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      Foreword

      In Jean Giraudoux’s charming comedy Intermezzo, the druggist exclaims: “All symbols have their meanings. We only have to interpret them.” (Act I, Scene 1) But it was man who created symbols when fashioning his sociocultural world. Human fantasy remains an excellent subject of study for those with a real desire to become immersed in the medieval imaginal realm. As Évelyne Patlagean points out: “The imaginal realm is formed by all the representations that pass beyond the limits established by the lessons of experience and the deductive sequences they authorize.”1

      Those seeking to solve the problems associated with studies of the Middle Ages are confronted by many almost insurmountable difficulties. For example, descriptions of folk customs and beliefs were provided primarily by the representatives of the scholarly culture, which is to say monks, priests, clergymen, and bureaucrats—essentially the spokespersons of law and order. But as a result of their tendency to write in Latin, the sources were made literary. At the same time, folk expressions were altered to agree with the grammatical and syntactical requirements of the Latin tongue. The Christianization of popular terms, often in dialect, represents a huge obstacle to understanding medieval civilization. We should also note the incorrect interpretations on the part of clerics who did not grasp the key terms of the vocabulary of preindustrial culture. There is a kind of dialectic at work between the clerical culture and the folk culture throughout the entire Middle Ages.

      It is certainly inadvisable to exaggerate this social and intellectual distance between scholarly culture and folk culture, because there were ideas, sentiments, and attitudes shared by all. Every detail of daily life in the Middle Ages was fraught with meaning. The medieval man was surely greatly influenced by religion, but at the same time he maintained ideas with roots that are to be found in folk mythology. People believed that dwarves, werewolves, fairies, the undead, and other marvelous and grotesque beings were all around them. Legends, tales, and ballads are narrative forms that teach us about the mental attitude of the people of this time toward these supernatural phenomena. We should also observe the impact of secular literature—medical and pharmaceutical treatises, treatises on astrology, grimoires, herbals, lapidaries, bestiaries, and bird books—on popular culture. In any event, behind the inconsistency of the sources we have at our disposal, and behind the array of beliefs, we can see resilient structures and enduring ideas. These beliefs are clearly mental structures that embrace values, norms, and attitudes considered valuable by the different strata of society.

      Claude Lecouteux is engaged for the long haul2 because he is quite familiar with Jacques Le Goff’s dictum that “the Middle Ages never ended.” There is nothing paradoxical about this. There are customs, trends of thought, and sentiments dating as far back as classical antiquity that still exist today in isolated regions of Europe.

      As a Germanic scholar, historian, and folklorist, Claude Lecouteux is first and foremost an expert on the Middle Ages, and this study proposes to provide an in-depth analysis of the relationship between the house and its spirits, between man and the supernatural world. The corpus collected here is rich and diverse. On this point, the author says it is necessary to shed light on the literature by means of the civilization and vice versa, by excluding no kind of writing, and he adds that we should not reduce the perspective to clerical literature and historical texts. Nor does he confine his research to the Latin elements (chronicles, literature, historiography, catechesis, and exempla). We should take into account folklore traditions and myths, and refrain from dismissing the human substratum that produced these elements.

      Here in a few words is the scientific credo of Claude Lecouteux. He never ceases to emphasize the predominant importance of philology as an analytical instrument for understanding the content and value of the texts studied. The linguistic contribution is decisive in his work. It is the lexicon that interests him, and this book on household spirits provides an eloquent testimony to that fact. The etymologies of the terms used to label supernatural beings and often obsolete notions are extremely important for clearly grasping the corpus, according to Claude Lecouteux. The names of the domestic spirits indicate their origin, appearance, and functions. In his analysis of this corpus, he discerns the mental structures of a patrimony common to all of Europe, despite the heterogeneous nature of these spirits. The notion about the sacred nature of the house is certainly universal. The house is a microcosm of the world. These domestic spirits have a very long and extremely complicated history. Belief in them is a religious, social, ecological, and economic fact.

      Thanks to the erudition and meticulous nature of Claude Lecouteux, we have a better understanding of the fundamental facts of the historical evolution of these spirits over the centuries. They definitely belong to folk religion. On countless occasions I have been able to see striking and significant resemblances between the continental ideas and those of Norway on domestic spirits.3 In passing, I should note that the author uses Scandinavian sources in his study. This book serves as a sequel to his earlier book on dwarves and elves, which inspired him to examine the demons and spirits of the land more closely. Now we have a trilogy on place spirits, which provides us with an overall view of them. Regional studies already exist on this subject, but to the best of my knowledge this is the first time we have at our disposal a magnificent and folkloric work on genii loci, and it covers the whole of Europe.

      Alas, domestic spirits no longer exist. In Norway, we say that the house spirit called the nisse has gone into hiding because no one believes that it exists anymore and no longer cares about it. However, in eastern Norway, we have a roadside sign depicting a specter in its shroud that says, “Watch out for the Ghost!” In Iceland, a major road was recently constructed but fear lingered about the supernatural beings in its vicinity. For this reason, additional expenditures became necessary to divert the road around the mound in which they had chosen to live.

      RONALD GRAMBO

      OSLO UNIVERSITY

      FOLKLORE INSTITUTE

 

      Ronald Grambo, Ph.D., is a Norse folklorist and a retired professor who taught at Kongsvinger College and the University of Oslo. He has received many academic awards including the Hedmark Author Award in 2006, and is the author of many books and academic articles including the Folkloristisk håndbok.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      More Than a Simple Building

      
        In this world, the sole land worth dwelling in is that of chimera.
      

      JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, THE NEW HELOISE

      At a time when our individual dwellings bear such poetic names as F2, F3, F4, or “studio apartment,” formerly sacred spaces are now located in a depersonalized collective space, where the shifting fortunes of our economic position impel us to move house rather frequently, a time when “Home Sweet Home” smacks of an almost inaccessible ideal as the bonds between the inhabitant and his house have vanished. But where the desire to have a hearth of one’s own still remains very strong, it could be helpful to rediscover those links that once united man to his domus.

      Ethnologists from a wide variety of European countries have closely examined what they call the rustic house, essentially drawing their examples from peasant culture because in the city all this has been erased and the habitat has become standardized and anonymous. Unfortunately, they have most often dealt with this subject from a synchronic perspective, drawing up a depiction of the state of the premises at one given moment. Rare are those who attempted a diachronic approach and sought to see to what extent nineteenth-century folk traditions reflected far older considerations. The main research has been conducted in the Baltic, Scandinavian, and Slavic countries, for these studies could only bear fruit in lands that had been slow to evolve and where urbanization did not come about until much later. In Western Europe, industrialization at the end of the nineteenth century brought about large movements of the populace from the countryside into the cities, which ensured the disappearance of many ancestral traditions connected to habitat. In the city, the dwelling place became functional and impersonal, more a temporary place to lay one’s head than a true home that was passed down from generation to generation. It was no longer a dwelling in which everything recalled the former inhabitants. Today, the fundamental symbol of the hearth has practically vanished from the house—the hearth, the fireplace that simultaneously served to provide light, cooking, and heat.

      However, I should point out that a substantial discrepancy exists between cities and the countryside. In fact, fragments of the rites of olden times survive in the rural regions better than anywhere else, rites that are based on a set of homogenous beliefs whose origins are lost in the dawn of time. This is why in France, when someone settles into a house, their housewarming party is called the hanging of the chimney hook (on pend la crémaillère), and when someone moves away, they are said to be not only changing home, but changing “household gods” (on change de pénates). Other fragments include the custom of the young bride being carried into the newlywed’s new home over the threshold by her husband, and that of hanging mistletoe above the main entrance at Christmas, or decorating that door with branches of spruce. Sometimes houses are still baptized with a name, which bestows an identity and personality upon them, or an old horseshoe is fixed to one of the walls.

      A glance at old rural houses reveals many other elements whose meaning has disappeared: gothic inscriptions on the beams of half-timbered dwellings, a niche with the statue of a saint or the Virgin Mary, a sculpted keystone, gables in the form of horse heads, or the sun and moon painted on the facade. The interiors of these old houses are often noteworthy: a mantelpiece adorned with mysterious or symbolic figures, a cast-iron frying pan or earthenware tiles bearing a device on a banner, or a blessing carved on the main beam of the house. If we think about it and ask ourselves the reason for all this, we shall soon see that the home was more than a simple building.

      The aim of this study is to present the house and its spirits. It follows my earlier investigation of elves and dwarves, and that on demons and land spirits in which we looked at rites for taking possession of land, for expropriating the spirits of place, and the choice of a territory for building a house—and I then pointed out the difficulty we have in making a clear distinction between the genius loci from the domestic deity, inasmuch as this latter can be a former place spirit that has been tamed or satisfied by the offerings or worship it has been given. This book should give the contemporary reader a more rounded view of all those creatures, often inappropriately described as elves or dwarves, about which folk tradition has informed us.

      To explain the mental background of the connections between people and their houses, it is necessary to place our reliance on sure elements and assemble a corpus of material, which is where the difficulties begin. My predecessors’ investigations essentially deal with the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and focus on different civilizations. Comparison of these studies reveals that we encounter fundamental constants from one end of Europe to the other; the similarities are astonishing, for it is impossible to postulate any genetic bonds between them. These constants emerge from the vast mass of rites and beliefs connected to the house, and they allow us to sketch out—through comparison, superimposition, and cross-checking—a typology of representation that makes it possible to understand the rare medieval accounts whose fragmentary forms are filled with gaps that discourage any immediate interpretation.

      After a quarter century spent studying folk beliefs, I have been able to verify many times that they survived into the onset of the twentieth century (something other researchers have also demonstrated) and form a logical and coherent ensemble—once one has discovered the common thread that ties them together. At the archetypal level, this ensemble scarcely evolves over time and it reflects a distinctive conception of the world. The “essentials” are hardly affected by the law of ecotypes and it is therefore permissible and even advisable to erect a bridge between eras and cultures once they have been given serious attention. This is in no way an indulgent attempt to reconstruct the past, but rather to decipher it with the help of the traces it left behind.

      We do not have a great many sources on these beliefs at our disposal. We can find elements of the remote past in the collections of laws and customs, in chronicles, and in the lives of the saints, but the only firsthand information concerns the rites for taking possession of a piece of land or for the founding of towns and cities. Once we tackle the subject of the house in the ancient past, the information becomes diluted and fleeting, and historians have never taken this fundamental aspect of daily life into account. It is therefore necessary to comb through every possible text and the resulting meager harvest—together with what has already been gleaned by the ethnologists—makes it possible to decipher the constituent elements of beliefs concerning the household. Then a great many things can emerge from the shadow that has gradually hidden them from view over time.

      A house is much more than a building. It is a microcosm, a living being with both a body and a soul. It speaks, even if its language is only creaking and cracking noises for the profane. Its wailings are evidence of an attack by hostile forces. If uncared for, it can also grow old and die and, once abandoned, it crumbles away, leaving its skeleton visible to all. Commonly used comparisons testify to its anthropomorphization. In French, we refer to a leprous or seedy house, a blind or one-eyed wall, and, conversely, a decrepit old dame. The house establishes a bond between itself and its inhabitants. It becomes the family seat; a very clear trace of this sense remains when we refer to nobility by using the phrase “the house of so-and-so.” Moreover, the medieval Latin term domus means both “house” and “family.” The ancestors continued to live there because this (or somewhere very close by) is where they were once buried. The home is a multivalent space that encompasses notions of symbol, religion, 
patrimony, and law; it is also very telling that the phrase “without hearth or 
home” was an expression referring to banished persons and other outcasts. The 
house resembles a tracing of human life; all the major moments of existence from 
birth to death are connected to specific places. Various expressions reveal 
which parts of the house were important enough to be made part of the popular lexicon: “to have a roof over one’s head,” the “hearthwife” (la femme au foyer),*1 “to take someone out to the woodshed,” “to throw something out the window,” “to be on the threshold of life,” “to hang the chimney iron,”†1 “if you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen,” and so forth.
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        Sweden, late Neolithic period
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        Denmark, Bronze Age ground plan
      

      When we study the house over the centuries, we come across several building types, from the single-room edifice to the farmhouse and its outlying buildings grouped around a central courtyard. It is therefore necessary to take the entire habitation and its dependent structures—barn, stable, and so on—into account, because the house spirits would be as likely to find shelter near the fireplace as in the stable, sty, or hayloft. By means of what are mistakenly labeled superstitions, we will extract the principal components of the house, those connected to rites and beliefs, after which we will consider everything we find reflected back explicitly or implicitly in an attempt to find an explanation. It is therefore an inner journey on which we are inviting the reader in search of his roots, a veritable pilgrimage on long-forgotten paths. This campaign of mental archaeology is guided by the discovery of the anthropological structures that will restore the house and its spirits to the place they once held.

      The principal studies on the house and domestic deities are the work of German, Scandinavian, Baltic, Finnish, and Slavic researchers who have largely assembled a catalog and inventory over a century of ethnological investigations. Andrejs Johansons has devoted himself to the rich traditions of Latvia regarding the “protector of the farm,” and points out all its relationships with the other Baltic lands and Finland; Lauri Honko has put together an extremely interesting case file on the belief in spirits and genies in Ångermanland (northern Sweden); and Iver Paulson has studied the domestic idols of the Siberian and Altaic peoples as well as the domestic deities of the Estonians. Gustav Ränk studied the “sacred back-corner” of the homes of the people of Northeastern Europe and Northern Eurasia, the spot where the domestic idols were housed and worshipped. Aukusti Vilho Rantasalo concentrated his research on stables and the beliefs relating to them among the Finns and Estonians, but he also drew connections to the Germanic peoples. Martti Haavio devoted a very fine study to the domestic deities of Finland, whose traditions are inseparable from the traditions cited above. By grasping the traditions of people whose historical evolution was slower than that of the Western world, these six major studies reveal that every construction possesses its own spirit, and that its adherents regard this belief as an obvious fact. They also describe the rites connected to this belief. And they show us that the mental attitudes of the people of these regions demonstrate a confounding kinship, to such an extent that we can envision a common anthropological substratum based on archetypes or, if you prefer, “psychic unity.”

      For Scandinavia, we have the monographs on the spirits of house and farm written by Inger M. Boberg, Reidar T. Christiansen, David Allen Rabuzzi, and Hans F. Feilberg. John Pape retraces the history of the house spirit that inhabits a church (the kirkegrim), while Cornelia Weinmann examines that of the home, from the Neolithic period into the Middle Ages, drawing up a precise picture of the evolution of the house.

      For the Slavic region, we find valuable information on our theme in the far-ranging studies by Jean Cuisenier and Francis Conte. The important bibliography in Russian that these two researchers compiled has remained inaccessible to me, unfortunately, for simple linguistic reasons.

      We are fortunate to have two recent books on Germany at our disposal. One is a highly specialized work by Dagmar Linhart focusing on household spirits in Franconia, and the other is a more general work on the same subject by Erika Lindig. Basing their efforts on a large body of legends, these two scholars drew up a typology of spirits, outlining their appearance, role, and duties, with both authors arriving at the same conclusions.

      Paul Sebillot’s work touched upon building rites and their legends and beliefs in France, and Paul Sartori has studied the sacrifices that once accompanied the construction of every building. His general study should be rounded off by that of Ion Talos focusing on the Romanian domain, a marvelous work of synthesis that goes well beyond this geographical region. Charles Higounet has given us a fine monograph on the historical geography of the village and the rural house, and Paul-Henri Stahl another on the magical organization of Romanian village territory, which clearly demonstrates the enduring nature of rites and beliefs. Stahl’s findings match those from other countries that also are revealing about the vitality of certain mental attitudes. Oskar Loorits concentrated his studies on all the beliefs connected with the domestic fire, whose spirit will seek vengeance for any offense. Mircea Eliade and Jacques Merceron focused their attention on the roof, and Richard Wolfram has studied the gables sculpted with horseheads. Quite recently, Pierre Dubois wrote a marvelous French compendium on the Little People, in which the domestic spirits are strongly represented.

      I am only citing the fundamental studies on this subject because there are a plethora of books dealing with the house from an architectural or historical perspective. These studies pay hardly any attention to the domestic spirits. They are helpful, though, because they provide us descriptions and ground plans that allow for comparison and, therefore, a better grasp of the actual surroundings for the beliefs. For example, when the farm consisted of just a single building that was at once a dwelling, stable, cowshed, pigsty, hayloft, and granary, there was only one household spirit. When the farm consisted of a dwelling house and dependent buildings, we find specialized spirits for each structure. Thus, in France for example we find the faudeur, or fouloux, the spirit that minds the haylofts.

      I should also mention the Handwörterbuch des deuschen Aberglaubens (Dictionary of German Superstitions). Although its conclusions and interpretations are often outdated, it nevertheless remains a collection of references and traditions with such entries as “threshold,” “door,” “roof,” “gutter,” “hearth” (and “frying pan,” “oven,” “utensils,” etc.). The commentaries in the Atlas der deutschen Volkskunde (Atlas of German Ethnology) also provide some noteworthy information.

      Putting together a corpus on the Middle Ages is quite difficult because the information is concealed amid an array of all manner of texts. The inventory of data unearthed remains extremely sparse, but the traces detected show that domestic spirits were a reality in this time period. The vocabulary is there to inform us of this, and behind the diabolized accounts in which the clergymen castigated certain rites that they viewed as pagan we can discern the presence of the household gods. My previous studies have taught me this: folk beliefs have extraordinary longevity and barely evolve as long as social and material conditions do not change. They vanish when extinguished by major historical upheavals—industrialization, for example, or a war. Closely connected to the rural world and, in our case, to the peasant world, they endure. The studies by Ion Talos clearly show that Romania is an extraordinary repository of ancestral beliefs. The investigations undertaken by Charles Joisten have shown evidence of the same thing for the Alpine regions. Then we have Thekla Dömötör demonstrating the same thing for Hungary, and Boris Rybakov for the Russian region. Therefore, although we are missing some of the links in the chain connecting the Middle Ages to the traditions collected in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is permissible to compare the two temporal extremes of our investigation in order to shed light on the content of the accounts, especially as we have at our disposal rare but expressive bits of information that surface, terracelike, from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. With the help of the tradition of the “sacred corner of the house,” I shall demonstrate how this belief endures through the ages.

      
[image: image]

      Peasant house from Transylvania, Romania (nineteenth century)
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      The House and Its

Construction

      The rural house of the more ancient past could be rectangular or round, and essentially consisted of a single room with a door. Windows were only added later. A fire pit was placed in the center of the room and the roof was pierced by a hole for the smoke, which could be shut by a detachable flap. Benches used as beds ran along the walls and household objects were stored beneath them. This house of a bygone age resembled the bourrines*2 of the Vendée region or nineteenth-century Breton dwellings—rectangular buildings of a single room that were divided into an upper end (the gable where the hearth was placed) and a lower end (reserved for milking and tool storage).

      Gradually, this structure evolved. The space was divided up according to function; a kitchen was added to the large common room, along with one or two additional chambers and a cellar. They often included detachable partitions, namely those that separated sleeping areas from general living areas. A different form of this separation can be seen again in the box beds of ancient Breton dwellings, which were placed at one end of the single room. The fire pit became a fireplace, stove, or oven, depending on the region. Sometimes the kitchen was a separate building outside of the main house. The master of the house and his wife soon had their own room that was separate from the servants’ sleeping quarters. In short, the house was subdivided into small, specialized living units.

      As the activity of its inhabitants evolved, the house grew to include dependent areas designed for specific elements. The farm animals were separated from one another and given their own quarters: stable, cowshed, pigsty, and henhouse. The harvests were stored in barns and haylofts and silos; drying rooms and attics housed the grains, and the plow and other tools were housed in equipment buildings. At the seaside, we find smokehouses for fish or a hall for drying them along with the nets. In the countries of Northern and Eastern Europe, the bathing cabin, widely known by its Finnish name sauna, was located a short distance from the house.
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      Ground plan for Scandinavian dwellings based on
the pillars holding up the roof.

      I should also make mention of the temporary dwellings, the chalets for the seasonal displacement of the herds to mountain pastures or the huts located near remote fields. They were arranged like the main house although in a much more rudimentary fashion, and were undoubtedly more similar to the dwellings of a much older era. The single room was dominant and housed the hearth. Activities took place outside or in the common room where the tools were stored and where, once, the livestock were only separated from the people by a half partition, because the heat released by the animals contributed to the heating of the room.

      
        
          THE CHOICE OF THE HOUSE’S LOCATION
        

        In my study on place spirits, I provided information on the rites for taking possession of a piece of land collected from a large number of sources. When any kind of building was being planned, the individuals concerned sought to learn if the site was auspicious or unlucky, which means to say that there were no taboos there imposed by a supernatural being who considered the spot its property. We can find the same belief today: every place has an owner with whom the individual must reckon because this visible or invisible being must give his consent.1 The most explicit traditions were preserved longest in the countries of Northern and Eastern Europe, mainly in the Baltic countries. Several accounts clearly reflect a fear of the place spirit. Proven spots—those that had already been built upon or where people had lived—had to be chosen. Among the favorable places, the Romans designated the roadside, the place where a house whose inhabitants enjoyed good fortune stood, the place where a coin had been found, the place where animals lay down, or the spot a man could sleep without being disturbed. The border of the fields was strictly to be avoided. This was the no-man’s land where spirits and genies preferred to live, as well as crossroads, which have always had a malevolent reputation, and former cemeteries, as well as the site of a suicide or a place where animals were slaughtered, because death is contagious. The Estonians regarded the site where a house burned down as cursed,2 and the site where human bones were discovered was believed unlucky by the Sámi, who also avoided settling on spots where a bear or wolf had devoured its prey. For the Finns, Swedes, and Estonians, it was necessary to avoid the passage of a path or an underground waterway as well as the border between two domains, because a spirit (rajamies) made this spot its home. A similar belief exists in Sweden regarding places where an unmovable stone is found, or where a house has burned down.3 In Denmark, the site where a building once stood was avoided because the former spirit lingered there, something that was quite visible because whenever old houses were demolished, a snake would be found beneath the floorboards. The Slavic Ruthenian people of the Carpathians, the Votyaks, and the Russians all refrained from building alongside a path or road.4

        In Sweden, it was necessary to request permission from the earth spirits ( jordvättarne) to build, and it was equally important to avoid offending them.5 The Russian Votyaks asked the spirit of the place for authorization to build and consulted a magician before starting any work.6 An anthill indicated a good site.7 Before building a house, it was necessary to spend a Thursday or Friday night at the desired construction site. If the spirits did not drive you away from the spot, you could put a dwelling there.8 The site on which a farm was to be built had to be courteously greeted first and foremost. This was an absolute necessity; otherwise the construction would be unsuccessful. The individual would say, “Hail earth, hail spirit of the land (elf, sprite, dwarf), hail family mother” (perehen emäntä).9 In this way, the place spirit was recruited to serve as the house spirit.

        In Estonia and among the Votes of Laukaa Bay in Finland, “when a house was raised, one started by tracing furrows in a cross in the ground that would be included in the house; in this was the spirit blessed.”10 Among the Votes of Jænperä, “when someone began construction of a hut, it was necessary to bless the ground with salt, exactly as if the farm was bothering the spirit.” Before building, the ground would be worked while holding a black rooster by the wings, because it was said evil spirits feared the color black.11

        In 1777, A. W. Huppel stated that the Latvians and the Estonians never build a house on an evil site where a building has burned, and if a spark leaps up from the ax when placing the first beam, they deduce that a new conflagration will occur and seek, if possible, another spot for the building. Before building a stable, they carefully verify whether the land is auspicious or unlucky; they lay down rags and plants and make their decision based on the ants they find on them. Black ants are in fact a good sign; red ones are the sign that the spot is worthless.12

        This account is, in its own way, a veritable summa, and the role played by the insects is decisive. According to other traditions, a piece of tree bark would be laid down and if, on the next day, any kind of insect was found on it, that was a good omen. For a stable, a shaving of wood would be set out and checked several days later to see what might be beneath it. If it was an earthworm, one should not build there; if it was a slug, the site was good because the horses “would be equally as supple.” It was also said it was propitious to build where three mice were found nesting. Another tactic was to build a tiny wood house and if a beetle was found sticking on it the next day, it was a sign that livestock would prosper there.13

        There were other tests such as placing four piles of grain in the four corners of the future house. If something touched them during the night, the site was propitious, and it was then acceptable to mark out the placement of the dwelling, in other words, draw a frontier between the surrounding space and the one to be created. Among the Romanians, on the other hand, verification regarding the favorable nature of the terrain was determined by placing slices of bread or cheese, or glasses of schnapps or water on it. If they remained intact, one could build there. Here is another test that was once used in Finland: one had to place the four cornerstones of the future house and sleep inside the space they marked out, especially in the corner that would be home to the crucifix. No fire or fire starter should be brought there, or else a fire should be kindled with the oakum of a living tree and a charm recited, after which the property would be circumambulated two times from east to west while reciting charms and prayers, The fire should burn for three days and three nights while a Christian remained permanently in the center of the circle that had been marked out.14

        It was also necessary to clearly determine the orientation of the house.

        An old woman observed the direction of the houses from the sky and predicted whether happiness would come to them or not. The place of the doors in the walls was then decided. The location of the cowshed should not be to the north for the animals to prosper; the door of the sauna should open on the south.15

        This orientation was so fundamental that when a man bought a house, he would change the site of the doors so they would be the same as the ones in his former home, in order that the spirits could come and go as they were accustomed to. It would take far too long to list the traditions of different peoples on the nature of the cardinal points, so I shall content myself with noting that in Japan the directions of northeast (kimon) and southwest (urakimon) are reputedly unlucky. The phases of the moon and the wind and the cardinal points were also taken into account. Construction essentially was started at a full moon when the wind was out of the north.16

        Sometimes it was the actual construction material that determined the site of the future building. This belief is encountered most often in connection with churches.

        The church of Siuxt (Kurland, Russia) is now at a lower level. Originally, people wanted to build it on a hill near the current territory of Gute Siuxt, but the first stone forced them to change their plans. Brought to the top of the hill during the day, that night the stone rolled down, finally coming to a halt where the church now sits. They ultimately decided to build it there. The first stone was originally walled up in the altar, then beneath the pulpit. Today it can be found in the pavement beneath the entrance portal.17

        In certain cases, an animal’s behavior clearly indicated the site for construction. Here is a Courland (Latvia) legend that associates this motif with that of a human sacrifice.

        When the people decided to build the church of Skrunda, in Courland, two pastors left on horseback to select the site. They first passed by the Krievukalns, where one horse dislocated a hoof; then by the Pilskalns, where a horse started bucking. They finally came to the spot where the church now stands. Here one of the horses went down on its knees, and they saw that the site was intended for the building. But during this period it was not possible to build a church without walling up a chaste young girl or child in a pillar, otherwise whatever one built during the day would collapse at night, which is what happened with the church of Skrunda. Messengers were sent to ask young boys and girls if they wanted to look after the keys of the church. The children had been warned to say no if anyone asked them this question. But one little girl responded: “I would really like to keep them.” She was taken away and walled up in a pillar of the church. And look, what was built during the day no longer collapsed at night.18

        The construction sacrifice, which is well substantiated throughout the whole of Europe, became proverbial in Latvia: “Every church demands a sacrifice.” Furthermore, it was assumed that the victim transformed into a supernatural guardian spirit.

        From his study of a vast body of legends concerning the construction of churches, Dag Strömbäck summed up the various rites as follows:

        The placement of the church is: 1. Indicated by animals (ox, sow, colt, and so on) allowed to wander as they pleased: the building would be placed where they stopped, knelt, and so forth; 2. A tree trunk was cast into a lake or river and wherever the current took it was the most appropriate site for the church; 3. The construction material was transported by supernatural means from the site where building had begun to another spot that had to be the best one according to the prediction.19

        On each of these occasions, supernatural forces come into play. In the case of a religious edifice, it is obvious that the entities that would find lodging there would refuse to be neighbors to creatures of another religion, who were considered to be demons and pagans. Every building should therefore be erected in a magically pure place, which is to say one without a supernatural owner, whether it is a spirit, a demon, or a dead soul. This notion can be found in the Far East in a similar form. In China, for example,20 appeal was made to a geomancer to determine if the spot lent itself to construction because it was especially important not to build on the tail of a telluric dragon.

        A person could not remain ignorant for long about whether the place selected was auspicious or harmful, in other words, whether or not it irritated the spirits. In fact, most often a very clear sign was displayed: the livestock died. There are a thousand stories repeating this same thing. Here is one example.

        When the Undergrounders [Unterersche,*3 the name for domestic spirits in the Lubeck region of Germany] still lived here, it was impossible to raise calves on a Stocksee farm because they always died within a few days of birth. Just as the folk there lost another one, an extremely tiny woman appeared who told them: “You should know that you cannot raise calves here because my bed is located just beneath the cowshed. When the manure flows over it, the calf has to die.” The folk moved the stable and their misfortune came to an end. 21

        
          
            The Sacrifice for the Building
          
        

        As the sacrifice for a building has already been extensively studied by various scholars, I will not dwell on it and simply noting certain aspects will suffice here. Depending on the time and the place, it could appear in a wide variety of forms: actual sacrifice of a human being or an animal, or a simulation of such a sacrifice. In the latter case, the shadow or its life-size approximation was buried in the foundations, and even today a photograph may be used to perform the same function. Whatever the case, the person will die forty days or even a year later, which is why a stranger to the village is often chosen for this purpose. In the southern Slavic countries, the victim can be the first person to walk past the construction—his or her shadow will be walled up—a form of sacrifice condemned by the Nomocanon (legal canon) of the Byzantine Church.

        It was customary when building a house to put a human body in the foundation. May he who places a human being be punished with twelve years of penitence and three hundred genuflections. Let a wild boar, bull, or goat be placed in the foundation instead.22
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        Building sacrifice at Agia Marina, Greece, spring 1998 (above). A close-up of the head impaled at the upper right (below).

        This ambiguous prescription therefore accepts the ritual sacrifice of an animal as a substitute for a human being, while not condemning the overall practice!

        In Romania, the legend of Meşteru (Master Builder) Manole celebrates the memory of an atrocious act: Manole had to sacrifice his own wife to permit the construction of the Cathedral of Curtea de Argeş to move forward.23 The original sacrifice was gradually euphemized. The immuring of a cat, or even a frog (anjou), replaced that of a human being. The foundations were sprinkled with the blood of an ox or a rooster, or even with wine (Upper Brittany). In Catalonia, broken eggs were placed within the foundations.

        Among these animal sacrifices, the oldest verified beast is the horse. Ethnologists cite the sacrifice of roosters and hens as more recent. This is why archaeologists almost everywhere in Europe have unearthed bones when excavating the sites of old houses. In Novgorod, in the excavations of tenth-century buildings, horse skeletons have been found. In the hill fort of Talsi, Latvia, the bones and skulls of horses that had been placed between the foundation stones of various buildings dating from the tenth and twelfth century were discovered in 1936. The skull of a horse flanked by ox bones from the thirteenth century was also discovered, as well as a pig’s head beneath the corner of a tower next to a gate. In Dundaga, in the Latvian region of Courland, it was recommended to enclose a duck beneath the house one wished to build.24 In Russia, a black rooster would have its neck wrung, then be placed beneath the threshold of the bathing cabin, and expressly consecrated to the spirit of the sauna. White Russians would bury a rooster’s head in the ground on which they wanted to build.

        In Baltic countries, the sacrifice took the form of a coin placed in a specific spot during the construction: beneath the threshold, the floor, between the stone foundation and the wooden wall, between certain beams, or between two logs. Once this coin has been placed in its proper spot, the house belonged to the peasant. In the cowshed, the stable, and the sauna, mercury, black wool, and a spoonful of butter were introduced into the construction.25 In France, substances with a reputation for turning bad influences aside and for driving evil spirits away were incorporated into the construction materials, and a coin bearing the date of the year the building was built was placed in its foundation.26 Even today, in Greece, one can see a cow’s head stuck on a piece of rebar protruding above the edge of the roof once the basic structure has been erected.27

        Various interpretations have been provided for these building sacrifices. It is first and foremost a purchase price, a compensation to the invisible owner of the site that has been taken and whose potential anger the new owner thereby seeks to appease. Next it is a means of obtaining the neutral or benevolent feelings of the place spirit; if the spirit’s disposition can be swayed, it will thus restore the balance that has been broken. Finally, it is the transmission of a soul into the new building, giving life to a new creation. Sacrifice is therefore a primordial act and should be compared to the major cosmogonic myths that evoke the dismemberment of a supernatural being, as was the case with the giant Ymir of the ancient Germans, whose body parts became those of the earth.

        For Andrej Johansons, the sacrifice is purely apotropaic as its purpose is to obtain a tutelary deity for the new building,28 an assessment that Harald Sjövall clarifies more specifically as follows: “It does not so much involve taming the place spirit as it does changing his mood; if he is pleased with the sacrifice, he will accept his new role; the genius loci will transform into the protector of the house and even the entire farm.”29 Thanks to other accounts collected by Georg Sverdrup, the accuracy of these interpretations is confirmed. In Norway, the tomtegubbe, meaning the “Old Man of the construction site,” regularly transforms into the tunvord, the “Guardian of the farm.”30 We will revisit this extremely important point.

      

      
        
          THE MATERIALS
        

        The accounts we possess mainly concern wooden buildings that we can imagine as the old chalets or the log cabins from the time of the winning of the American west. These dwellings could be taken apart, like the Russian izbas (traditional log houses), and we can find a trace of this in the Sachsenspiegel or Mirror of the Saxons, a collection of laws and customs assembled by Eike von Repgow in the twelfth century. When a widow was not the owner of the site on which her house stood, she had to leave it “to vacate the land without harming it”; if she was unable to purchase the land, she could “remove the construction from the ground and plow it, leaving it in tillable condition.”31 These stipulations clearly demonstrate that it was possible to take the house apart. The trees that provided the basic construction material were chosen with care because it was believed that they were inhabited by spirits, which brings to mind the verses of the French poet, Pierre de Ronsard:

        Stay woodman, stay thy hand awhile and hark—

it is not trees that thou art lying low! 

Dost thou not see the dripping life-blood flow 


from Nymphs that lived beneath the rigid bark?32

        Ronsard is referring here to the traditions of Classical Antiquity, to the dryads, hamadryds, and other nymphs that Ovid depicted so wonderfully in his story about Erythichthon. When this individual struck an oak sacred to Deo (Demeter) with his ax, “red blood poured from the rent he made in its bark.”33 Ronsard was unaware, however, that this belief was widespread throughout all of Europe. A tree is a living being that is respected, to whom fate has alloted a certain lifespan; therefore, people refrained from chopping it down without rhyme or reason, as that could be dangerous. It is close to man and sometimes his personification; it sings, speaks, bleeds. A tree was planted at a birth, a veritable plant double of the child, and if it died, that individual would also perish. In Westphalia, the beech tree was known as the baby tree because it was believed they were taken out of its hollow. The same thing was believed about the ash in the Tyrol, and in both cases it signifies that trees are the “reservoirs of souls.” Furthermore, in Germano-Scandinavian mythology, the names of the first two human beings are Ask and Embla, meaning Ash and almost certainly Elm. Wilhelm Wundt has shown how widespread the belief is that the soul can move into a tree.34 In Germany, the woodsman starts by asking the tree’s pardon before he cuts it down.35 In the Slavic regions it is said that every new house demands a victim in compensation for the trees that were cut down to build it.36 In Siberia, the Russians bring a young juniper into the izba that has just been built, install it there roots and all, and then address the domovoj, the domestic deity, saying, “This is for you, father and neighbor, a truly warm house and a shaggy juniper.”

        The tree was kept in the front corner of the izba, and it was believed that the domovoj established his patron spirits there. Near Vjaznikov, a tree taken from the forest (a birch or rowan) would be planted after the site of the future house had been determined, and the same was true for the stables. It was considered as the sacrificial tree in compensation for the trees that had been cut down for the construction. At the same time, this planting rite aimed to profit from the tree and its vitality in order to protect the people and animals living there. In the region of Vologda, a spruce tree was planted in the middle of a newly built stable, in the belief that it would protect the livestock from epidemics targeting animals. It is likely that the last remnants of these beliefs can be seen in the cérémonie du bouquet still practiced in modern France. As an indication that the construction of the house is finished, a small spruce or some branches from a tree are fixed to the roof ridge or chimney.

        In Russia, pains are taken to avoid using a tree that has been struck by lightning, one that is dry or been brought down by a storm, as well as trees growing near a crossroads or on the borders of a property. Some trees, like the aspen, have an evil reputation. In the Baltic countries, the trunk used should not have its shoots turned toward the sky, otherwise the house will burn down, and if it has an outgrowth, it should be turned to face the outside of the house, otherwise its inhabitants will always be sick.37 This latter belief is easily explained once we know that some Russian sorcerers, when treating certain diseases such as hernias, did so by transferring them from the patient into the trees of the forest. This outgrowth is thus an indication that such a transfer did indeed take place. But people operated this same way in many other countries as well.

        In Germany, it was even claimed that three different kinds of wood should be used: stolen wood, purchased wood, and wood offered as a gift, otherwise luck would flee.38 In the Harz region, the wood served as an oracle. The master builder had to be the first to strike the wood for the construction with the carpenter’s ax; if sparks flew, it was sign that the house would burn down and was therefore unsuitable.39

        The precautions taken in the choice of the building material have their roots deep in the same source as the legends that describe how a woodland spirit transforms into a household spirit and enters the house with the first beam. Among the Swedes of Finland, it is said a homonuculus can be seen sitting on the final beam after a house has been destroyed.40 This belief can be found again in Switzerland, in the Upper Valais, and in the Canton of Uri in a different form. The elements of this belief have been heavily Christianized, and the spirit seen in the ruins is a lost, lamenting soul.
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        (1) England, Anglo-Saxon period; (2) Denmark, Middle Ages; (3) Denmark, Viking Age

        All of these elements match what the medieval texts tell us about the worship of trees. When Sulpicius Severus informs us in his Life of Saint Martin (chapter 13) about a tree sacred to demons, it obviously involves a tree inhabited by a supernatural spirit and, like a leitmotif, the penitentials and decretals tirelessly repeat, “You shall not swear an oath by trees,” “You shall not worship trees,” and so forth.

      

      
        
          TO BUILD
        

        A RELIGIOUS ACT

        The practices of observing the phases of the moon and the direction of the wind, and orienting the construction in accordance with the cardinal points, all reveal that building a house was a religious act rife with consequence. This is a fact that can be confirmed by a number of instructions and taboos. In Russia, the master builder had to purify himself before setting to work. Francis Conte indicates that he fasted, washed, put on a clean shirt, and prayed. The cycle of time: the seasons, feast days, months, and days, also had to be taken into account. “In Siberia, the Russian peasants waited for the new moon and the beginning of spring,” notes Francis Conte. “They strive to have this work coincide with a major religious festival,”41 in other words, to situate it within what Mircea Eliade calls the Sacred Time, the mythic time. Constructing amounts to sanctifying a space by giving it order, forming a closed and clearly demarcated world, tracing a boundary between the self and the rest of the world.

        Eliade, who studied everything that relates to this sphere with great perspicacity, realized that every construction is a creation, a beginning, the reiteration of a mythical act, a cosmogony, and therefore requires precise rites so that it conforms to the archetype. The house is a new center of the world and possesses a religious value. Is it any coincidence that the ancient name for a dwelling in the Germanic languages (hof ) can mean “farm,” “house,” and “sanctuary,” and that the keystone is still called Heaven’s Gate” ( Janua Coeli)? Eleazar Mélétinskij points out that the Yakut epics attribute the building of the first house to Er Sogotoh, the son of the supreme god Yurong Ayi Toyon.42
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