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FOREWORD — THE MIND ENGAGED


Many folk beliefs are referred to as ‘superstitions’, with the implication that these are silly ideas in no way connected with common sense or rational thought. However, these beliefs are related to human feeling and to psychological needs, and so — no matter how farfetched they appear — always have something to tell about our attitudes towards life and towards the world around us.


A survey of folk beliefs makes it clear that they bear witness to two basic human emotions: fancy and fear. They are dramatic by nature, for imagination and insecurity are never-failing sources of drama. They are poetic too, focusing on images to the neglect of conscious analysis, and being carried along by whatever is felt to be cohesive in these images.


It can indeed be claimed that superstitions are nothing more than impressions strongly implanted in the mind due to a kind of speculation which mixes the surreal with the real and confuses the abstract with the concrete. They are preserved, and their hold on the mind strengthened, by assertion in speech and by repetition in practice. Though we need not take them literally, they are always of interest, for man ‘hopes and fears all’, and the unpredictability of life is just as enduring, as ever-present, as is our fascination with it.










ONE


MAN THE SUMMATION OF ALL THINGS


The sense of self is the most constant one in our experience, and much lore therefore centres on it. The human imagination has long been concerned with aspects of our lives, of our own minds and bodies. Although most of the related superstitions are not validated by modern medical science, they often gave people confidence — illusory, but none the less reassuring — in dealing with matters of immediate personal importance.
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The head is master to the body


The head and face, as the most obvious and visible conveyors of personality, were given particular emphasis in body-lore. Many cultures visualised the head as the seat of the intellect but also as the seat of the emotions, because of the expression of human feeling in the face — its paling and reddening, its laughter and tears, its variety of grimaces and contortions.


The fact that the head contains the brain and therefore man’s rationalising powers was clear from behaviour and from the results of injury, and perhaps was also known from vivisection. The brain is in Irish called inchinn, in the sense of understanding, but a double of it is meanma, which has connotations of temperament, and both rationale and feeling are contained in the word intinn, for the general mental functioning. Not surprisingly, with this notion of totality, a popular proverb stated that ‘The head is master to the body,’ meaning that if anything goes wrong with the head, the body will be bound to suffer in some way.
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Decision — the head stands alone


In early Irish culture, the head was considered to represent the whole of the person. This attitude is shown in ancient rituals of the Celts, who, even after decapitating a foe in battle, would preserve the head and accord it special respect. Classical writers tell of the continental Celts that they were accustomed to hang the heads of their enemies from the ridge-poles of their tents, and that they brought them along to feasts as if these dead enemies were guests. Early Irish stories tell of heads speaking after death, especially at feasts, where they gave instructions and messages to their listeners.


The head seems to have had particular significance in early Ireland in the context of druids and poets, to whom knowledge of past, present and future was attributed. The famous stone head found at Corleck in Co. Cavan, dating from the Celtic Iron Age, may reflect this: it has three faces, as if to indicate that the seer could simultaneously look into these three dimensions of time.
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Information comes through the ears, is distilled in the brain, is reproduced through the mouth


Early literary sources show that the brain was regarded as the control-centre of the body. This eminently sensible view persisted down through the centuries in folklore. At all stages, of course, there was fanciful elaboration, and various attempts were made to bring the other parts of the head into the scheme of things. For example, the breath was envisaged as a stream which carries the words forward. Since it comes from deep inside the body and returns there, it could be thought of as a kind of liquid of the soul.


To breathe ritually upon an object was to impart something of one’s essence to that object. This was an important element in folk healing — for example, it was widely believed in Ireland that thrush of the throat could be cured by a fasting person breathing into the patient’s mouth.
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The ear is prophetic


Folk tradition held that not just words but other effects could be picked up by one’s ear. Thus, if the right ear were warm, it was said that the person was being praised, while heat in the left ear meant that backbiting was taking place. Such notions, described by Pliny as current in ancient Rome, remain popular in modern folklore. A belief common in all parts of Ireland was that if a tiny ringing were heard in the ear, the death of a friend was imminent. An alternative explanation was that a friend in Purgatory in need of a prayer was sending the little bell as a signal.
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The power of the tongue


Words, and the proper crafting of them, have always been considered extremely important in Ireland, where there is deep respect for dea-chaint (good speech).


The fancy was that the tongue was the cutter and shaper of words as they passed through the mouth, and people with a long and agile tongue were thought to be very good talkers. Medieval Irish literature claims that poets had two capsules on their tongues — one full of honey for praising, the other full of poison for satirising. By a similar process of thinking, later folklore represents poets as washing their mouths after composing a particularly bitter satire. Children, of course, were often told that a spot on the tongue resulted from telling lies, and were made to wash out their mouths when they used vulgar words.
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Words can either harm or help


Speech, with its immense social potential, was highly valued and also greatly feared. There was a very strong belief in the power of a ‘bad tongue’ — that is, the tongue of a malicious and unscrupulous person. ‘Envy would eat away the hills,’ went an old saying.


Defamation was also credited with more concrete effects. It was thought that venomous criticism could actually bring sickness or even death to the victim. False or sarcastic praise was feared because of its cynical intent and, accordingly, its sinister nature. Most dreaded of all were compliments which were ‘craving’, or laced with envy. Many stories were told of children being falsely praised by a covetous neighbour, and as a result falling very ill or dying.


The tongue could be used in constructive ways also. Those with a ‘silver tongue’, for instance, could give great entertainment and encouragement to their fellows, or could avail themselves or others in matters of romance by composing fine songs or rhetorics of love. The positive side too was expressed in concrete terms, such as in the belief that a lick of the tongue could heal cuts and burns, particularly if the tongue had first licked the back of a lizard — an instance of how exotic actions or materials were much valued by the popular imagination. The connection with the lizard probably results from the widespread notion that this creature is itself tongueless, and so its wasted tongue ‘energy’ would be gained by the person who applied his own tongue to it.
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The soul can be observed


The image of the head as the centre of the life-force, and of the personality, gave rise to many other ideas. For instance, stories were told of how the soul could sometimes be seen, in the shape of a little bird, a butterfly or a bee, flying out from the mouth of a sleeping person and returning before he awoke. The person might then describe a dream which he had, a dream based on what the soul saw when it had temporarily left the body. A prevalent belief was that, at death, the soul departed through log an bhaithis: that is, ‘the hollow in the crown of the head’.
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Wisdom, like truth, will out


The general belief was that wisdom was an innate quality — a sort of shining light of the intellect — with which a small number of people were born and which marked them out from the beginning. Many Irish stories tell of a young genius speaking words of poetry or prophecy soon after his birth, to the astonishment of the adults present.


It was said that there were three qualities which came by nature and could not be properly acquired through learning: guth, féile agus filíocht (a singing voice, generosity and poetry).
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The head examined and healed


All heads, whether of geniuses or of ordinary people, are of course susceptible to illness, which was imagined to be caused by a spirit entering the person and putting his dimensions out of proportion. It was thought that the head should have the same circumference when measured vertically and horizontally, and so in order to cure headaches or nervous tension, it was measured both ways to discover what abnormality had occurred. A bandage or stocking would then be tightened around the head and gently squeezed to bring it back into shape.


A common fancy was that the shape of the head indicated personal characteristics. For instance, a broad brow was taken to mean a very developed intelligence, whereas wrinkles on the forehead meant that a person was prone to worry and anxiety. The head was accorded importance in aesthetic terms too. In both early and modern times, a person with a broad temple, bright forehead and gradually narrowing cheeks was considered very handsome.


The mantic importance of the head was reflected in the widespread belief that cures could be obtained by drinking milk from a skull, and the custom in some areas of swearing oaths on skulls.
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Blondes held in high regard


An ancient tendency among the Celtic peoples was to consider fair hair as especially beautiful, deriving from the notion that brightness was a divine trait. Both druids and heroes used lime in order to brighten their hair-colour. The seer-hero Fionn Mac Cumhaill was described as fair-haired — his very name (fionn) signifies this; in his case, his hair reflected the shining light of his intellect. Other-world women — who inspired the prophets and poets — were always said to have had hair of that colour.
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The magic of red hair


Accounts of the early Celts show that red hair was prevalent among them, and this too was held in high regard, even though it could be considered to involve a degree of magical danger. Red, after all, is the colour of fire, one of the most inexplicable sources of support to ancient man, but also one of the most hazardous elements known to him. It is curious that, in later times, red hair was often regarded as an inheritance from the Viking raiders who settled in medieval Ireland.


In a country like Ireland, with varieties of green as the general background, the colour red is rare and therefore stands out clearly to the eye. Similarly, in any given group of people, one with red hair would be noticed. Superstitions tend to centre on the unusual, and particularly the picturesque. Thus, to meet a red-haired woman was often considered a bad portent. The belief was very strong among fishermen, who would turn back home if they met with such a woman when going to sea. Perhaps it was felt that a conspicuous woman might deflect the attention of seafarers from their dangerous tasks!


[image: Images]


Hair indicates the person and the destiny


Red hair was also taken as an indication of a hot-blooded temperament. Since hair was thought to spring internally from the blood, for it to retain this colour was a reflection of that essential human element in its most productive and heated humour. People tended, and to an extent still tend, to regard hidden traits as being expressed externally in one’s physical appearance. Strong and healthy hair, whether on the head or on the body, suggested a high degree of strength and health within the whole person.


Conversely, a decline in one’s hair presaged a general decline in well-being. Balding, while it had to be accepted as inevitable, was considered extremely undesirable. An Irish saying has it that ‘Baldness is most uncomely, and only blindness is a greater affliction.’ A sudden greying or thinning of body hair was wont to cause alarm, as it was taken as a portent of sickness or even death.
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Strength and power of the person lies in the hair


In Ireland, and in several other countries, it was thought highly unlucky for a man to allow a woman to cut his hair or shave his beard, the danger being that he would thereby lose his strength or even his virility. This belief may stem from the biblical account of Samson and Delilah, but the Samson story itself is indebted to ancient folklore of the Middle East.


Many cultures evince a secret fear of an occult power residing in women. The ultimate source of this — no doubt male — notion is difficult to decipher, but some psychoanalysts would attribute it to the symbolism of the male ‘dying’ in sexual intercourse. It is significant also that many primitive cultures considered women to be especially dangerous when menstruating; the association with lunar periods increased the feeling that women derived extra power from their involvement with outside agencies. Incidentally, it was thought inadvisable in Ireland and elsewhere to cut hair while the moon was waning, as this would bring about a corresponding decline in the hair.
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