground,
or putting them into water, i.e. limiting their mobility, is an act of
likening them to a dead body in order to give them the possibility
to recover and come back from death and illness to life and health
(Libera 1995: 65).

The following ritual may be interpreted as a total desemiotisa-
tion (up to depriving a person of his or her name) and return to
the ‘clean slate’ condition associated with birth:

KoHuaenna fiTelHa, He MOIJIa CHYTHI, I/Ta4d fAK I/IyXa
Hiy». 3Haxap namanrtay i gay nmapany: «He craparineca
[IaKasbIBallb fATO, II0 MEHBIO HE 3BITS 1 YSPHBIM IJIa3a
HakpbIBayiTo». Kami 3a 9 3éH mampasinua, gobpa, Oynze
XKbILlb, @ HE — IIAMP3.

"The child is ailing, he cannot sleep, he is crying in the dead
of night’ The healer said the spell and gave some advice:
“Try not to point [at him], don’t call him by his name, and
cover his eyes with black’ If he recovers during the next nine
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days, that is a good sign, he will live; and if he does not, he
will die (Strakhov 2005: 175).

Social seclusion is further reinforced by various requirements
and taboos concerning food, clothing, and mobility to which the
sufferer must adhere. From a traditional point of view, “the initi-
ate is at this stage ‘contaminated with holiness’: being in a sacred
state, he (she) is also dangerous and therefore ‘dirty’. Consistent
with this ideology, the rituals which bring the initiate back into
normal life again nearly always involve such procedures as ritual
washing, designed to remove the contamination” (Leach 1976:78).
At this liminal stage, ritual washing and bathing is aimed at
separating the person from their previous status and at helping
them acquire new qualities. In contrast to the ritual washing of a
deceased person or a newborn, which constitutes only part of a
rite, water manipulations in ritual healing may have an independ-
ent and self-sufficient meaning. Moreover, the initial qualities of
such water were imbued with significance, and after the ritual the
water that was used in any of the rites of passage was removed
from the domestic space and placed into locations with mediative
semantics. It should be noted that medical rituals also involved
drinking such water, although some of it had to be disposed of
anyway. The attributes of the sphere of death are especially evident
in the preparatory manipulations. Firstly, water has dominant
connotation of wilderness and chaos, which belong to the next
world. Water with such qualities was deemed to take away what
belonged outside of this world.

One may speculate that washing the sufferer’s body in today’s
medical procedures harks back life cycle rituals where washing
was “connected with the logic of the ritual, according to which
the protagonist (a bride, a deceased person) must be transferred
to the ‘primal’ (natural) status and only then their passage to the
new quality is made possible. Washing and the lack of clothing
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that accompanies it, the absence of any signs that link the subject
to the sphere of ‘culture’ was likely to symbolise their ‘natural,
‘primal’ status” (Bayburin 1993: 43). Additionally, “both on the
cosmological and anthropological planes immersion in the waters
is equivalent not to a final extinction but to a temporary reincor-
poration into the indistinct, followed by a new creation, a new
life, or a ‘new man, according to whether the moment involved
is cosmic, biological, or soteriological” (Eliade 1987: 130-131).

An imitation of a diseased person’s death constitutes a separate
group of medical rituals. It is usually interpreted as a ritual decep-
tion of the illness. “The ultimate means to cure a child’s seizure
is as follows. When the seizure starts, all the people in the house
become solemnly quiet, everyone remains still in the place where
they were caught by the command uttered by the diseased child’s
mother, who immediately covers the child with a white blanket,
holds a Candlemass candle® over it and burns incense. To put it
shortly, if anyone were to enter the house [at that moment], they
would think that someone had died. The Death that was sent for
the child would think the same way and would not touch the child”
(Nikiforovskiy 1897: 43). Such an interpretation may be valid in
this case; however, it is important to stress that folk medical ritual
is aimed at the sufferer’s revival, which always implies death.

With severe diseases in particular, for example epilepsy, a ritual
was practiced that involved pulling the child through a hole dug
in the boundary between two fields or plots of land. In the ritual,
the child would be put in the ground and then retrieved later.
While the semantics of revival is evident in this ritual, equally
important is the symbolic burial of the sufferer, which is also
reflected in their external attributes. Most notably, this involved
undressing the child, thus ‘naturalising’ it, i.e. returning it to a
natural, primal status:
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ITa BoceHi BbIKamasi MsDKY, pas3jizelb pab€HKa i mpas Ty
MSDKY IPALATHYIb TPBI Pasbl, a AT0 pyOalIauky pasappallb
i TaM 3aKaraiip.

In the autumn holes are dug on the boundaries, [one must]
undress the child and pull it through the holes three times,
then tear off its shirt and bury [the shirt] there,

AJAHEE Vaslavova village, Ushacky district, Vitebsk re-
gion < V. 1. Bumaga, b. 1933 (1997)

Sk p3enkas 6ane3p 6viBae. Hacini Toxa Ha pacTaHbKi,
BbIKAIlbIBa/li AMKY 1 IIpacajykaBaji Ar0 TPhl pasbl.
Brikamai mag mypam, mto6 npacazasine. SIHa Tam Bo3bMe i
nepajach MHe, i TaK TpbI pa3pl. Kab kansHas 3aMiis, Kab He
abcprnanacs. I Bamachl CTPBITYILIb, IpacbBepyi3s ¥ A3epase i
ThIS BAJIOCIKI, 1 Kiniki 3a6iBasi. I mamarara.

At times, a child would get sick. We would take [the child] to
the crossroads, dig a hole and pull it [through the hole] three
times. We dug the hole under the masonry to pull [the child]
under it. She [the other participant in the ritual] would take
the child and hand it over to me [under the ground], and we
would repeat it three times. The soil should be hard enough
so as not to collapse. And we would cut the [child’s] hair,
and make a hole in a tree and put the hair and fingernails
inside. And it helped,

ATAHEF, Vishchyn village, Ragachouski district, Gomel
region - T. Valodzina, T. Kukharonak < N. A. Kuzhava,
b. 1928 (2009).

There are certain parallels between the covering of a liminal be-

ing (the veil covering a disease sufferer or a bride has meaning of
hiding them, making them invisible, and also of ‘undomesticated,
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shapeless cloths, cf. shroud) and a sick child who was covered by
an Easter tablecloth:

Kamaror Ha rpanine simy, o6 mpanectp, 05pyT CKaTépKy
NACBALEHYIO, Y XaTi pas3[ieHbcs i romast ypaHIbl OsKbI
TYZa, 1 TaM 3Ty CKaTépKy ¢ cebs CKifiail, TphI pasa mpasesb,
CKaTépKy Kimait i 6exxpl famoii rona i HageHbcs. MiHaerns.

They would dig a hole on the boundary in order to pass
through it, take a blessed tablecloth, undress at home and
run there naked in the morning, take this tablecloth off
there, pass [through the hole] three times, leave the table-
cloth and run home naked, then dress up. The disease is
healed.

Polesie Archives of the Institute of Slavonic Studies of the
Russian Academy of Sciences (PA), Prisna village, Vetka
district, Gomel region — M. Borovskaya.

Using a wedding gown both at a funeral and during a medical
procedure is also emblematic: a child suffering from epilepsy
was often covered with its mother’s wedding gown (Belarusian
Folklore-Ethnolinguistic Atlas (BFEA): Parakhonsk village, Pinsk
district, Brest region recorded — T. Gerasimovich). These rituals
also included burying a child’s shirt on a border, i.e. the symbolic
burial of a child’s sick double. Thus, similar features and practices
are evident in a disease sufferer and a deceased body. They are
immobile, they are washed, their ‘living’ clothing is substituted
with a cover, their hands and legs are tied. Similarly, tying a string
around a body was a method used in both funeral and healing rites,
with the latter including those that did not necessitate ‘deaden-
ing’ (killing) pain, such as panic attacks or the evil eye. Epilepsy,
for example, was cured using a string that had been used to tie a
dead person’s legs. The string was used to measure the sufferer’s
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height and an odd number of knots were tied in it, after which
the string would be carried around the person’s neck. An ailing
person was also placed in a marginal part of the house, i.e. they
were endowed with the qualities of a deceased body.

The sphere of death in medical rituals is also constructed with
the help of such categories as West, North, the Moon, bottom, left,
dark, etc. These categories are relatively well-developed and are
represented by numerous variants and configurations. The world
of illness, as well as the world of death, is a world turned upside
down, a mirror reflection of the world of normal, healthy, living
people. The silence that is normative in folk medical procedures
is also essential as it indicates the patient’s proximity to the next
world.

A number of folk medical rituals are based on an awareness of
the necessity of taking the sufferer through death and the need
for their future ‘resurrection’ Alternatively, they are taken not just
through death, but also through a symbolic burial. Among such
rituals is washing a sufferer’s body with sand from a grave, fol-
lowed by the return of the sand to the grave (Tolstoy 1983: 259),
and the burial of an ailing person’s symbolic double (represented
for example by a shirt) with a deceased body.

KayTyH -- Basachl 3iinarnia y Kydy KomaMm, 3BiBalolilia,
ITo i He parrysimant. Bponse arpasaup Hinb3s. Ex nomkan
aThIiL. A TO Kasajli — y341b IIAPCIAHYIO HITKY i 3Mepanb
CBOJI POCT, a 3aTbIM 3TY HITKY CK/JafaBallb bl ThIX IIOp,
IIaKy/Ib He MaTy4bIa Kayoodak. [Tamakbinb aTbI KITyOOK
y rp0o6 maKoiHiKYy.

A Polish plait is a lump of hair that is interwoven together
so tightly that it is impossible to comb it. Apparently, you
cannot cut it. It must go away. It was told that [one should]
take a woolen thread and measure one’s own height and then
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wind this thread until it forms a ball, then put this ball into
a dead person’s coffin.

ATAHEF, Ramashkava village, Tolochik district, Vitebsk
region < Zhana Vaskrasenskaya, b. 1938 (2007).

In this context, it is notable that the sufferer is ritually sent to the
cemetery. If a fever attack starts during the night, the sufferer
mounts a fire iron and heads for the cemetery where they squeeze
themselves between two recent graves (Nikiforovskiy 1897: 276);

XunTa. CoBeTany — HailTy 6alIMax Ha y/Iuiie 1 TO/ 6anmMak
HaJI0 TeXTU Ha Mormake (adbyup i icui). Uu mron coHuna
He ¢cxommmo, 4y mTo6 3anuro. 3alio COHIlE Y TETHM,
dbcTpeTnia Koro — He TOBOPY HUYETO.

Fever. [They] advised to find a shoe in the street and to put
it on and walk in it shoe to the graveyard. Either before the
sunrise, or after the sunset. After the sun sets, if you meet
somebody - don’t say anything.

PA, Zaspa village, Rechytsa district, Gomel region - N.
Sveshnikava < T. A. Stryzhak, b. 1913 (1982).

The inversion, the otherness of behaviour, is obvious in this case.
The person heads for the cemetery at a time that is inappropriate
for living beings. The way they move is also highly symbolic: riding
a fire iron or walking in just one shoe is a means to transcend the
border between the two worlds; the use of a found shoe emphasises
its otherworldness. The ritual takes the form of an inverted burial
that is conditioned by the inversion of the protagonist themselves:
they are a diseased (i.e. bearing a death mark) but still living per-
son. Moreover, a deceased body travels in one direction only (at
least as far as the living can tell), whereas an ailing person’s route
is radically different, implying a later return.
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Thus, the preliminal stage, which starts with the stripping of
the sufferer of their old status and depriving them of social and
cultural marks, reaches its apogee in the imitation of death and
burial. “The interaction between the lower’ chaos and the ‘upper’
cosmos in the process of creation leads to a situation whereby a
person must sometimes descend into the hell of chaos and turn
into the amorphous, the destructive, the inorganic, the intuitive”
(Yevzlin 1993: 15).

The liminal stage proper involves a transition in a space that is
extremely dense with symbols of death and otherworldliness and
leads to the turning point of the situation. At this moment “a sharp
diversion in the course of a ritual takes place and, consequently,
the protagonists of the ritual start viewing the event from a dif-
ferent angle” (Bayburin 1993: 178).

First and foremost, the rite of passage revolves around the suf-
ferer themselves, although in most cases, especially those involving
serious illnesses and/or children, the sufferer is marked by their
passiveness, and all the words and actions are transferred to an-
other person who carrys out the transition, leading the diseased
person between worlds and statuses. Attention is focused on the
healer. According Valentina Kharitonova (1999: 305), a healer who
casts spells as part of their job must transition into an altered state
of consciousness and perform the necessary magical work while in
this state, and then return to the normal state. The casting of spells
consists of three main stages. In the first stage, the percipient is
led to grasp the unusual nature of the event. This includes various
preparatory activities, turning to higher powers for permission,
etc. The second stage involves the magical manipulations per se.
The third stage encompasses the final activities, e.g. thanking the
higher powers, “relaxation for those who had a contact with the
next world”, which involves considerable neuropsychic and psy-
choenergic tension (Kharitonova 1999: 309-310). In this respect
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charm- and spell-casting are rites of passage that involve the
natural process of getting deeper into the psychic sphere.

The ‘new birth’ motif

The postliminal stage always implies that the patient will be en-
dowed with new qualities. This stage can be regarded as a symbolic
resurrection, it evokes second birth and thus is described in almost
physiological terms and categories. In this context, the other world
where the ritual death takes place is symbolically compared to the
womb, and the process of healing is described using the terms of
a birth ritual. The rebirth symbolism is especially evident in cases
where children are involved, as they have not yet severed all the
ties with the other world and with their mother.

Instances of symbolism revolving around female bottoms and
genitals clearly demonstrate how such contradictory ideas as birth
and death can be integrated within a single symbol. The percep-
tion of the abdomen (especially the womb) as representing the
bottom, depth, underground speaks to the universal symbolic
link between the earth and the woman. Closeness, narrowness,
and darkness are attributes associated both with the other world
and the womb. The ancient mythologem of the earth being the
mother’s womb is manifested both on the level of folk ritual and on
the linguistic level, for example, the phrase v zhivote byt (literally
‘to be inside the belly’) means ‘to be dead’ (Podyukov 1990: 62).
In ancient cultures, female organs are associated with a cave, and
the cave itself is perceived as being in close connection with the
mother’s womb. “The mythologem of coming into the cave denotes
either penetration into the womb of Mother Earth or a return to
the mother’s womb, back to one’s prenatal, ‘pre-existing’ status.
The ideas of birth and death reveal a certain ‘symmetry’ in this
context: the birth may be interpreted as coming out of a locked,
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internal, ‘cave-like’ space of the womb into the endless universe,
and the death and subsequent burial may be regarded as an at-
tempt to renew the opposite situation, as a renewal of the initial
status that takes one back to a space that is similar to the womb”
(Toporov 1997: 475-477).

It is emblematic that there are parallels between these ideas
and recent scientific findings relating to perinatal memory. Ac-
cording to Erich Fromm, in cases of extreme pathology a strong
willingness to return to the mother’s womb can be observed, and
the sufferer tends to feel and act like a foetus. “In the behavior
of such a person, we find a fear of life, and a deep fascination for
death (death, in phantasy, being the return to the womb, to mother
earth)” (Fromm 2008: 38). The analysis of internal and external
symbolism typical of rites of passage demonstrates that their es-
sential components are similar to this phenomenon, combining
the ideas of conception, death and birth. In some cultures a single
word can simultaneously mean pregnancy, burial, and consecra-
tion. Burials in the foetal position are also widely documented.
Thus, from a mythological point of view, the female womb is de-
scribed as a semantic equivalent to the earth and underground,
while also being interpreted as a mysterious and dark origin rife
with danger and even capable of causing death. In many contexts,
the female bottom is interpreted as an entrance to the other world,
or even the other world itself reduced to the size of a human body.

Verbal formulas in medical magic explicitly point to the female
bottom as a tool of healing and rebirth: “What she used to give
birth, that she’ll use to cure”. It is essential that the healing ritual
should be performed by the mother, which the formulas reflect:

A Mamli K1a/1a Ha 3AMJTIO, TIepacTyIazia Tphl pasbl: fkas Mani
paj3ina, kab Tas i agxansina.
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The mother put [the ailing child] on the ground, stepped
over it three times saying the mother who gave birth, must
cure,

ATAHEE Myslbazh village, Lyakhavichy district, Brest re-
gion < A. K. Rakhmanets, b. 1930 (2005);

Bayxsini g3auent sToiX. S 3 Bo4, AK A3ALEHAK MaJeHbKI i
CYpOUYBIyCsl i HAUHIIIbI, caMa ITepBa, sIK MsHe HayublTa 6abKa,
JIOXKBIIII MTAAYIIKY, HA 3TY IaJyIIKY JIOXKbIII A3iljéHavKa, 1
ATO HiYora Hisikara BO Tak BO IepaxakaBaii. “XTo 1is16e
paznsiy, Tau nsbe arxansiy’, Tpel passl. Ho Tonbka ThI
caMa He IaJibIMaelll, a TagHALb JO/DKaH APYri, MYXXbIK, Iii
CbBAKpYyXa Iii XTO.

The children were cured thus. If a small child was suffering
from the evil eye or from notsnitsas®, first, as my grand-
mother taught me, [I would] take a pillow, put the child
on this pillow, and step over it [saying]: “Who gave birth to
you, will cure you, three times. But you don’t then lift [the
child] yourself, someone else must lift it, the husband, the
mother-in-law or someone else,

ATAHEF, Grudzinauka village, Bykhauski district, Mogilev
region — T. Valodzina, T. Kukharonak < T. A. Perminava,
b. 1953 (2012).

A number of folk healing methods involve the sick child’s tactile
contact with their mother’s genitals, by rubbing the child against
what is euphemistically referred to as the woman’s ‘lower hem’
(AIAHEF, Valyntsy village, Verkhnedvinsky district, Vitebsk
region < M. M. Semezh, b. 1920 (2005); Briiparoiiiia 3amnoiom
1 Kaxylb: “YUbIM MaThl Mapo/bia, TeiM 1 oubigae” (“[ They] rub
[the child] with the hem and say: ‘What the mother give birth
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with, she uses to cleanse’” (AIAHEF, Padlesse village, Zhabi-
nka district, Brest region < G. 1. Yermak, b. 1922 |(2000)), or the
woman’s underpants (ATAHEF, Martsinava village, Verkhnedvin-
sky district, Vitebsk region < N. M. Lamiskaya, b. 1931 (2005),
or her own hand:

[TaTpsup pyKoy Ia cBaeyl HaMiTycCbh, a Tajbl Ia iy
pabéuky: UbIM pajsina, ThIM i IA4BIb OYAY.

She rubs the back of her hand against her genitals, and then
[rubs] the child’s face [with her hand]. What [I] used to give
birth, I will use to cure.

ATAHEE Padymkhi village, Lepel district, Vitebsk region <
V. C. Karaban, b. 1932 (2002);

<A mTo 3a Manouan?> — ETa mepBbl pas fAK yBifsim
ps16€HKa, BO3bMeIll, Ha MO MAJI0XKalll, i BO TaK 4epsi3 sro
Tpi pasa: “Usm Hapapsina, TeIM i y3bissubia” i abpaTHa
Hasaj napeiifsel, i Tak Tpi pasa. Tonbki sk nepBbI pas. |
TaJia TaK J3e/Iaenl.

<And what [did you use to cure] seizures in children?>

When you see the child [having a seizure] for the first time,
take it, put it on the floor, and [step] three times over it like
this: ‘What I used to give birth, that I will use to cure’ and
go back again, and three times like this. But only when it’s
the first time. And then you do it.

ATAHEF, Garadok, Vitebsk region - T. Valodzina,
U. Lobach < Y. E Dzem’yanenka, b. 1946 (2011).

For a seizure, one of the most popular healing methods is to cover
the sufferer’s face with a naked female bottom. The fact that the

ritual should be performed by the mother points to associations
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with second birth: «Ecmi magynraa 6pocir, cAgaThl THIM M3CTOM i
1o ry6 emy potbikarorna. Tompko Mani. SIk mopocéHka Tak, To o
ceinHi “If one suffers from epilepsy, sit [on them] with that body
part and touch their lips. Only the mother [can do it]; Ifit’s a piglet,
then it must be a pig” (AIAHEE, Dzyamenichy village, Zhabinka
district, Brest region < Y. N. Germanovich, b. 1934 (2000)). The
female bottom is viewed as a disease transmitter that works both
ways: “Afi 4aro ctaia, kab aj Taro nepecrama’ — “What caused
it, should stop it” (AIAHEEF, Galavenchycy village, Chavusy dis-
trict, Mogilev region < M. S. Kahanouskaya, b. 1926 (2006)). In
an everyday context, however, such contact between a child and
body parts with an otherworldly association was forbidden and
was seen as a potential cause of illness. It was believed that if a
women showed her uncovered genitals when passing over a child,
the child would stop growing (Romanov 1912: 305).

The symbolism of the second birth is closely connected to at-
tributes associated with female genitals. These are symbolically
represented by a skirt, a barrel, a horse harness, or a clamp, which
cursed or frightened children would be pulled through. Tatsiana
Shchepanskaya coined the term “pull-through symbolism” to de-
note acts of pulling a person through tunnel-like openings and the
attributes associated with these acts. Such activities are interpreted
as symbolic of resuming childbirth (Shchepanskaya 1999: 20). This
is further reinforced by using the same shirt that the woman was
wearing at childbirth: “Y karopaii py6aruke pe6énxa paxxanib, Ty
pyOalIKy XaBaloTb U, IK peOEHKY ILITO 3/je/Tanlia, AUTS 3aHeyXKe,
JIaK Ta bl IpaiiMaoTh AUTs Tpu pasa» — “The shirt that you were
wearing when you were giving birth is then hidden, and if some-
thing goes happens to the child, if it falls ill then [it is necessary]
to pull it through the shirt three times” (PA, Zalatukha village,
Kalinkavichy district, Gomel region — A. Talstikhina). Alter-
natively, wedding clothes could be used for the same purpose,
evoking the deep semantic link between the wedding and death.
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A cursed, for example, child would be pulled three times through
the wedding dress (Barszczewski 1990: 35). The symbolic appeal
to the wedding inevitably evokes death: “Kaxyiip, sik 6anesHb
JajlaBeKa y>ka 4acTa Kifjaillb, BAHYAIbHYIO afI3€)KBIHY Ha SITO
i én Tazpl ObIcTpa mampanp” — “[People] say that if a person is
often sick, they are covered with a wedding gown, and then they
will die soon” (AIAHEE, Gubina village, Lepel district, Vitebsk
region < L. L. Baratsevich, b. 1912 (2006)), compare this with
the requirement to sing a wedding song while helping with an
epileptic seizure:

Hapa BscenbHYI0 IECHHIO I€Lb i JKOIail cech Ha Jilo.
<A Kyt escenvryw necHo?> JIro06y0, XTO SAKYIO.

You should sing a wedding song and sit with your arse on
their face.

<And what kind of wedding song?>
Any kind, anyone can sing whatever they want.

ATAHEE Byvalki village, Loyew district, Gomel region < T. A.
Fedarenka, b. 1932 (2009).

Birth symbolism is especially clearly reflected in the method that
involves washing an epileptic child with the broken waters of a
woman who is giving birth:

AK mepmia g3ing XTO ypopsilp, gak Iaifjsi Ba3bMi popgy,
raTaro. I 3mbIil raTeiM pojam. [Ibl BbIII Ha KPbIKaBbIA
mapori. <Kpoy rary?> Hy raro, Ak popasins 3in.

When someone gives birth to her first child, go and collect
the birth fluid. And wash [the ailing child] with it. Then
pour it on the crossroads.

<The blood?>
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Well, the thing, when she is giving birth to a child.

AIAHEF, Malyja Chuchavichy village, Luninets district,
Brest region < A. M. Gargun, b. 1924 (2007)

Water can also have similar healing qualities if it is prepared in the
following way: “Ha maposi Haga ctaub i TpbI pas3bl Kpy>KKy 3 Bagoit
npapsiBanb maMix Hor. IIpajsiBain i kaxkamnn: AJIKyab pansiycs,
TIM i manedcs” — “Stand on the threshold and pass a cup with
water between your legs three times. Pass it and say: “‘Where you
were born, that will be your cure™ (AIAHEE, Prudok village, Lepel
district, Vitebsk region — T. Valodzina, T. Pshonka < S. V. Zhar-
nasek, b. 1924 (2001)). A symbolic correction of ‘incorrect’ child-
birth that resulted in the birth of a sick child was also performed
by ‘repeating’ the childbirth, but upside-down: a mother would
undress, leaving only her shirt on, and pull her child three times
between her body and her shirt, putting it under the lower hem
and pulling it out through the collar (Nikiforovskiy 1897: 35).

The idea of leading a sufferer through a symbolic death and
resurrection is reflected in rituals that involve putting the child
under a trough, the symbolism of which is traditionally connected
with that of the coffin:

HakpoiBani ag magydait Hadoykami, a Tajbpl Haja Kab
HepBsHel] ioy mpas [3Bepsl i KiHyy 36aH, xapaio, Kab
TOV 306aH pasbiycs.

[To cure] epilepsy, we covered [a child] with wooden
troughs, and then a firstling should pass through the door
and throw a jug, it’s good if this jug breaks.

AIAHEEF, Parechcha village, Lepel district, Vitebsk region <
K. K. Nyadbalskaya, b. 1924 (1994).
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U nas, kali @ dziciaci Valiantova chvaroba, to paloza¢
jaho pad paroham, nakryju¢ nacotikami i razabju¢ z kolki
harsc¢koti (novych) ab nacotiki, to pad ¢as miniecca,

Here, when a child has St. Valentine’s illness®, we put it next
to the threshold, cover it with wooden troughs, and break
a couple of new jugs against the troughs, then [the disease]
will pass in some time (Federowski 1897: 395).

This is a semantically multifaceted act: it indicates the new birth
of the sufferer, symbolically resonates with the motif of ‘breaking’
the illness, and involves a set of activities that are performed to
frighten a demon. Another symbolic representation of a coffin is
a box where an ailing child was put for a short period:

OTa KpbIKCHI Ha3bIBaela. babol BoiraBapsiBani. Hacini, y
KyXap IMaJI0KyIIb i 3aKPBIIOLb, TaM Ma/IKBIIb. A K ObIBae,
LITO TaK KPbIYbILlb, IK CbBIHbHSA BepPaLIYbIllb, Ta/[bl HACI/II
y CbBiHHBI XJI€Y.

It [the disease] is called kryksy®* Women would use charms
[to cure it]. [A child] was carried and put into a chest and
shut it there, and it would stay there [for a while]. Sometimes
it would scream in a way that resembles a pig squealing, then
it was carried into a pigsty.

ATAHEEF, Prusy village, Staryya Darohi district, Minsk region <
V. M. Sheshka, b. 1934 (2010).

ITa KpBIK/IBilla, TafIbl KO af4bIHi/Ii CKPBIHIO /1A ITa/Ia>Kb/Ti
¥ CKpBIHIO Ia 3a4bIHijI. | makinyma KpbIK/iBiLa.

It is [called] kryklivica’, [we] would open the box and put
[a child] into the box and shut it. And kryklivica would go
away.
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ATAHEF, Semezhava village, Kapyl district, Minsk region <
N.M. Urbanovich, b. 1928 (2009).

To reinforce its symbolic connection with rebirth, the healing
ritual was often supplemented with activities associated with a
particular context of birth. It was seen as essential that the ritual
be related to the specific place where a woman was giving birth.
On the one hand, the ‘birth place’ possesses all the features of a
marginal place; on the other hand, it is a particularly sacred centre,
a starting point where a person was born and thus a microcosm
was created. The well-documented tradition of guiding a woman
in labour around a table might be related to this idea. The place
of childbirth keeps its generative semantics and healing power
for along time after childbirth. The temporal dimension is added
to the spatial one: “Only the midwife can prevent mesyachyna®
if she hasn't done it during the baby’s first bath, she does it in a
week, but it should be on the day and the hour of the baby’s birth”
(Nikiforovskiy 1897: 37). In cases of testicle inflammation in a
newborn, the mother was advised at dawn to put the child either
on the ground near the threshold, or, preferably, on the very spot
where it was born (Federowski 1897: 403).

The idea of revival and rebirth is also linked to technological
and mechanical processes that symbolically duplicate and enact
the very concept of creation of the new. The culinary code is one
of the most potent examples of this. Firstly, ‘bread’ is a common
linguistic and cultural metaphor for human origin and existence,
for example z adnaho ciesta zlieplienyja (literally ‘moulded from
the same dough; i.e. birds of a feather); rasci jak na drazhdzhach
(literally ‘grow as if on yeast, meaning grow in leaps and bounds);
niedapiechany (‘underbaked; or ‘half-baked’); paskrobak (literally
‘made from scratch, which can refer either to bread that was made
from the last remaining flour, or the last/late child), etc. In folk
medical practice the symbolic comparison between a child and
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bread is especially vivid: “When they knead dough, they put the
child (aged 1 month to 1 year) into the dough bowl and cover
it with a lid, and keep it there for around half an hour (Shein
1902: 78)” — “Sk popsinua HeXXbIBOe A3iIlA, TaK [I3€XKKY OsIpBI
ajKpbiBail — 1 ¥ A3exKy sro. SIHO Tora ayxa xore i atoiage” — “If
a child is stillborn, open the dough bowl and put it inside. It will
then take on some of the [bread] spirit and recover” (Lyada village,
Vetka district, Gomel region - G. Lapatsin < E. P. Chvarkova, b.
1916).

The most vivid and widespread variant of the rebirth motif is
‘rebaking’ a sick child in an oven. This is based on the idea of a
similarity between an oven and the mother’s womb; thus, putting
a child into an oven symbolised not only eliminating the illness by
means of baking, but also the child’s temporal relocation into the
other world, where it acquires the necessary attributes of health (‘is
baked properly’) and is then reborn. Interestingly, in some parts of
Russia all newborns were ‘baked’ in a similar fashion. There was a
belief that every child is born ‘raw’ and the first task for the family
is to finish shaping its physical appearance (Bayburin 1993: 54);
compare this with how “a raw child” in one of Russia’s dialects
means “a baby that was born weak” (Baranov 2001: 21). The cu-
linary code and in particular the opposition between ‘raw’ and
‘cooked’ acquire a special meaning within the framework of medi-
cal practice. Claude Lévi-Strauss noted the opposition between
raw and cooked, boiled, dried, or fried in his research. According
to his studies, this opposition in various cultures often overlaps
with other binary oppositions, such as alive vs. dead, self vs. other
(Lévi-Strauss 1969: 334-342). The notion of raw’ is evoked during
the first stage of a rite of passage (for example a woman who has
just given birth is called raw). Linguistic phenomena also reflect
this pattern: raw’ can refer to an illness (‘syra’ (Belarusian for ‘raw’)
means ‘cold’ in Drybin district). A spell by Vetka reads: “Take the
sleeplessness, syrovets’, pain out of the slave of God.., etc.
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The use of ‘raw’ or ‘cooked’ (boiled) water is also regulated.
Spells were applied exclusively to raw water; a spell or a prayer
was sufficient to render the water sacred. The status of raw water
as an intact, natural, primal substance corresponded to the status
of the newborn. Thus, “sx nepss! pa3 Kymail, Hajja Bagy Opaub
LENIEHDKYI0, TOKA He KinA4oHy. Henmbssa. BoT KaKy1ib: y Bapbl
KyIIaHBI — 9Ta ITpa 3710ra yanaBeka” — “for the first bath it is neces-
sary to take warm water, but not boiled, which is prohibited. The
saying ‘bathed in boiled water’ means a wicked person” (AIAHEE,
Vula urban settlement, Beshankovichy district, Vitebsk region <
N. A. Bondarava, b. 1930 (2002)). But for further healing water
had to be domesticated: “One should bring water in a new pot
from such a place that no one has used for the past three years,
boil it, put a knife, a needle and a spindle into the pot, cover it with
a wooden bowl, put the pot under the cradle and gently turn it
upside down” (Nikiforovskiy 1897: 38). To comfort a child during
a panic attack one was only allowed to use cooked water, as water’s
otherworldly raw’ qualities were neutralised by this domestication
through boiling: “To heal the distress one should boil the water
and carry it around the [child’s] head three times” (AIAHEF,
Yushki village, Lepel district, Vitebsk region < S. M. Shamshur,
b. 1944 (1994)). The process of boiling is strongly associated with
creation in medical rituals; such imagery is vividly reflected in
folk tale motifs that derive from the relevant rites of passage (for
example Baba Yaga the witch boils and bakes the hero; the hero
dives into boiling milk, etc.).

The seme raw’ is also evident in the term suravaya nitka, which
means a coarse linen thread used in healing rituals. The thread
embodies the dichotomy between culture and nature in a ritual
setting. The preference for a coarse thread in folk healing is also
related to its ‘incompleteness;, its roughness as opposed to the
finished article (Strakhov 2005: 187). A coarse thread was used
to measure the sufferer, then, if there was a dislocation or sprain
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it was tied around the arm or leg, or it was used to cure warts, etc.
However, the symbolism is particularly evident in the association
between a coarse thread and a pregnant woman who is herself
(alongside the baby in her womb) ‘raw’ and not ready for birth yet.

Polish researcher Katarzyna Lenska-Bak has noted the special
role that salt plays in rites of passage; it is the first agent of change
and a perfect way to transform the natural into the cultural. Not
only does it signal passage between the sacred and the profane,
but also conserves and stabilises a certain order of things, block-
ing further transformation (Lenska-Bak 2002: 86). This might lie
behind the ritual of carrying salt around a cursed or distressed
person, the ritual thus affirming their wholesomeness as a human
being not subject to dangerous external forces.

[TpbIMayKy OBICTPATL YCATO COMIIO BHITAHAOIb. [aBOpHINI:
“Conp-cansHina, ycsaMy cBeTy maMallHila, Y MOPBI
nabbIBasa, I1a CBETY IIaXajKajia, yCAMY CBETy IaMaraja.
[Tamakpl aTamMy TaM Lji ctapomy ui mamomy . I Tagsl
abHocALpb i ¥ meu. Kab Hifze He Basmacs ata coinb.

The fastest way to get rid of the evil eye is to use salt. One
says: ‘Salt, oh my salt, you are helping the whole world, you
have been in the sea, you have travelled the world, you have
helped the whole world. Help this old one or young one.
And then they carry it around and put it in the oven. This
salt shouldn’t be lying around.

AIAHEEF, Chyzhakha village, Berazino district, Minsk region <
G. L. Korsuk, b. 1929 (2010).

Salt is one of the primary means of healing a curse; sometimes the

salt is said to be blessed. Salt (along with bread) is a widespread
offering both for sacred guardian helpers and for the illness itself.
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While many rituals with rebirth symbolism involved imitating
death, another group substituted death with sleep. Sleep is by itself
a temporary transition into another state, it opens up the borders
between this and the other world. Many traditional lamentations
call on the deceased person to wake up, i.e. come back to life. For
this reason, a number of magical manipulations aimed at heal-
ing a sick child are performed while it is asleep, considered to
be the optimal setup because the child is in the other world. So,
for example, when a child was suffering from notsnitsa, specially
prepared water was placed under its cradle, its shirt was hung
outside, etc. Sleep is one of the preconditions for the successful
healing of an abscess, whereby merely falling asleep is seen to go
a long way towards feeling better. In her analysis of lullabies that
contain references to a child’s death, Lilia Khafizova interprets
sleep as one of the most potent depictions of passage. “A child’s
awakening is equal to its growing up and acquiring the status of an
adult. Children get this status through sleep, which is interpreted
as a temporal death” (Khafizova 2000: 94).

But on this journey of sleep, the sufferer had to be be provided
with support from this world in order to be protected from being
pulled into the other world. This explains the use of a number of
wards and apotropaic symbols in all stages of magical healing. The
setting of passage determines the openness to contact the other
world and the fluidity of border, while the influence of the other
world is constantly regulated.

The notion of way

In the semantics of rites of passage the idea of visiting other worlds
and the very idea of passage can also be conveyed through the met-
aphor of the way, road, or journey. This was already pointed out by
Arnold van Gennep, who noted that “passage from one social posi-
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tion to another is identified with a territorial passage, such as the
entrance into a village or a house, movement from one room to an-
other, or the crossing of streets and squares” (van Gennep 1960: 192,
ginal emphasis). The spacial aspect of a healing ritual always
includes the notion of way and a relocation that is not conditioned
utilitarian demands. In a number of cases, the healing ritual
itself was reduced to relocation; however, its distinct spatial con-
figuration lent it additional significance. The locations that were
chosen for the ritual had a marked boundary semantics. The ritual
focused on transcending the boundary, the spatial movement
across the border, i.e. passage in the broad meaning of the word.

ori

by

One such location can be a threshold:

JlBa mapori mepariicblii, a Ha TPaLpIiM cKasalb: “[o6pbl
Bevap, s ycbllikawcs, mpachli, A makawocs . Tpi passt
nepaiiii i Tpi pasbl cKasallb.

Cross two thresholds, say at the third threshold: ‘Good eve-
ning, I wet myself, forgive me, I will repent. Cross oneself
three times and say it three times.

ATAHEE Zadvore village, Lyakhavichy district Brest region
< M. M. Rakuts, b. 1936 (2005).

A bridge can be another such location:
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KpbIkcs! § siro. MajbubIk ObIY Ty>ka KPBIKTIBBL A § HAC MOCT
4yapas pauky 661y. Houbl He criasi, a 6abylke macaBeTaBari.
Insi maj MocT i pykoit macTykait: “SIk 9TbIs 6anki May4anb,
Kab Tak i Moyt yHYK cray’. I ¥cé, sik pyKoii 3bHsIO.

He suffered from kryksy. The boy was very loud. And there
was a bridge over the river. [They] couldn't sleep at night,
and someone gave advice to the grandmother. Go under the
bridge and knock [on it] with your hand. “These beams are
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silent, let my grandson sleep in the same way. And that’s it,
he was cured.

ATAHEF, Khodasy village, Mstsislaw district, Mogilev
region < V. V. Pimakhova, b. 1939, and M. S. Gromava,
b. 1938 (2011).

Another location associated with boundaries was a crossroads:

Sk kppryani ManbLa pabATHL, iX Tagbl Ba3isi Ma KpbIKaBbIX
Jlaporax.

When young children kept screaming, they were taken along
the crossroads.

ATAHEEF, Turki village, Dokshytsy district, Vitebsk region <
V. U. Mits'ko, b. 1926 (2005).

The material embodiment of the concept of ‘way’ is a road or a
street, which often feature in folk magic: “When you utter the
spell three times, you should carry the child across the street three
times — there and back again” (AIAHEE Usokha-Buda village,
Dobrush district, Gomel region — H. A. Bartashevich, L. Bara-
banava < A. V. Yarmoshkina, b. 1913)). In another ritual, a sick
child was to be carried in the hem of one’s clothes twice a day, at
dawn and at sunset, without looking back at the ‘border; i.e. the
rising or setting sun (Werenko 1896: 207).

Relocation from one place to another in the course of ritual
healing emphasises its original meaning in which the passage
involves overcoming a certain obstacle and following rules (to be
naked, to pass through holes, etc.) that highlight the link to arche-
typical symbols of passage and rebirth. “A healer called Mazenka
took the sufferer to the barn, told him to undress and run to the
neighbouring grove naked (and it was late autumn and frosty); he
had to find two aspens growing from the same root and squeeze
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between them. And old Mazenka was whispering something dur-
ing the process” (Shlyubski 1927: 21-22).

“The way becomes the omni-way, it is the brightest and the most
intense image of space that must be perceived as the omni-space,
the universal space that combines both the sacred cosmogenic
space of the Universe and the profane, modest, and cosily domestic
everyday space” (Toporov 1993: 9). The role of the way in magical
healing is especially prominent in the texts of spells and charms.
In these texts, the way is the most direct and effective means of
eliminating the original status and achieving a desirable outcome.
Most eastern Slavic narrative spells revolve around a hero’s way.
The notion of way reflects the aspiration to reach the location
where the ritual is performed (on a metatextual level) and the idea
of visiting the other world in order to overcome the crisis (on a
semantic level). Moreover, according to Sergey Shindin, “the image
of way in magical practice can foreground ideas about the close
relations between the events in the macrocosm and the microcosm
and about the possibility of influencing individual or social life
directly through a connection to the cosmos, the absolute sum to
which the way is an equivalent” (Shindin 1993: 111).

The main motivation to embark on the way, for the subject of
a spell or healing practice, is to meet representatives of the other
world either on the way or at the end of the journey. Oppositions
such as inside-outside, life—death, healthy-ill are resolved there,
and the space of their journey represents the sufferer’s status as
lacking stability and being open to various influences. Return from
this space and from such a journey is symbolically understood as
a new birth (Libera 1995: 186). While the other is transformed
into the self, the vector of movement shifts from the periphery of
domesticated space to its center (Bayburin 1993: 192). In the case
of healing magic this involves the relocation of the sufferer and
the healer from a space where the ritual is performed. This way
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is relatively well-marked and full of restrictions and taboos, such
as ‘one must not look back] ‘one must not speak etc.

Similar to rituals dominated by symbolism of the way/journey
are those involving stepping into borderline locations and leaving
the disease there. Such rituals are predicated on the existence of
two subjects. The first subject is the sufferer themselves, whose
action of stepping over certain objects or places is imbued with
the symbolic meaning of overcoming their sick and ‘borderline’
status. Objects that are stepped over are united by their belonging
to the boundary and even the other world. Among such objects
are the fur coat (kazhukh): «fIx guts 6ymo 6anpHOe, TO Ipas
KO)KyXa BBIBEPHYTa, Ka3a/, HaJa AAMy nepacTymnutb» “When a
child was sick, they said that it should step over a fur coat turned
inside out” (BFEA, Veluta village (Luninets district Brest re-
gion — T. R. Fedukhovich); and a threshold and a well: “Kaxxyip,
HaJl KaJIofi3eCsAM HOCIOIb. A 3apas A4S Ljepas mapor: KpbIkcer-
IIaKCBI, BbIXOA3blle BOH — “They say, [a child] is carried over a
well. And now also over the threshold, saying ‘Kryksy-plaksy'’, go
away” (AIAHEF, Assyo village, Lepel district, Vitebsk region - H.
A. Bartashevich < N. M. Sazon, aged 78). The second subject is
the healer who steps over the sufferer. On one level, this implies
that the ailing person is lowered, placing them in a location with
an otherworldly association. On another level, there is a clear
symbolic connection with the area between the legs as naturally
connected with the idea of ‘death-birth, since the dominant ch-
tonic meaning of the legs is also connected to the reproductive
function. The mediative aspect of the situation is reinforced by
placing the sufferer in a border area, for example on a threshold,
on the junction between floor boards, along a beam, with their
head towards the oven:

Kanm putsa nnags, gak MoX3 AMY Ypoku cmy4binuch. Hama
IVMTEHKA IIa/IAXKBITh CIIABUTAra Y9PBOHBIM IIAACOM Ha MAaCTy
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(Ha majyTose) yponb Opyca (6anmpKa ¥ cTO) rajoykait aa
neynl. MaTu iepacTymae Aro rmpasait Haroii ja mpeiraBopa:
YbIM mapajinia, THIM U aTxagyia. Tpbl pas3bl Tak»

When a child is crying, it could be that someone cast an
evil eye on it. You should put a red belt on the child, put the
child on the floor along the ceiling beam, head towards the
oven. The mother steps over it with her right leg and says:
‘What I used to give birth, I'll use to cure. And so it goes
for three times.

PA, Grabauka village, Gomel district, Gomel region - T.
Shchepanskaya < V. P. Aploshkava, b. 1936 (1982).

Krnani Ha raHak i Manii mepacTtynasna Tybl-CIO[Ibl TPbI Pasbl,
i mpeiraBopBai: fkas Mani pagsina, Takas i agxajasina.

[We] put [the child] on the porch and the mother stepped
over it back and forth three times and repeated: “The mother
that gave birth will be the the one who will cure’ (Piatrous-
kaja 1998: 119).

Ax xporusinp (A3ing), To Hago Ae MOCTUIH ([OIIKi ¥
nasiio3e) CXOAAILA, KIAENIb ¥ TP pasa IepIXOINIIb, I
Ka)k3: YbIM MaTh poAuIa, TBIM ¥ OTXOAWIIA.

When the child is crying, one should put it on the junction
between the floor boards and step over it three times, and
say: ‘What the mother used to give birth, she’ll use to cure;

PA, Verkhniya Zhary village, Bragin district, Gomel region -
V. I. Kharytonava.

On the one hand, stepping over a child symbolically correlates
with giving birth and indicates that the illness is left in the out-
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side space. On the other hand, it endows the sufferer with vitality
through contact with the female sexual sphere. It is significant
that stepping over a child was prohibited outside the ritual con-
text (“you won’t grow”), and that if this was done by a demon, it
foretold a misfortune: jak cort pierastupiii (literally ‘as if a devil
stepped over (someone)’), meaning that someone’s life went awry
(Vasyukovich 2000: 200).

Thus, the aim of a diseased person’s relocation across the border
(especially ifitisa child) is to go through the stages of their sociali-
sation. “In healing spells the way may also epitomize the process
of healing. It is a process that happens along the way and implies
certain dynamics. A small-scale model of this way indicates the
aspiration to achieve the same goal in real life. According to the
laws of an archaic mindset, if we model a successful outcome
on a small scale, we can successfully accomplish it in real life”
(Zav’yalova 2006: 190). The transition between self and other, life
and death not only neutralises these oppositions but also marks
the fulfillment of an appropriate social status.

Therefore, a magical healing ritual results in the renewal of an
ailing individual’s personal integrity, which consequently leads
to the (re)establishment of social stability, while the individual
overcomes the desemiotisation that was caused by their illness.
Recovery is semiotically recognised as a return from the other
world, inevitably leading to the “reestablishing of homogene-
ity in the living world” (Bayburin 1993: 116), which is a typical
conclusion for all rites of passage. Consequently, it also leads to
the restoration of the normal structure of the universe in general.

Conclusions

Within the framework of a rite of passage, a sufferer is represented
as a liminal being whose biological status does not correspond
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to their social status. However, equilibrium can be restored in
the course of a ritual. The liminal stage of the ritual is expressed
through a medical manipulation that should take place in a loca-
tion that is rich in symbols of death and the other world. The main
idea is to lead the sufferer through a symbolic death and resur-
rection. The postliminal stage, or, to be more exact, the symbolic
resurrection, represents a second birth, and is thus described in
near-physiological schemes and terms. This involves conceptual-
ising the world where the symbolic death takes place as a womb,
while the process of healing is represented as childbirth. The
general concept of rituals involve the creation of a new person.
Folk medical rituals specifically are regarded as the correction
of a sufferer’s physical state, which includes the separation and
destruction of their (personified) illness and the strengthening or
modification of their biological capacities and health.

The result of a medical ritual is that the sufferer acquires a clear
and unambiguous definition, restoring both their personal order
and social stability. The individual overcomes their desemiotisa-
tion, which was caused by the illness. If, however, the individual
is captured by otherworldly forces and falls under the influence
of death, they fall out the human semiotic sphere. Recovery can
be symbolically represented as a return from the other world, the
world of the dead, which inevitably contributes to the restoration
of order in the world of the living and, consequently, the reestab-
lishment of the normal structure of the universe in general.

Notes

! The fieldwork materials are deposited in the Archive of the Institute
of Art History, Ethnography and Folklore (AIAHEF) at the National
Academy of Sciences of Belarus.
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2 All further recordings were made by the author unless specified
otherwise.

? Candles blessed during the Candlemass celebrations were used in
many Belarusian rituals, including a significant number of rites of pas-
sage (translator’s note).

* Notsnitsa is a female nightmare spirit and the personification of child
disease in Slavic mythology (translator’s note).

> A vernacular term for epilepsy (translator’s note).
¢ Another name for Notsnitsa, see note 4 (translator’s note).

7 Another name for the personification of children’s desease (transla-
tor’s note).

8 One of the names for infant illnesses that are associated with the age
of one month (translator's note, see Valodzina 2009).

® A term for malaise deriving from the word syry, which means ‘raw’
(translator’s note).

1 Plaksy derives from the world plakac; to cry (translator’s note).

Sources

ATAHEEF - The Archive of the Institute of Art History, Ethnography
and Folklore (AIAHEF) at the National Academy of Sciences of
Belarus.
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