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THE SPIRITUAL POWER OF MASKS
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“This book is a gem! As always, Nigel Pennick explores his intriguing subject with ferocious intensity, beautifully balancing his lenses from telescopic to macroscopic. He writes with a density of detail and archival attention, galloping through centuries in single sentences, crisscrossing countries and even continents in single bounds. His prodigious knowledge, gathered and retained over a lifetime, pours forth—a cornucopia of richness—and sometimes may seem like simple lists but which transcend as categorical abundance of evidence that lead up to his anecdotal expansions. Well done, Mr. Pennick!”

LINDA KELSEY-JONES, 
PRESIDENT OF SAN MARCOS 
AREA ARTS COUNCIL
AND DIRECTOR/CURATOR OF THE 
WALKERS’ GALLERY, SAN 
MARCOS

Praise for Previous Works by Nigel Pennick

“Nigel Pennick is a true initiate who can demonstrate to the reader how nature and cosmos correlate to each other. He explains medieval traditions and Celtic magic in a way that helps us understand how these topics are universal, gives us knowledge about ourselves, and is of highest relevance for humankind today. I regularly return to Nigel Pennick’s books.”

THOMAS KARLSSON, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF NIGHTSIDE OF 
THE RUNES

“Written by one of the great wisdom keepers of British lore, The Ancestral Power of Amulets, Talismans, and Mascots [contains] . . . folklore by which people have kept themselves safe against plagues . . . and evils of many kinds. Very highly recommended as an authentic sourcebook of protective wisdom.”

CAITLÍN MATTHEWS,
COAUTHOR OF THE LOST 
BOOK OF THE GRAIL

“Richly researched! Magic in the Landscape is a fascinating insight into a practice in need of returning, one that will go a long way in healing and reclaiming a magical relationship with the sacred landscape.”

PHILIP CARR-GOMM,
AUTHOR OF DRUID MYSTERIES
AND LESSONS IN MAGIC

“[Elemental Magic is] one of Nigel Pennick’s best! Thorough, practical, and informed by a profound grasp of traditional European lore, this classic book on the art and practice of natural magic belongs on the bookshelf of any working mage.”

JOHN MICHAEL GREER,
AUTHOR OF THE DRUID 
MAGIC HANDBOOK 
AND THE DRUIDRY HANDBOOK

“Nigel Pennick is one of the greatest living runic experts, bringing meticulous research and a profound magical understanding to his subject. This important book [Runic Lore and Legend] examines the distinctive Anglo-Saxon Futhark of Northumbria, essentially setting the thirty-three runes in the context of both time and place.”

ANNA FRANKLIN,
AUTHOR OF PAGAN WAYS
TAROT

“Well-researched and wonderfully illustrated, Pennick’s telling of local history and mythology is written in an accessible, interesting, and enthralling way and kept me engrossed from beginning to end. Witchcraft and Secret Societies of Rural England is very highly recommended!”

JUNE KENT,
EDITOR OF INDIE SHAMAN
MAGAZINE

“Whether we call it magic or folklore (or even superstition), the traditional, often pre-Christian knowledge described in Pagan Magic of the Northern Tradition is fascinating. I’ve been referring to Pennick’s books for years when I need a fact or an example of some interesting early magic to cite in my books and blogs. I learned something new on every page!”

BARBARA ARDINGER, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF PAGAN EVERY 
DAY AND SECRET 
LIVES

“Operative Witchcraft is an unromanticized ‘warts and all’ survey of the real history and lore of witchcraft in the author’s native England and elsewhere. One could not ask for a more knowledgeable and sympathetic guide through these shadow-filled realms than Nigel Pennick.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN,
COAUTHOR OF LORDS OF CHAOS
AND COEDITOR OF THE
JOURNAL TYR: MYTH—CULTURE—TRADITION

“Solidly referenced and carefully illustrated, The Book of Primal Signs seems to travel everywhere and touch everything.”

RICHARD HEATH,
AUTHOR OF SACRED NUMBER 
AND THE ORIGINS OF CIVILIZATION AND 
SACRED NUMBER AND THE LORDS 
OF TIME
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PREFACE

The Meaning and Function of Masks

This book is about the many variants of disguise that people have created and worn from early times until the present day. Focusing on the European tradition, it describes and discusses the meaning and 
function of masks, rituals, and ceremonial disguises with detailed historical and contemporary examples, mainly from Britain, where the author has been a participant. The themes dealt with here all interpenetrate 
one another, from religious and rural ritual to theatrical performance, carnival, and riot. Nothing of it has ever been fixed rigidly; all was and is in continuous flux, and new forms have emerged as conditions changed, while retaining the continuity of their underlying eternal reality. All examples presented here are generic and have occurred over hundreds of years and recur in many places in Europe. There are no borderlines, only transformation.
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Fig. P.1. Demon or guiser? Medieval stone carving fragment, Wisbech Cambridgeshire, England (See also color plate 1.)
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INTRODUCTION

Incarnating the Spirit Depicted by the Mask

There is a spiritual power in masks, hints of other things that remain unspoken, stylized yet ideal images of ideal qualities, otherworldly substances, ritually activated. For the mask’s wearer is representing the archetype, whether it be the ancestral or the dead, a divinity or a power, a being of the eldritch world or a character in a formalized play. The boundary line between human guisers, lifeless effigies, ensouled images of deities, and uncanny beings is always fluid and uncertain. The masker is located at the intersection point between the present and the past, the personal and the collective, the living and the dead, this world and the Otherworld—for the mask enacts the dialogue between the container and the contained, the exterior and the interior, the seen and the unseen. The mimesis of masked mumming means that the masker personates the mask’s character for the duration of the masquerade. The person inside is subordinated to the power signified by the mask. Whatever the being so personated, the performance takes place in the here and now and is operative by its present effects. For these are the masks of anonymity, worn by nameless guisers enacting ritual roles, incarnating the spirit depicted by the mask. In so doing, they partake of something of the eternal, the archetypal, that is present in the transience of keeping up the day. This book does not intend to be a 
comprehensive listing of every masked and disguised performance that has ever 
been documented over the centuries in Europe. It is not a literalistic catalogue of “here they did this” and “here they did that,” a work of numerical taxonomy, full of percentages and distribution maps that, however interesting, are artifacts of fragmentary historical documentation that often demonstrate little but drive the spirit away from an existence that is preeminently capable of infinite and joyful variation.

Tradition constructs the present out of the past, recognizing and celebrating those themes that have empowered the customs and practices of bygone days. History is not the past, and the future is not inevitable, only conditioned by what has gone before. History is a story that people tell about events of the past, and the future has no existence except in the imagination. History appropriates particular things that remain from the past and constructs a narrative from them. It is only of value if it resonates with and is useful to somebody now. Inevitably selective, tellers of history speak of things that are useful to their particular 
theme. They help to explain the present by recalling past happenings that preceded the present condition of things, events that explain, justify, and reinforce the present and indicate its potential.

Our experience of place is fundamental to our sense of being. Traditional society in each locality has a particular local way of looking at the world that is not reproducible or transferable. History is site specific; placeless events are impossible. In traditional societies, place-names are all descriptive. Features in the land such as the shape of mountains and hills, bends in rivers, ravines, isolated rocks, fertile meadows, types of trees and animals, and the abodes of eldritch beings all appear as elements in traditional place-names. Older languages have words that express the subtle gradations of slope, water flow, the shape of hills, the color of rocks, places where deer graze, the local names of plants and where they grow, places where snow remains longest after the winter, and the locus terribilis where humans ought not to trespass. The individual’s being in his or her “home ground” is grounded in the local culture as the repository of local knowledge. Place, language, and everyday life are enmeshed in landwisdom, a spiritual linkage that must be nurtured or lost. To recognize this is to acknowledge the genius loci, the spirit of the place. This is spirit in either sense of the word, both physical and intangible, emergent from the dark world of the indeterminate.

Ancient sacred places always had their human guardians, usually a hereditary role. The divinely enthused derilans who kept the holy wells of Scotland and the harrowwardens who dwelt in tumbledown cottages among the stones of power ministered to any passing pilgrim seeking an oracle or healing. These unpaid keepers assured that the hallowed wood, well, or stone would not be profaned, misused, or destroyed. There are those today who, unobserved, tend these ancient places of the land, where they still exist. They may not be hereditary guardians in the traditional sense, but they, too, are true dewars, spiritual gardeners who commune with the eldritch world. Theirs is the sacred stewardship of their spiritual forebears, bearing authentic testimony to their history, assuring the continuance of positive traditional values.

All places are meaningful, but places where something human happened—or is believed to have happened—are uniquely specific. They are landmarks associated with particular stories, with mythological 
and historical events. Whatever the event and whoever the personage, the place is made notable and special by the interweaving of topography, history, religion, myth, and institutions that carry on and commemorate the event in observances, rituals, and performances. But without institutions to carry them on, customs and traditions must die. Institutions in the form of guilds, whether officially sanctioned, unofficial, or even prohibited, have carried on traditional observances and guarded both intangible traditions and physical artifacts. From the religious guilds of ancient Greece and Rome to the craft guilds and rural fraternities of later times, the keeping places of sacred objects, masks, costumes, dragons, hobby horses, and giants have been maintained, often in secret.
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Ensouled Artifacts and Death Masks


The Spiritual Arts and Crafts

In contrast with the materialistic worldview that is the commonplace, there is another sort of relationship that exists among people, places, and artifacts. When we engage physically in the spiritual current, then we develop another kind of consciousness of our place within existence. An artifact made by hand according to true principles gains an inner consistency, for the act of making is a spiritual path in its own right. For example, carving a religious image or a mask according to true principles produces an ensouled artifact. The materials used come from specific places and are chosen because of their innate qualities. They are not the products of anonymous factories, made by machines in vast repeatable quantities. The spiritual arts and crafts seek to realize spiritual ideals materially through a process that itself is the craftsperson’s spiritual journey. The initiation of the newcomer into a guild sets him or her on a path toward the hard-won mastery of the craft.

Ensouled artifacts emerge from the principles of traditional craftsmanship, in which, as the medieval German mystic Meister Eckhart taught, “working and becoming are the same.” Traditional spirituality is not just an inward thing: it also must manifest materially. “Those who lead the contemplative life and do no outward works are most mistaken, and on the wrong tack,” said Eckhart, for “no person can in this life reach the point where he is excused from outward works.” It is a spirituality independent of religious denominations—the world of the worker, the artisan whose function is to deal with physical reality firsthand. The realities of doing necessitate a practical approach in which the unquestionable presence of the materials always overrides abstract human theories and dogmas. This is not the dialectical materialism preached by modernity: the vision is that of the poet, the artist, the visionary, not of the professional cleric, the accountant, or the politician.




Death and Funerary Masks

The death mask is an ensouled artifact. It is a means of preserving the exact appearance of a dead person’s face, an image taken directly after the last breath has flown. Death masks are made by molding and casting. A flexible material such as plaster is put on the face of the deceased and allowed to dry. Then it is removed, and the mold of the face is now the matrix, a void in the form of the face into which material is put to make a copy of the original matrix, the solid form of the face. The mold is then broken, and the material object released. The solid of the matrix becomes void in the mold, then solid again when the material fills it. The death mask makes manifest materially the mysterious interconnection between presence and absence, here and not here, positive and negative. Depressions in the mold become raised areas, and the raised areas of the mold become depressions. What was hollow is now solid, and what was solid is now hollow. The death mask and the image made from it link it with the crafts of pottery and metal casting.

Frank Byron Jevons wrote that in ancient Rome, “one mask was buried with the deceased whilst another was carefully preserved, and the masks or imagines . . . were worn on the occasion of a funeral of a member of the household by persons who in the funeral procession represented the deceased ancestors whose imagines they wore” (italics in original) (Jevons 1916, 179). Funerary masks, with an image of the deceased person’s face, are well known from ancient Egypt, where they were part of the mummy case. Many Egyptian ones were made from cartonnage, a forerunner of papier mâché using linen strips with a binding material, which was then painted. Metal funerary masks were also used, the most famous of which is the solid gold mask of Tutankhamen. In 1876, a splendid gold funerary mask was discovered by archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann at Mycenae, Greece. He called it “the mask of Agamemnon,” though he had no evidence that it was. Several comparable Thracian gold funerary masks have been discovered in Bulgaria; the Sventitsata mound at Kran in the Stara Zagora region contained the remains of a body dismembered according to Orphic custom. It was identified as the mask of the Odrysian king Teres, who reigned from 460 to 445 BCE. Etruscan funerary masks were made in sheet bronze and attached to urns containing the ashes of the dead. The Romans made death masks that they used as molds to make the imagines majorum, masks that were deposited in the family lararium, the family shrine of the ancestors. They were worn at funerals, where they literally represented the dead.

In medieval Europe, effigies with lifelike masks, cast from death masks in the Roman manner, appeared at state funerals of magnates and royalty. “State funerals of the fourteenth and subsequent centuries,” Reginald Cocks wrote disapprovingly in Britain in 1902, “were robbed of much solemnity in this country by carrying in the procession a life-like effigy of the deceased” (Cocks 1902, 431). In the medieval period, the effigies had lifelike painted and carved wooden faces, but by the seventeenth century, they were lifelike waxworks. The faces were cast from death masks. Westminster Abbey contained the effigies of several seventeenth-and eighteenth-century British monarchs: King Charles II, William III and Mary II, and Queen Anne. The last effigy carried in a procession was that of Edmund Sheffield, the last Duke of Buckinghamshire, who died in 1735 at age nineteen (Cocks 1902, 433). It remained customary until quite recently to make a death mask of a famous person who had just died. The death mask of William Shakespeare is illustrated in figure 1.1.
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Fig.1.1. Death mask of William Shakespeare (archive)

Marks around the eyes have been claimed by medical experts to indicate the disease reputed to have killed a person. The death mask of the visionary poet William Blake still exists, and that of the Soviet dictator Josef Stalin, who died in 1953, is preserved in the Stalin Museum at Gori in Georgia.
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Masks and Representation


Religious, Theatrical, Guising, and Carnival Masks

We live in a visual culture in which photography in its many 
versions is the main form of image we are presented with. This is appearance 
without context, separated from the living character in a fixed image that is 
seen from the sole angle from which it was photographed. When it is a photograph 
of a person with a painted face or a mask, it is divorced from the performance, 
which is its true place of appearance, and it becomes a separated object in its 
own right, which is liable to be misinterpreted or mistaken for something it is 
not. When seen in the proper, living context, the performer, playing the 
character he or she portrays, is acting within a complex of text, voice, accent, 
gesture, and movement within the particular costume that itself interacts with 
that of other performers in the parade, play, or dance and contributes to a 
complete scene, which takes place at a particular moment at a particular place. 
A photograph, even a video, is an impoverished record of the actuality of the 
event, and an individual artifact from it can give little understanding of the performance of which it was an integral part. Even the photographs reproduced in this book are only illustrative of any particular fragmentary moment during the performance of which their subjects were part. As illustrations of general principles or characters, they serve as examples of events, which are not definitive, but individual particular instances of them.

Ancient representations of Greek masks usually show them as part of performance. When separate, they are images in mosaics, frescos, and lamps, in jewelry and as miniature replicas, perhaps made as votive offerings to Dionysus. A series of terra-cotta miniature masks was found on the Mediterranean island of Lipari, dateable before 252 BCE because the city was destroyed in that year by the Roman army. These existing pottery masks can only be seen in isolation, away from the specific costumes that were invariably worn with particular masks and certainly not in the performances they were designed for. When they were made, their owners knew exactly what characters they represented. Funerary games in ancient Italy involved mask wearing. An Etruscan painting in the Tomba degli Auguri (Tomb of the Augurs) at Tarquinia depicts a phersu wearing a bearded mask and holding a rope attached around the leg of another figure, who is wielding a club and being bitten by a dog. Phersu, a word related to person, meant the director of the funeral performance (Napier 1986, 20–21). Devotees of the cult of Dionysus at Athens portrayed the god as a mask, and actors in plays in honor of the god wore masks. According to tradition, Thespis was the first playwright who used masks, stylized to express various emotions. The familiar theatrical emblem of two masks, one of comedy, the other of tragedy, originated in ancient Greek theater and was taken up as a Roman theme.

In Italy, the two Dionysiac masks appear in mosaic form in the second-century-BCE House of the Faun at Pompeii and in the second-century-CE mosaic made for the Baths of Decius on the Aventine Hill in Rome. The Greek word for a mask is prosopon, “a face.” Masks appear on painted pottery from the fifth century BCE onward. Masks are shown hanging from trees, and the Pronomos Vase depicts actors preparing for a masked satyr play in honor of the god Dionysus. Some fifth-century CE images show helmetlike masks that covered the whole head. The costumes that go with masks and facial disguise are equally significant, for masks were never seen without the costumes or outside the performance, except when deposited in a shrine, never to be used again. Masks were deposited at the altar of Dionysus when no longer used. This was a common ritual for disposing of ceremonial clothing, tools, and weapons at temples of deities who ruled over the trade or craft.

In the bygone era when most people had seen relatively few things, many must have had no idea what a mask was and how it worked. The effect of seeing a Gorgon mask for the first time or an actor in a mask must have been terrifying and puzzling. This is almost unimaginable now, in our era of uninterrupted viewing of vast arrays of ever-changing images. Maurice Sand describes how, in ancient Greece, “Aristophanes in his comedy of the Clouds gave one of his actors a mask which so perfectly resembled Socrates that the spectators thought to behold the man himself upon the stage” (Sand 1915, 16). Aulus Gellius, who lived in the time of the Roman emperor Hadrian, explained, “The entire head and face of the actor being enclosed within the mask, so that the voice could issue by only one restricted opening, it follows that the voice thus confined must be greatly increased in volume and distinction. This is why the Latins have given the name of persona to these masks, because they cause the voices of those who wear them to resound and reverberate” (Sand 1915, 16).

Despite the odd instance of a personal mask, as with Socrates, the majority of ancient masks expressed generic characters, each of which signified a particular emotional state or complex. In his Onomastikon, an encyclopedia of Greek words, the second-century-CE academic Julius Pollux listed forty-four different masks of the New Comedy and the costumes that went with them. Because masks, rather than costumes, have survived from antiquity and more recent masks have been preserved and collected away from the context in which they were made and used, there has been an asymmetrical emphasis on masks alone rather than on the ensembles of which they were part and the aspects of performance that they facilitated. Pollux’s list records the subtlety of differences among ancient masks; each represents a different human type and the psychology inherent in that type. The forty-four different kinds of mask are a catalog of human variability, expressed and explored in the plays in which the actors wore them.

Attempts to compare the masks with any perceived ethnic characteristics must take into account the ethnicities of the time, not those current at the present day, for there have been two and a half thousand years of extensive genetic changes in the human population since they were first designed. As with ancient breeds of animals compared with present ones, humans have changed significantly in the intervening period. New Comedy masks fell into five categories: young men, old men, male slaves, old women, and young women.

Young Men: The mask of the Accomplished Youth had a lightly tanned and ruddy coloring, raised eyebrows, forehead wrinkles, and a crown of hair. The Dark Youth mask looked younger than that of the Accomplished Youth, with lowered brows. The Curly-Haired Youth mask looked even younger, with curly hair, a ruddy coloring, one wrinkle on his forehead, and lowered brows. The Delicate Youth was the youngest of all, with a pale mask with hair like that of the Accomplished Youth. The Wavy-Haired Youth is a boastful soldier whose mask has a dark coloration and wavy hair. Another mask, of the Fair Wavy-Haired Youth, has fair hair but an otherwise similar mask. The Boor has a darker mask, with a short nose and thicker lips and a wreath of hair. The Parasite has a dark, hooked-nosed mask, the Toady is similar but with maliciously raised eyebrows, and the Sicilian Parasite has other subtle variations.
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Fig. 2.1. Ancient Greek mask (See also color plate 2.)

Old Men: The First Grandfather is the oldest, with a pale mask with a downcast look, a full beard, and very short hair. The Second Grandfather has a pale, gloomy-looking mask that is taut around the eyes, with crushed ears, a beard, and red hair. The Principal Old Man is pale and flat-faced with a hooked nose, the right eyebrow raised, and a wreath of hair. The Old Man with a Long Beard has a lethargic look, neutral eyebrows, a long streaming beard, and a wreath of hair. The Wedge-Beard mask has a pointed beard with brows raised in an annoyed expression. Hermon’s first mask has a big beard, raised eyebrows, the forehead extended into baldness, raised brows, and fierce eyes. His second mask has a pointed beard and a bald pate. (Hermon was either a mask maker or an actor who gave his name to these masks.) The mask of Lycomedes (wolf-cunning) has a long beard, curly hair, and a raised brow. The Pimp is a similar mask, slightly grinning, with a bald pate.

Slaves: The Grandfather is gray haired and represents a slave who has been freed. The Principal Slave’s mask has raised eyebrows with the tips drawn together and a coil of red hair. The Low-Hair mask has puffy brows and a bald forehead, while the Curly Slave’s mask has a brownishred coloring, an oblique gaze, and curly hair. The mask of the slave named Maison is also brownish red and has a bald pate. Cicada’s mask has an oblique gaze. It is dark brown, with a beard and curls on a bald pate. The Shorn Poppet mask signifies a slave girl with hair cut short, and the Smooth-Haired Slave Girl mask is snub-nosed, representing a courtesan’s slave.

Young Women: The Talker mask is white with straight brows and hair around its face that is smoothed down. The Talker with Gray Strands signifies a former prostitute. The Curly Woman has the same facial characteristics as the Talker but has curly hair. The Virgin is a light-ochre mask with hair parted in the middle and combed down. The Pseudo-Virgin is a lighter mask with parted hair bound around the top of the head, and the Second Pseudo-Virgin is the same, only lacking the parting. The Mature Courtesan mask is redder than those of the Pseudo-Virgins, with curls around the ears. The Nubile Courtesan is similar but with hair tied up with a band, and the Golden Courtesan has gold in the hair. The Mitered Courtesan mask is topped by a multicolored turban. The Concubine is a white mask with hair around the face, while the Little Torch has hair brought up to a point, like flames.

Old Women: The She-Wolf is an elongated pale-ochre mask with numerous wrinkles and squinting eyes. The Housekeeper is a snubnosed mask with two teeth protruding from each jaw, and the Plump Old Woman mask depicts ample flesh, and a headband surrounds the hair (Wiles 1991, 75–77).




The Carnival Mask Tradition

The masked theater collapsed when theater in general was suppressed in the Roman Empire after the emperor Constantine abolished the old religions, closed and robbed the temples of their treasures, and imposed the Christian Church. But out in the country, it was more difficult to suppress pagan tradition. Various churchmen condemned mumming and the guising of those who clothed themselves with skins of cattle and wore the heads of animals at the New Year (Strutt 1845, 250). The guisers’ masks called Talamasca were condemned as demonic larvae, for they were a continuation of ancient funeral masking. The church imposed the fast of Lent before Easter, but soon the compulsory fasting was mitigated by a final day before it, Shrove Tuesday, when foodstuffs banned for the next weeks had to be consumed or thrown away. Of course, this led to Shrove Tuesday becoming a day of feasting and merriment before the compulsory gloom, hunger, and penances of Lent. From this day of final consumption emerged the Carnival, literally “farewell to meat,” which grew to involve masking, disguise, misrule, and the inversion of norms. In the church itself, the Feast of Fools emerged, in which young clergy would impersonate the hierarchy with parodic songs and activities. Secular Sociétes Joyeuses took over the Feast of Fools when it was abandoned by the church (Chambers 1933, 228).

Weird, eccentric behavior and disobedience that would not be tolerated at other times is normal during the Carnival. The Carnival embodies a general atmosphere of laughter, satire, and mockery mixed with potential threat. Throngs of unidentified costumed and masked people and people guising as animals or grotesque and monstrous evil spirits fill the town. Things are out of control, the world is turned upside down, and “der Bär ist los.” The emergence of otherworldly entities amid the Carnival throng is an ever-present possibility. Straw men might be real beings, the Butzemann might be the real Bogey Man, and one might be beaten by people in animal skins who are carrying horses’ tails or clubs. Even the Wild Huntsman might appear with his throng to carry away the unwary. Processions taking place at night, such as the Perchtenlauf, Twelfth Night, and Plough Monday, with nameless disguised people running through poorly lit village streets, resemble the Wild Hunt in their threatening rout of misrule. Disguise permits license; when unrecognizable, one is enabled to do what one likes or what one must. The charivari of riotous assembly emerges as the violent, vengeful, retributional end of the carnivalesque.

Masks were used in private courtly theatrical performances that often featured members of the court as well as professional actors. The most lavish of all was the Intermedi staged in Florence in 1589 to celebrate the wedding of the grand duke of Tuscany, Ferdinando de’Medici, and Christine of Lorraine. The Venice Carnival, taking place as early as 1268, has been of immense influence on masking in the whole of Europe.

In Venice, the guild of the mascherari (mask makers) was given a charter in 1436, and a number of characteristic masks are traditional in the Carnival there. Masked Commedia dell’Arte characters are always present (see chapter 15), but there are a number of other masks of local origin. The Volto (countenance) or Larva (ghost) was originally a white half-mask worn by the common people that was attached to a threecornered hat. The Bauta is a disturbing blank white mask worn with a hat and dark clothing. The Moretta is an unusual black oval mask worn by women. Just too small to cover the face, it is held on by a stud held in the mouth, which prevents the wearer from talking unless she takes off the mask. Masks with long noses are connected with the theater and opera. The longer the nose, the more stupid the character, which was probably Carlo Collodi’s inspiration for Pinocchio. Related to the long-nosed mask is the beaked mask of the Medico Della Pesta (plague doctor). This originated with the French physician to royalty Charles de Lorne (1584–1678), who designed it to protect himself when dealing with people suffering from the plague. It has the terrifying appearance of a long hollow beak and round eyeholes covered with crystal or glass. It is worn with a close-fitting black hat and a long black cloak. Early gas masks worn by the German army in World War I were based on the mask of the Medico Della Pesta.
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Fig. 2.2. Italian Carnival masks

The masks of the Carnival in southern Germany are numerous. Many are old, having been passed down through the generations, and some still in use are reputed to date from the 1790s. In the Schwarzwald in springtime, keepers of tradition perform the rite of Awakening the Masks when they take them out from their hibernating places in preparation of their annual outing. Now is the masks’ moment, when they will awake again and be worn to personate their particular characters in public. These masks, carved from particular woods by hereditary masters of the art, are ensouled in their own right, and those who wear them are aware of it. The German Maschkera rules stipulate that no one must touch a guiser wearing a mask. The mask must never be worn except at the Carnival, and one must not speak when wearing a mask, but one can growl or make a murmuring sound. One must not be recognized. The rule of keeping “mum”—that is, not speaking when masked—applies in British mumming outside the mummers’ play, when, of course, one must deliver one’s lines. Those guising as a horse, a tup (that is, a ram), or another animal must never speak when in costume. All who have worn masks or guised as an animal know how the persona will take over and one will become the character or animal.
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Fig. 2.3. Gas masks in trench warfare during World War I, 1916. British “bomber” (grenade thrower) attacks three German soldiers.
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Fig. 2.4. Fastnacht (Shrovetide Carnival) mask costume, Donaueschingen, Germany (See also color plate 3.)
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Gods, Images, and Ostenta


Images

Traditional masks, costumes, puppets, and effigies often portrayed a local ancestral hero or founder of the town where the performance took place. In reality, there are no authentic images of archaic ancestral people, the prophets and founders of most ancient religions, cities, and crafts. Aniconic religions forbade any representations, but it is impossible, anyway, to make one, for only the imagination, and not actual historical imagery, must drive the artist. Such people cannot be literally 
represented, and their attributes cannot change. Only an artist’s impression can 
be made. Religions that do depict prophets and founders have traditional iconic imagery that in some cases is subject to strict artistic and doctrinal rules. How close these icons are to the individuals portrayed, it is impossible to tell. This is not the case with Greek and Roman sculptures that used the person’s death mask image; or for royalty, whose images appeared on coins and as statues; or individuals who had excelled in some way, such as soldiers, orators, playwrights, and sportsmen who had their portraits made when they were alive.

When Christianity emerged as a doctrine, the problem of whether it had one or three gods was hotly debated. Because it followed on from the strictly monotheistic Judaism but had two new divine beings in addition to the original Ancient of Days, there had to be some adaptation of the Jewish understanding of God. It was suggested by the theologian Marcellus, taking the analogy of masks in the pagan tradition, that God is a hypostasis triprosopos, “one object with three faces.” The god Janus was always depicted with two faces, one looking back and the other forward, symbolizing his function as the god of the New Year, among other things. The Christian God was visualized as if he wore three different masks at different times, and so was played as three different characters, functioning successively in the roles of creator, redeemer, and sanctifier (Prestige 1964, 161).

In abstract, it was just a semantic question, but the problem of representation was particularly difficult. The trinity could be represented by a sigil, but as a literal depiction, it required something else. Conventionally, it emerged that God the Father was portrayed as an old man (the Ancient of Days), God the Son as the familiar Jesus figure, and the Holy Spirit as a flying dove. Clearly, this was a departure from the original concept of a single individual acting through three different masks. Several pagan gods of northeastern Europe were depicted with multiple heads or faces. These images existed until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when they were destroyed by German Christian colonizers.

These images of Slavic pagan gods appear to have been transferred to the Dreigesicht image of the Trinity, which was a compound face with three noses, three beards, and four eyes in one head. Oskar von Zaborsky illustrated a Dreigesicht painting from Basel, Switzerland (von Zaborsky 1936, 76–78, fig. 161). He also noted an illustration of the Dreigesicht by Albrecht Dürer and a stone carving at Plau in Mecklenburg, Germany (Zaborsky 1936, 349). Mecklenburg is a land where the old gods were worshipped until 1147. At that time, Pope Eugenius III called a German crusade against the Slavic people there to conquer the land and destroy their religious culture. An alternative reading of the Dreigesicht is that it represents the three phases of the moon, which in German has the male gender. But as the Basel image has an orb for God the Father and a flaming sword for the Holy Spirit, this interpretation is unlikely. The image of God wearing three separate masks was not pursued in artistic representation.

[image: image]

Fig. 3.1. A carving of masks in the church at Saint-Pierre, Alsace, France, circa 1100




Mythical and Historical Founders

In ancient traditional society, the ancestors were venerated or apotheosized into gods. Each has a particular attribute by which he or she is identified, a system of emblems and symbols—which appear in representations and performances—that present the ancestor. Death masks of family ancestors were used as molds to make masks worn by participants in Roman funerary processions and commemorations of the ancestors. Thus, the actual appearance of the dead took place in ceremonies where the masks were worn. Ancestral founders were and are commemorated in various ways, and many ancient cities celebrate their founders, mythical or historical. Each has one or more attributes, such as an animal, a weapon, or a plant that serves as an emblem. Some are associated with omens and ostenta that led to the foundation. Rome is named for Romulus, and the ancient bronze Capitoline Wolf depicts Romulus and his brother, Remus, being suckled by a wolf. According to Tacitus in his Germania (published in 96 CE), Tuisto or Tuisco was the ancestor of the Teutonic peoples. Like Romulus’s wolf, Tuisto is associated with the ram. An engraved medallion in the book Promptuarii Iconum Insigniorum (published in Lyon, France, in 1553) by Guillaume Rouillé (ca. 1518–1589) shows an artist’s impression of the ancestor with a small ram’s head and a ram’s skin as a head covering.

In his book Mutual Aid, Petr Kropotkin (1842–1921) wrote in 1914:

In most cities of Western and Southern Europe, the tendency was to take for defensor a bishop whom the city had elected itself; and so many bishops took the lead in protecting the “immunities” of the towns and in defending their liberties, that numbers of them were considered, after their death, as saints and special patrons of different cities. 
. . . St. Ulrik of Augsburg, St. Wolfgang of Ratisbon [Regensburg], St. Heribert of Cologne, St. Adalbert of Prague . . . became so many cities’ saints for having acted in defence of popular rights. (Kropotkin 1955, 167)

In fact, many of these saints are no longer remembered, nor are their days observed. Among the almost forgotten ones are Saint Rhadegund, patron saint of Cambridge, and Saint Erkenwald, patron of London. But in English cathedral cities, founders’ days are still kept up, such as Saint Edmund’s Day at Bury St Edmunds and Saint Swithun’s Day at Winchester.
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Fig. 3.2. Tuisto medallion
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Fig. 3.3. Eighteenth-century mask of Saint Edmund. Stone carving, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, England (See also color plate 4.)

In former times, commemorations of the founders’ days involved guild parades, with effigies or actors representing the founding characters, along with the usual carnivalesque plays that reenacted the mythical history of the city, church, or guild. The giants that are paraded in Belgian cities are effigies of heroic founders or patron saints of guilds, as was the giant Saint Christopher at Salisbury in England.

Augsburg in Bavaria was in pre-Roman times the Swabian holy city of Zizarim, locus of the goddess’s shrine. After the Roman conquest, it became Augusta Vindelicorum. The church of Saint Peter-am-Perlach stands on the site of the temple of the goddess Zisa. Her emblem was the pinecone, the stadtpyr, which remains the emblem of the city to this day. The Hercules Fountain there has a gilded plaque at its base showing Zisa in a triumphal chariot (Pennick 2002, 107–9). In the area around Augsburg, the Christian authorities renamed Zisa’s holy day, Zîstag (Tuesday), to Aftermontag to remove associations with the Swabian goddess. But she was not forgotten.

Saint Adalbert was the patron of the German inhabitants of Prague, while Libu�e (Libussa) was the Czech patron. After the expulsion of ethnic Germans in 1945, Adalbert was no longer commemorated. Libu�e is the legendary ancestress of the Czech people and is celebrated as having founded the city in the eighth century. The youngest of three daughters, legend tells us, she married a ploughman named Přemysi, and they were progenitors of the Přemyslid dynasty. Libu�e was a seeress with the power of prophecy, and she resolved to found a city at a place where at noon a man was making the best use of his teeth. Her agents went out, and at one place at midday, they found a man sawing wood while others ate their lunch. This was the sign, as the saw’s teeth were doing productive work. They asked the carpenter what he was making, and he told them it was a threshold, prah in the Czech language. So they founded the city there and named it Praha (Prague). There are images of Libu�e at several places in the city today. Countless other ancient towns and cities have comparable founders’ legends.




Guilds and Fraternities

In traditional society, crafts and trades have their own place within towns, just as they do within contemporary society. In medieval London, the guildsmen of the pepperers (grocers) were at Soper’s Lane, the clothiers worked in Cornhill, the smiths and tanners in Holborn, and the braziers in Lothbury. Lawyers and scribes occupied Chancery Lane, tailors worked on Coleman Street, the drapers in Candlewick Street, and the goldsmiths in Westcheap. The district of the Vintners was called the Vintry. As in all towns, the location of the butchers was the Shambles, in London dedicated to Saint Nicholas. The great cattle market was at Smithfield, and the fishmongers worked along the north bank of the River Thames. Every town and city in Europe had similar localities where specific guilds operated. The Irish traditional song “The Dublin Jack of All Trades” is a list of all the trades of Dublin and the streets and districts where they were conducted, sung as though the singer had worked in each one of them. Many trades are enumerated, and it is a very difficult song to sing.

Guilds emerged as men’s mutual support groups in the years after the collapse of the Roman Empire in the West. In northern Europe, frith-gilds (peace guilds) existed for mutual protection in a lawless age, providing support and aid to their members. They held regular feasts, and the word guild, or gild, meaning an association, comes from its ancient meaning as a “feast,” “merrymaking,” or, as Joshua Toulmin Smith put it, “the feasts of the German tribes from Scandinavia which were first called Gilds” (Smith 1870, lxvii).

So from the earliest times, guilds were not only associations for mutual aid but also for keeping up their location’s festival days. As urban institutions evolved, the guilds played a fundamental role in civic life. From the early middle ages, craft and trade guilds were organizations that recruited, taught, and regulated their various areas of expertise. They had their own rules and statutes that were recognized by civic and royal authorities, as with the Statutes of the London Guilds, which date from the reign of King Athelstan (924–927 CE) (Smith 1870, lxxv).
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Fig. 3.4. Woodcut of a feast of the shoemakers’ guild of Paris, early seventeenth century

The guilds were custodians of the closely guarded “mysteries” of each craft. Membership was gained through initiations with elaborate emblematic rituals that involved a symbolic death of the candidate from his old life and a resurrection to his new one. As Smith observed, “The customs of the gilds of that age were to such an extent those of the old sacred banquets, that, for centuries, prohibitions and menaces of punishment were expressly needed in order to destroy their pagan character” (Smith 1870, lxvii). Initiation included an “oath of fealty to the fraternity, swearing to observe its laws, to uphold its privileges, not to divulge its counsels, to obey its officials and not to aid any non-gildsman under cover of the newly-acquired ‘freedom’” (Gross 1890, 1, 29).

Guild initiations included a lecture that explained the originator of the craft as a great master of the past, whether a mythical or historical figure. In Christian times, this was usually a biblical character or a saint. In the oath of a medieval guild in Cambridge, “which every member had to take on the relics of the patron saint of the gild, they swore faithful brotherhood to each other, not only in religious, but in secular matters” (Smith 1870, lxvi). So by the medieval period, the brewers had Saint Amand, the blacksmiths Clement, huntsmen Saint Hubertus, firemen Saint Florian, and musicians Saint Cecilia. Fraternities of fighting men revered Saint George, Saint Sebastian, and the archangel Michael, and the artillerymen’s patron saint was Barbara. Pilgrims called on Saint Christopher to protect them on their sacred journeys. Many of these saints were Christianizations of earlier deities, demigods, and apotheosized heroes who had presided over the crafts and trades in pagan times. Each guild and fraternity had its own foundation myth, which was reenacted in rituals and guild ceremonies.

Craft and trade guilds were the mainstays of society. Their members participated in the replenishment of the world, keeping human culture alive and ensuring the continuity of all necessary skills as the generations came and went. Almost every man belonged to one. Guilds were responsible for the continuity of celebrating significant days in the year. They maintained funds for commemorations on their patron saints’ days, supporting special chapels or even churches with candles burning, perpetually renewed. The “plough light” of the ploughmen’s guild is the best known of these. Funds were also available to support sick members who could not work, as well as their widows and orphans, and to conduct decent ceremonial funerals when they died.

Each year, on the great Christian festivals, such as Corpus Christi, the trade guilds of the town or city would parade through the streets, often on horse-drawn vehicles bedecked with the emblems of the guild and with costumed people playing the parts of the appropriate saint and perhaps incidents from his or her life. In addition, the individual guilds would keep up their own saints’ days with parades, ceremonial dances, and mystery plays. Costumes and theatrical properties were kept in churches sponsored by the guild. Making costumes, masks, and properties was the business of specialist guilds. In Venice, for example, the guild of the mascherari (mask makers) received its charter in 1436. Religious fraternities composed of special devotees of particular saints also maintained their own chapels and performed mystery plays on appropriate days.
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Fig. 3.5. Shrine of the coopers’ (barrel makers) guild, Antwerp Cathedral, Belgium

The destruction of the Catholic Church in Great Britain and much of northern Europe in the mid-1500s caused the suppression of all the religious guilds and the observances of religious festival days, which formerly had provided the opportunity for ritual and playful performance. After this, craft and trade guilds, rural fraternities, and sometimes secret societies were instrumental in keeping up special days, organizing the traditional festivities and performances. Each of these institutions had their own internal rituals, including initiations and signs of recognition. Over many centuries, there have been innumerable organizations, most of which left no records but during their existence maintained local traditions.


[image: image]

Fig. 3.6. Roman Catholic practice in Britain, having been illegal, was finally tolerated in the eighteenth century, and Catholics were emancipated during the reign of Queen Victoria in the next. Catholic devotees processing the image of Our Lady of Walsingham at Walsingham, Norfolk, England.




OEBPS/images/9781644114056_tp.jpg
THE
SPIRITUAL POWER

oF TASKS

Doorways to
Realms Unseen

NIGEL PENNICK

22 .

2 2 |2 =]

2E B

=2 e El
1CE

a o | B

59

2

S
by
ERE





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_004.jpg
VEY ¥
Lt gl
N






OEBPS/images/img_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644114056_cvi.jpg
N N
DG rady

'Dc')orways |
to Realms

N

 NIGELPENNICK





OEBPS/images/img_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_012.jpg





