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PLICA POLONICA IN BELARUSIAN BELIEFS
AND INCANTATIONS

Tatsiana Valodzina

Apparently, there is no disease that attracts so much attention from researchers
(both medical doctors and ethnographers) as kautun (Plica Polonica, the Polish
plait). However, to this day there is no generally accepted solution regarding the
etiology and history of the disease, which manifests itself in entangled hair and
is accompanied by rheumatic pains, sores, rash, crooked nails, blurred vision, as
well as attacks of nerves, spasms and increased heart rate. This article will fea-
ture Belarusian materials that represent the eastern extent of the area of beliefs
related to Plica Polonica. The article is based on the folklore and ethnographic
data collected by the author over the past 20 years, and aims to analyse the ontol-
ogy of the disease named kautun, its involvement in human communication both
with the body and with non-human beings. The article also provides comments on
the historical evolution of beliefs and magical practices associated with the Plica.

Key words: Belarusian ethnomedicine, healing ritual, kautun (Plica Polonica),
incantations, contemporary beliefs, ethnographic fieldwork.

CAUSES OF PLICA POLONICA IN THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

Apparently, there is no disease that attracts so much attention from research-
ers (both medical doctors and ethnographers) as kautun (Plica Polonica, the
Polish plait). By the mid-nineteenth century over 900 (!) research articles had
been published and their number increased steadily. In 1843 Beschorner, di-
rector of the first asylum in Poland, published a large population-based study.
However, to this day there is no generally accepted solution regarding the eti-
ology and history of the disease, which manifests itself in entangled hair and
is accompanied by rheumatic pains, sores, rash, crooked nails, blurred vision,
as well as attacks of nerves, spasms and increased heart rate. One of the first
researchers of the disease, Kajetan Kowakewski, wrote in 1839: “The plica is
almost entirely confined to certain countries. It occurs in Poland, Lithuania,
Russia, Hungary, Silesia, Transylvania, and Prussia. It is also occasionally met
with in different parts of Germany; along the Rhine, Switzerland, in Holland
and Paris” (Morewitz 2007). This article will feature Belarusian materials that
represent the eastern extent of the area of beliefs related to Plica Polonica.
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This article aims to analyse the ontology of the disease named Plica (kautun),
its involvement in human communication both with the body and with non-
human beings. It also provides comments on the historical evolution of beliefs
and magical practices associated with the Plica. The folklore and ethnographic
data from across Belarus were collected by the author over the past 20 years
and represent the boundaries of research covering the traditional Belarusian
medicine.

In his notes on his journey through the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the
second half of the 18th century, Englishman William Coxe provides informa-
tion on the disease:

In our progress through this country we observed several persons with
matted or clotted hair which arises from a disorder called Plica Polonica: it
receives that denomination, because it is considered as peculiar to Poland;
although it is not infrequent in Hungary, Tartary, and several adjacent
nations, and instances of it are occasionally found in other countries.
According to the observations of Dr. Vieat, an ingenious Swiss physician
long resident in Poland, who has published a treatise on this subject;
the Plica Polonica proceeds from an acrid viscous humour, penetrating
into the hairs: it then exudes from its sides or extremities, and clots
the whole together, either in separate folds, or in one undistinguished
mass. The symptoms, more or less violent, according to the constitution
of the patient, or malignity of the disease, are itching, swellings, erup-
tions, ulcers, intermitting fevers, pains in the head, languor, lowness of
spirits, rheumatism, gout; sometimes convulsions, palsy, and madness.
The Plica Polonica appears to be a contagious distemper, which, like the
leprosy, still prevails among a people ignorant in medicine, and inatten-
tive to check its progress; but is rarely known in those countries where
due precautions are taken to prevent its propagation. Its contagion is
probably prevented from spreading among the Russians by the use of
the vapour bath.!

Nineteenth century ethnographers associated the disease with a characteristic
climate and life in the marshes, a lack of proper hygiene combined with hard
work, fright, and the evil eye, among other causes. “The Polish plait is gener-
ated by poverty, damp and poorly constructed dwellings, wearing a warm hat
on unbrushed hair, both in winter and in summer, as well as general uncleanli-
ness” (Toncroit 1983: 6); “Marshes are a true curse of this region (Polesye), hav-
ing an extremely negative impact on the health of its inhabitants. All sorts of
diseases, terrible fever, typhoid, tuberculosis are common among the miasma
of the swamp. Besides, a terrible disease unknown elsewhere has built its
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nest here — plica. Plica is the result of an acute unthriftiness suffered by many
Belarusians. Every hair on the human head is filled with pus, and they all are
entangled into a hideous mass, which can be neither touched nor scratched or
washed, and has to be worn wrapped in a linen bag. Plica is accompanied by
aches, sores, rash, crooked fingernails and an ingrown eyelid” (Cuo 1904: 5).
Educated Europeans were actively involved in the fight against the Polish
plait, viewing it as superstition and a result of uncleanliness. William David-
son (1583-1669), the physician to the Polish King John Casimir after 1651,
mercilessly cut plaits, telling the patients to wash their hair and use a comb.
The court physician of King John III Sobieski, Irishman Bernard O’Connor
(1666-1698), and a Jewish physician Tobias Cohen (1652—-1729), also treated
their patients by removing the neglected hair. In Galicia, Plica Polonica became
less visible after Dr. Jézef Dietl spread rumours that wearing a Polish plait
would be taxed (Gagol, Herman). Yet, the statement that “the plica disappeared
after in the second half of the 19th century the last doctors who believed in it
had died” (Gagol, Herman) seems somewhat presumptuous, especially taking
into account the huge number of folk expedition records of recent decades in
Belarus (Banoznsina 2007: 410-432, Bonoguna 2008). The rich mass of data related
to Polish traditions were analysed in a work by Marczewska (2012: 113-149).

PLICA POLONICA AND THE PRACTICE OF MAGIC

Obviously, the Polish plait is not only a phenomenon of a purely medical nature,
but also a whole complex of mythological beliefs. Irreversibly entangled hair
was also associated with causes of a supernatural nature, often manifested
in the context of imitative magic: the Plica was correlated with spinning at
Christmas (Borganosuu 1895: 89), hair washing to commemorate the beheading
of Saint John the Baptist, a bat getting into one’s hair (Hukudoposckuii 1897:
188), lost hair being picked up by a bird or a mouse and bedeviling crops in the
fields with the magic rite of zalom?®. The crop and vegetable allusions of the
Plica are most obvious, especially against the background of mythological and
poetic comparisons of hair with vegetation in general. Related texts starting
with zalom strongly refer to crops, which can serve as a reason for the Plica:

3ayioM j13eralti Ha 1odi, Ta 16! 1 Ha raiaBe Oy/i3e, CKpyIinla i HiYbIM SIT0 He pacyudIIall.
A To pacusmiam i nampair. Yapayrina sk poOirs 3amom, TBag ims ckaxka. Toit Kycox
He Janaii. A siK 3a4dIinb, CTaHe rajasa Oayenpb. Y Karo KayTyH, JIbIK i raBopy1ib:
MyCiIlb, 3aJI0M 3KaJia.

Zalom was made in the field, and then it will be in the hair, too, it will be
entangled and it can never be brushed. And if you brush it, then you will
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die. When the sorceress is doing zalom, she says your name. That part
was not touched. If it is touched, then you will have a headache. Whoever
has kautun, she is told: you have probably reaped a zalom.

In Sluck district, kautun (the Plica) is the name for zalom in the field:

3aBiri KBITa, 3TA )X MHE 3padini ypam, kab kayTyH Ob1y. KayTyH. OTa KbITa, IBIK
s SIT0 JIaXka He Xaduy JKallb, a Kpyrom abaxkHy i xaii stHo craiip. [laramy miro Gynse
KayTyH. Banace! Tak o ckpysiia, xait bor mparryae, 1ITo s MaKaxy, CKpyIAIIa, i
1161 To11. | ranasa Gaiinp, yce. JTa kK Kaxylb, KayTyH y se 3Biyca. Jrta, Kaxyllb,
KayTyH HexTa 3aBiy Ha moii. JTa kab y xa3siiki 3aBiycs kayTyH. He 3:KbIHAII TATHI
KayTyH, Tak €H 1 CTaillb, 1 CTaillb.

They have entangled rye, they did it to harm me so that I had kautun.
Kautun. This is rye, then I do not want to even reap it and I will reap
around it and let it stand. Because I will have kautun. My hair will be
entangled just about like this, God forgive me that I will show how, it will
be entangled for the whole year. And your head aches, that’s it. For they
say, “she has kautun”. They say someone has twisted kautun in the field.
This is done to make kautun on the lady’s head. They would not reap this
kautun, so it remained standing.’

Moreover, Plica therapy is correlated with crop-related manipulations:

— A ski yac BBIGipai, Kab 3HAIB KayTyH?
— SIK KBITO CTOITH HA TMOJIFO, CTPOIIBI, TOAI MOXKHO 3HIMarTi. 35KaTo Jia CTPOIIBI

CTOATD.

— And what time was chosen to remove kautun?
—As the crops are standing in the field, harvested, then it can be reaped.
Reaped and the stubble is standing.®

Koytyn Hama ron BeiHaycuTh. Ecnu rox BeIHacuia, M Hajga UTH ¥ Toje, Kajga
32)KBIHAIOTDH JKBITA, U HaXKaTh IIEPBBIM CHOM M IacaJuTh ¢ THIMH Baiacamu 6ady u

YK€ MOJKHA 3HUMATH.

Kautun should be worn for a year. If you can wear it for a year, then you
should go to the field when rye is starting to be harvested and reap the first
sheaf and put the woman with the hair there and then you can remove it.”

In the western part of the European area of distribution of Plica-related beliefs
the disease is clearly correlated with an intervention of a demonic character,
including terminology and etiologic identification. A demon provokes a mat,
which is named after the demon: the Slovak skrat, skratek, ‘spirit bringing
wealth’, and $kratec (Plica) (Hoffmann-Krayer, Bachtold-Staubli 1935/1936:
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1286), the Czech skritek (skiotek, koltun) (Vyhlidal 1900: 192); the Silesian
and Moravian mamunik (Bartos 1906: 191). The Kashubian word pikas has
two meanings, ‘Plica’ and ‘evil spirit’: zadac komus pikusa, “instil a disease and
the evil spirit in a person” (Sychta 1970: 271), see also the Lithuanian pikys
(“in some regions (for example the Klaipéda region) Aitvaras bears the name
pukys” (I'pasiimac 2003: 70)), which is probably linked to the German name for a
household demon Puck. Bezlaj does not rule out the Serbo-Croatian name for
Plica, vilovina, which is derived from vila “witch” (Bezlaj 1982: 317).

Particularly evident is the correlation of Plica Polonica with demons in
the German tradition, where hair entanglement is attributed to almost all
mythological chthonic characters, their names suggesting the names for the
disease: cf. as synonymous Alp-, Druden-, Hexen-, Hollen-, Mahr-, Schritleins-,
Trollenzopf, Alpklatte, Alpschwanz, Bilwistzote, Haarschrotel, Hollerkopf, Mah-
rflechte, -klatte, -locke, -zotte, the English Elflock, the Swedish Martofva (Hofler
1899: 901). The Balts attribute the functions of a pathogenic demon to a spirit
named Aitvaras who brings wealth, see Greimas (I'paiimac 2003: 78-80), as well
as a quote from Rozenbaum’s report: “The Lithuanian night spirit Aitwaras,
the Polish wieszczka or the white Pani (mermaid) and the night spirits Koltki,
Skrzot have in folk beliefs an occupation of tangling hair, and since Wieszczyce,
Koltki, Koltun were also used to name a disease, which as a result of a demon’s
wrath could not be cured medically, according to the beliefs accepted at the
time” (Rosenbaum 1838: 550).

The magic and demonic nature of the Polish plait is visible in the causes
related to the intentional actions of sorcerers:

DTa HaChUIbHOsI. DTa JIIOA31 HACKUIAIONb, 1 KAJITYH 3aBiBaelia. | sro Bipaszail He
Bipasaii, a €H ycipayHo Oyn34 3pBiBallla. DTa Haja MaJiTBY YblTallb, Kad ynamiycs.
It’s a jinx. This is said by people and kautun is spun. And if you try to cut
it or not, it will be spun anyway. You should say a prayer to remove it.?

IaBapiui, mTo sSTHA YMeeIs maaa3enaBalb, AbIK Y sie BBIpac Taki KayTyH. Y e Taki por
0ay, sik maaBshKalb XycTkai. Tak i xan3ina. [Inarok 3aBsizalpb, a €H SIK poT TapyblLlb.

They said she could do magic, then kautun grew on her head. She had
such a horn when she wore a kerchief. So she was walking around like
this. She wore a kerchief, and it stuck out like a horn”), with “the evil wind

blowing over the head.®

— A xantyn? Lli gymi BB Takoe?

— A s nacina. Bixop maakpyuiy. BoT st cena rpa0ina i Bixop 3akpymiy. I Tak Bo
ceHa ObLIIO Mepajia MHOM, 1 CXBalliy rITa ceHa i 4yib He ca MHOIA. | st si1rds Tast & qypa
ObuTa — Masagas caycem. Srys nmaiinnia rata ceHa mas0ipana i HazayTpa 3axBapaJia.
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Kpyuina MsiHe, Bpliena MsHe YCsK, yce KOCII BIpIIeNia, TaIbl YKO Taxa Xan3ina, siK
capoka ckakaia. [lass3mi msHe ¥ JlokmsIs! ga a3ena. [{3en Haga MHOH madeITay i
CKa3ay He pacyocBallla i 3amycIlilb KaJTyH.

— And what about kautun? Have you heard about it?

— Well, I wore one. A whirlwind twirled it. I was raking hay and the
whirlwind twisted it. And so the hay was in front of me, and it grabbed
the hay just near me. And I was still silly — quite young. I came back to
rake the hay and the next day I was ill. It twisted me and spun me as it
is, every bone was twisted, then I could still walk, jumped like a magpie.
They took me to an old man in Dokshycy. The man whispered a spell above
me and told me not to brush my hair and let kautun grow.°

Thus, the European perspective is dominated by understanding the Plica as a
result of malicious actions by demons and sorcerers.

INTERNAL PLICA

In the Belarusian tradition, however, there are only a few cases of the Polish
plait being caused by the intervention of evil forces. In most records, it is at-
tributed to the eruption of an inner substance (inherent in every human being)
under the influence of a number of factors:

VY nro6ora yanaBeka €Cb KayTyH, TOJBKi Sr0 Haga YCTPBHIBOXKBILG, Y3bHEPBILb,
ycrayybl. 3 0aipLIbIX HEpBay, 3 Oasbllora iciyra.

Every person has kautun, it only should be woken up, flurried, squeezed.
Because of nerves, huge fright.*

KoyTyH nps! Ka)kJJOMy YOJIOBHKOBH €Ch: IIPBI KOMY — IUIa4aM, IPbl KOMY — CHOM,
IpbI KoMy — necbHsAMH. He Tpa0a Tporaru.

Kautun is in every man: in crying, in sleep, in songs. It must not be touched.
(Crpaxos 2005: 194)

KayTtyn? Ota x €H — 1a capaka rof Aro HsMa, a ackJisd capaka €H y Kaxjaara. J1a x
TBISI CAaMbIsSt HEPBEI. Y aJIHAro sSIHbI TaKis, a ¥ Apyrora Takis. XTo CiIbHA pacTpoilla,
TaJbl KAyTyH BBIO €IlI[a HABEPX, Tl IMY 1 JIATYIH.

Kautun? This is, you do not have it until you are forty, and after forty
everyone has it. This is the very nerves. They can differ. Whoever is really
worried, then kautun will rise up, and then he feels easier.'?

Such representations were known to the Poles, who argued that every person
from birth had a goséca (internal Plica), which is localised in the blood or
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bones, and makes itself felt through different pains (Biegeleisen 1929: 263-271,
Marczewska 2012: 115).

Such an understanding of the phenomenon as a pathological manifestation
(eruption) of vital potency and forces inherent in human beings is confirmed by
contemporary records from the beginning of the century when uncleanness or
self-neglect are not factors to be considered. It is essential that Plica Polonica,
perceived as a human counterpart, is therefore described in human terms.
However, it bears the opposite sign and is perceived as a dead being, called
nezhyts’ (‘lifeless’, ‘dead’):

BriBae yaro-ra 3axo4a 3bech, a sIMy He J1aci, ObiBae 1 KayTyH, ObiBae i cyxara. [lomHI0
s: TanuIa 3 NakoiHait Mmamkai y Jloey, a yanaBsek mpanasay men. “Mamauka, Mmeny
xouy! Mamauka, Kymi CTakaHBYbIK Memy”. A 3a mTo ObUIO KymHilb TOH Mami? A
KyIIija, sl TYT Ha MEChIIE STO 1 3beJia. 3HAYbIIh, MHE TP30a ObLT0. 3HAYBIIb, HEXKBIIH
y yanaBeka Tpa0ye. Y yanaBeka € LITO-Ta TaKoe, ITO TpI0yelua Amy, i 3’eclp, i
BBITIIIG, 1 YCE.

Sometimes you want to eat something, and you don’t, then there is kautun
and tuberculosis. I remember I was in Loyeii with my late mother, and
there was a man selling honey. “Mommy, I want some honey! Mommy,
buy me a glass of honey.” And for what could that mother buy it? And she
bought it, and I ate it right there. So I needed it. So the nezhyts’ troubles
the man. The man has something that requires it, to eat and to drink,
and everything.'®

Notably, the Polish plait in a person could cause a desire for food, or, conversely,
a ‘protest’ against certain food products. There are many records of Plica Po-
lonica accompanied by food abnormalities, when certain foods aggravate the
disease and others, on the contrary, alleviate its symptoms.

KayTyH y karo — sikyro sy 110011k Il Hs1 110011k, T3Ta Hs €H, a KayTyH Hi IPbIMAillb.

Whoever has kautun — what kind of food he likes or dislikes, it is not him
but kautun that would not take it.'*

SHa 3axarena yaro-ta 3bechlIli i He 3pena Taro. Echiti yamaBek 3axarey mro-Ta... En
y KakJara JyajiaBeka &cb, KanTyH. Tonbka He Ba ycex €H Beityisenna. [lanimaens,
He Ba ycex. Echbii ganaBek mTo-Ta 3axarey, Haia X0Ib pa3 y poT YKJIAach, XTiOHYIIb,
170 yc€ Oynzenp HapManbHa. BOT. A Tast )K9HIIYBIHA... Y s€ TaKi BbIpac KaJuTyH, Xai
Bor minyers. Haga npacing, ka0 Beimay: Kantys, kantyHodak, poqHEeHBKi OpaTodaxk,
BBIXa]131, KaJTYH, Ha IISICKi, Ha KAMEHbHE, Ha CyXoe KapeHbHe. TyT Tade Hs ObIlb, He
XaJ3ine, (iMs) periBora cepua He 3Ha0ib. He cam ax g caboro, [ocmagam borawm,
[psgicras Marymika Ha momaird. BoT tak Tpi pa3a Hajga nparyBapiBailb.
— A sk agpaxan?
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— Henb3s siro pesanp. EH qysxa rHAYIiBEL 8H Marels falb i Ha ceplia Ii Ha I1a3a,
11i Ha ranaBy. Slro anryBapiBaei. En cam ma cabe JayKOH aaxaa3ilh, MaiXOHbKY,
TNaliXOHEUKy. A TTaToM Kacy 3Ty HeNb3s Kiaub 13e 3pst. SIro Hajga Opanp y OeneHbKi
IJIaTOYaK, 3aBapadaBanb i Kigampb naj [lacxy, sk YceHamrHas, Ha pedKy, Ia PeuKy
mto0 manioy. [ ka 3aHacine Ha yepaak. AJHa mepeKiia3ina, K PANITHIK BO, BbI
nma”imMaens? [pyras, i 3a TPeIoo NepeKIag3iHKy ST0 JaKbIb. | Xaif TaM JSDKBII.
A 53¢ én n3enenna, aa3id bor 3Haenb.

— She wanted something to eat and did not eat it. If a man wanted some-
thing... Every man has it, kautun. Only not everyone has it opened. You
see, not everyone. If a man wanted something, he must at least once put
something in his mouth, swallow it, and then everything will be fine. That’s
it. And that woman... She grew such kautun, God have mercy. You have
to ask it to leave: kautun, little kautun, dear brother, come out, kautun,
on sand, on the rocks, on dry roots. You will not be here, you will not walk
here, will not shiver the heart of the proud (name). Not by myself, in Christ’s
name, Virgin Mary, help. That’s how you should repeat it three times.

— And if you cut it off?

— You cannot cut it. It can be very angry, it can cause pain in your
heart and eyes, or the head. You talk it out. It should leave itself, bit by
bit. And then kautun should not be thrown out. It should be taken in a
little white handkerchief, wrapped and thrown out at Easter, during the
vigil, to the river, so that it could leave in the river. Or take it to the attic.
One spoke, where the lattice is, you see? The second, and put it behind the
third spoke. And let it lie there. And where it will go, only God knows.®

In contemporary context, there exist numerous explanations of the phenomenon
as a result of a nervous breakdown:

— DTa HEeXbILIb, HEXKBILb, 3Ta LISTIEP KAXKYIb “HEPBHI”, @ TO HEXKbILb. HexXbIIb — 1ITO-
Ta €Ch TAKOE ¥ JKbIBAIC. 3aJIaTHIK-HEXKBIIb MaIXOA3IIb Maja rpya3i. A KayTyH — Ha
rayiaBy BeIXoz3ini. Toxka aT HepBeHHaH raTail CichlieMbl. OTa Yc€ — Ha/la CriakoiHa
cs10e BeCh, TOJIBKO Kab HE IUIaKallh, & TO pacTpyOillb rojiaBy, yo el cepiia.

— A Tas HeXBIIb Y KakJara JyaixaBeka’?

—V kaxJara yajnaBeka, y Kaxiara.

— This is a nezhyts’, nezhyts’, you now say “nerves” and it’s a nezhyts’.
The nezhyts’, it is something in your stomach. Zalatnik-nezhyts’ goes to
the chest. Kautun comes out of your head. It’s also because of the nervous
system. This is all, you should be quiet, only not to cry, or then you worry
your head and kill your heart.

— And that nezhyts’ is in every person?

— In every person, in everyone.'®

Plica Polonica in Belarusian Beliefs and Incantations

These views help understand the motives of verbal charms aimed at taming the
Plica-demon and returning it to the proper place in the body: “A x us6e mpamy,
Tabe cMavHa eclli Iat0, MAKKY Macieb CISUIO, 1s10e, KayTyHa, craib Kiamy... Craip, Tabde,
KayTyHOK, yraj3iis, abHapaBillb Ha CBaéM MECIICUKY, Ha 3amaToM kpacieuky” (“I beg you,
I give you tasty food, lay you a soft bed, put you, kautun, to sleep... May you be,
little kautun, please you, tame you on your place, on a chair of gold”) (baprammsiu
1992: 244). Probably, in accordance with such ideas, after the person’s death,
the Plica must re-join him or her in order to restore the ‘original’ integrity:

[Tamoxynp 3¢ 3a iKOHKY KayTyH, SIK 3HIMYIb, a SIK TIaMpy, JbIK 1 § TpoO MHE
VKIaayus.

They will put kautun somewhere behind the icon, after they cut it, and
when I die, then they will put it to my coffin.'”

Hy, ona ymapaa, ioH y3sy ompusay et Toro KyyTyHa. Onpuzay na kaxa: 5 ¥ camouxy
3aKomnay. A oHa eMy CHbIIIA Aa CHbINIA: ChIHOK, IPBIHACU Thl MHU TOJIOYY MOIO,
3HAY Aa Kyna Tel A3Y. [IpeiHsicu MHe Hazan. 1 kax3, MycHy BBIKONBATHI M HICTHI HA
MOIJIUIIBI 3aKOIBAThl MaT3pbl. M TOYABI HA CTaNIO CHBILIIA.

Well, she was dying, he cut that kautun. He cut it off and said: I've buried
it in the garden. And he keeps seeing her in his dreams: ‘Son, bring me
my head, you took it and put it somewhere. Bring it back to me.” And he
said he had to dig it out and took it to the cemetery to dig it next to his
mother. And then he stopped seeing her in his dreams.'®

Incantations against Plica Polonica predominantly address it as an animate
being accentuating expressions of relationship:

Kaytyn-kayTyniuka, Mast pogHas CCTPBIUKA, He 0’ eMca MBI, He CBapaMCca MBI, J1a 3a
PYUKi mabspaMca MBI, [1a Xa73eM MBI ¥ YbICTAE IT0JIEUKa, TaM CTOJIIUKI Ia3achLiIaHbl,
Ky0Oauki mananiBaebel. CiHse 1 3su1€Hae BiHO MBI pachlliBaji, KayTyHa 1 KayTyHiy
pasraHsuIi i Ha YBICTYIO BOZY IyCKaJli.

Kautun, little [female] kautun, my dear sister, we do not fight, we do not
argue, we will join our hands, we go to the field, there the tables are laid
and the cups are full. We drank blue and green wine, we chased kautun
and little [female] kautun and put it in clear water. *°

The texts of incantations against the Plica imply that it, like other diseases,
has been personified, including a certain family hierarchy:

l'acmagapy bory mamanrocs, crapmaMy kayTyHy nakjaaHiock. CTapiibl KayTyH,
yHIMail cBaiX MPBICIYT: AHAYHBIX, HAYHBIX, BaI35HbBIX, BETPAHbIX...
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T will pray to Dear God, I will greet the eldest kautun. “Eldest kautun, tame
your servants: day ones, night ones, water ones, wind ones...” (bapranmsiu
1992: 245)

Many texts are based on addressing the disease as a character, often with a clear
desire to calm, please or persuade it: “KayTyn, kayTyHOUaK, MOH MIJIBI APYkKOUYaK,
a Thl ¥ IITail rajgoBadilsl He CA31, He JIKbL...”, (“Kautun, little kautun, my dear
little friend, do not be in this little head, do not sit and do not lie...”). Kautun
(he-kautun) and kautunikha (she-kautun) are sometimes treated as brother
and sister, or as a young couple: “Kautun, kautunitsa, boy and girl, you are not
many, only two” (Baprammsiu 1992: 246).

Another interesting fact is that Plica Polonica in the popular imagination is
endowed with the capacity for independent living, even outside the human body.

[peixanzina n3aa31Ha, ABIK sSHA Ka3ana, ITO eif 36HsUTI bl H Boypams. J{pIk Hama
Opalb XyCTayKy ChbBEXYIO, 3 MarasiHa Malepbisuly i XyCTauyKy-BbICHIITaHAYKY,
3bBS3allb ATA i HA Tapy 3aHecia i J3¢ A3bBephbl aMUBIHIMONLA ¥ CEHIaxX TaM 3
KPOXBiHaii. A TaJibl PAIIO CKOJIBKI YpaMsl, HellTa el 3arymanacs, ssHa najesina. Ax
&H BBIpac, aKHO ¥ XycTy Hi 11e3. Cam ma cabe. [Tatamy mro He napoc TyT. A echbii 6
SIHBI a0p33aJ1i HeTpaBiIbHA, Mariia O TaMepIi i apasizaBais. | s agHa 6ada, y sie
I3bBe Kackl ObUT0. [1ITO—Ta eif nsHe ranasy. L{sHe, nak siHa apa3ana KOCH i pbIBe3a
K OarpKaM, TyT OalbKi *buti. SIHa MpbIBe3ia, Nariaa3ina Kockl cBae i majaxbuia y
myany i kaxa: “‘Mae KpacaBillbl, aIBIXaHII 1 Mast TajaBa Xoub anueixae”. Hy i
ycé. SIna na BoceHi abpa3aiia, a BICHOW aJKpblia IIyXJIsAy ¥ HIKaIy, TaasiKy, 13e
Mae KpacaBiIlpl. AX TaM TaKi BO KaMsK JISDKBIIE, 3601y KayTyH y KaMsK, 3601y. JTa
¥ JIauéyuel Obi10. SIHA aTpa3aia, IITO KaYTyH acTaycs TYT, y KocaxX. AT4bIHIa, a
TaM KayTyH, KaMsK. 3akanaBalli aOerqHa ma Mexax. [laminp ix Hemb3s.

My uncle’s wife came, so she said that they took it off but not in good time.
So you should take a fresh kerchief, a cloth from the store or a printed
shawl, wrap it and take it to the attic and where the doors open into the
hall there with a rafter. And then some time passed, she began to think
about it and climbed there. It had grown, it was bigger than a kerchief. By
itself. Because it had no time to grow here. And if they had cut it wrong,
she could have died or be paralysed. And another woman, she had two
braids. Something was annoying her head. So she cut the braids and
brought them to the parents, her parents used to live here. She brought
them, brushed her braids and put them in a drawer and says: “My beauty,
have rest and let my head rest.” Well, that’s it. She cut them in the autumn
and in spring she opened the drawer in the closet to see where her beauty
was. And there was such a ball, a mat of hair made by a kautun. This
was in Lianioika. She cut it and kautun stayed here, in the braids. She
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opened it and there was kautun, a ball. They would usually bury them
at the end of the field. You cannot burn them.2°

Perception of Plica Polonica in terms of human categories is to some extent
influenced by the gender differences in types of kautuns although it is the shape
of entangled hair that serves as a visual motivation to determine whether it
is male or female, a kautun or kautunitsa: “Ecbii camka — ycro ronaBy Kpyuilb,
€ChJIi camell — Moxka i 1a mosa arpaceii”?!, (“If it’s female, all your head is twisted,
if a male it may grow to the floor.”), “KayTyHina 3pBiBae yci Banacel. Yci, cab’e BO
TaK BO, Ja J10a. A KayTyH aTA3eNbHa. En poOira ara3enbHa, BO Takas BO maynaca’2,
(“Kautunitsa entangles all your hair. All of it; mats it like this, up to your fore-
head. And kautun is apart. It is separated, such a band.”)

The identification of the Plica as a part or substance of the body, which is
present in each person and which for some reason receives outward manifesta-
tions and causes a morbid condition, underlies the ritual practices and incanta-
tion motives aimed at establishing equal relations with the disease.

ARTIFICIAL FORMATION OF PLICA POLONICA

Ethnographers, although not doctors, drew attention to the fact that kautun
is not always a disease: “this felted hair was not matted by itself from some
poison, germs or dirt, but is the creation of human hands” (I'peaGar 1928: 134).
A special mat of hair can be used as a remedy for a number of vaguely defined
diseases that do not have names in the folk nomenclature and cannot be treated
with home remedies. The emergence of a mat of hair can often be seen as a good
sign and was not removed at once in order to get rid of internal diseases. Oth-
ers purposefully attempted to plait a mat so that the disease became external,
came out of the person’s body and thus eased his or her pain:

VY yanaBeka, NppIMEPHA BOT Y KIHIIYBIHBIL, JIOMILIb 11714, TajiaBa 0alilb, yCe CyCTaBbl
Oamsib. Hana 3amychInins ronay i He 9acars. Mas mapyra 3aImychllia rajiaBy, €H i
3bBiYca Taki, AK pammara. SIHa i ron Hacina. EH aTbimoy, Heckanbka Banacoy TONbKi
n3ipxanacs. [lepax [Tacxait arpa3ani TIs Basackl.

A man, for example a woman says her body’s aching, her head aching,
all joints aching. You need to neglect your hair and stop brushing it. A
friend of mine stopped brushing her hair, and it grew as big as a sieve.
She wore it for a year. It was then separated, only a few hairs remained.
Before Easter they cut that hair off.?

S icnbrrana cama. 3 maja3iyka ObiBae, XTo 3aBifae. Y MsiHe Takoe ObLIo, ITO 3a0ajesna
Hara, i TaKk MsHe TaJIaXKblja, IITO s JBa To/a Jiexaa. Bpadsl mTo He pabimi, Hidora
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He 3pa3enani. Ckasani — nacrnpaOyiine ma 6abkax. 3aBe3biii MsiHe K 0a0OubL. S ¥ sie
ObLTa 13eBAIb THel. SlHa YTpam i BeuapaM MHe BhIraBapaBana. Hox Taki Oaibmisl i
niepasi ikoHai raBapblia. Sk siHa BbIraBapaja, ckasaja: He Yalllbl TajaBy, 3aIycChlli.
Crriepany sHO azpacraina, a ciona cerxonsiy. Croma cmayzay. I Bot nepax [Tacxait s k
&1 maexaua, siHa SITO 3bHSUIA 1 HaJla HA IepaJsiaM, a 3a1aM KiHyI[b SIro ¥ 11ed i CHalIilpb.
Kab stro yc€ 3rapama. A tak i 3pa3emana i € — mannra HapMaibHa.

I have experienced it myself. It happens from an evil eye, when someone
envies you. I had it when my leg was aching, and it was so bad that 1
was lying for two years. The doctors could not do anything. They told me
to try a wise woman. They took me to a wise woman. I was there for nine
days. She whispered above me in the morning and in the evening. Such a
large knife and she whispered before the icon. As she was whispering she
said: don’t comb your hair, let it grow. It was growing on the front, and
here it went off. It crawled down here. And before Easter I went to her,
she took it off and you should not face it but with your back to it, throw
it in the oven and burn it. So that it should be burnt. So I did this and
that’s all — I was fine.?*

It is curious that one of the earliest reports of Plica Polonica indicates that
neglecting one’s hair is not a disease in the strict sense, but the cure. A letter
written by Staringelius, the rector of the Zamojski Academy, to professors of
Padua in 1599 says that, “common people are treated by neglecting a mat, which
after removal relieves the patient from his infirmity” (Biegeleisen 1929: 256).

A number of ritual practices are aimed at externalising the internal or ‘hid-
den’ Plica Polonica. In order to form a mat, the patient’s hair was greased with
sticky substances — resin, honey and even “mouse fat”, or a piece of wool from a
lamb sheared for the first time was placed inside (Federowski 1897: 390). Objects
and plants associated with the idea of spinning or rotation, including lines used
to weave fences, could be used, or the hair could be washed with hemp nettle
and vinca (Vinca minor, L.). Items with a high sacral status were also widely
used: threads that tied the wedding loaf, or gimp yarn from church vestments.

Removing the Plica was strictly prohibited, either on purpose or outside
a ritual, as it may result in serious consequences, including the death of the
patient:

Y Mambl Oy KanTyH. 3 mydy. Y BaiHY, PBITYLb 3 BIHTOYKal, MBI MaJIbIs, 1 TaTy K
CBITHE cTaysuti. 30iBaeria, pobimia, ik BaJeHaK, 3BaJICHBI 3 BOYHBI. Cs/13iM Hax
MaMaii, pacusiiam, pacusiamM, pasb0spom, Hs MPOH3elb MIHYT J3ecslb, a ¥ sie
¥3HOBa 3bBiyCs KanTyH. Cab’enia, MbI ¥3HOY. [IpIK eff Tamsr anbipaeis pyki, HOTI,
SK cTaHeM pa30ipalb, y TajaBy Kojiellb, HeBa3MoxkHa. “He, n3eui, He Haga. A To
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Hivora He Ba3zbMy ¥ pyki”. Tpbl razsl Hacina. A Tagbl €H aipoc, cTay 3’ e3/Kallb YKo
HA TIUIeYBI, TATHI BalJIaK, siHa caMa afapa3ana. SIHa bory maminacs™.

My Mom had kautun. Because of frights. During the war we were small,
soldiers would come with rifles, put Dad against the wall. It was matted,
becoming like a felt boot. We were sitting above our Mom, brushing and
combing her hair, and in less than ten minutes she would have kautun
again. When it matted, we start again. She had her arms and legs para-
lysed as we started undoing it, her head would ache unbearably. “No,
children, do not do it. Or I will not be able to hold anything”. She wore it
for three years. And then it grew big and began to go down her shoulders,
this felt, she cut it off herself. She prayed to God.?®

The Plica should be first of all looked after, worn for a certain time, whispered
to with special spells and then removed.

Thus, the folk medicine complex is characterised by a differentiation between
the external kautun and the internal kautun. Moreover, the entangled hair on
the head in some cases was understood as forcing the disease outside and was
accompanied by a set of specific magical procedures.

HEALING RITUALS AND INCANTATIONS

A wide range of ways to cure Plica Polonica exist including such traditional
means as fumigation or pouring wax over the patient’s head (Temunosny 1896:
126), which is also widely known in the treatment of other diseases. However,
the Plica should be removed under strict spatio-temporal conditions. The actor
(performer) of the rite is a charmer, a wise woman, or in relation to a child, his
or her mother, or a person vested in popular beliefs with ritual purity and as
a result with a special sacred power: “ax 4dcHas A3sSy4blHA CHIMIIIB 1 MMyCIIIb HA
paky mak He Oymzens 28, (‘if an honest girl takes it off and lets it float down the
river, then it will be over’). Recent fieldwork records provide more frequent
cases of a patient or relative removing Plica Polonica. Noteworthy is the case
of a woman’s Plica being removed by her deceased relative who appears in a
dream and promises to take the mat together with the scalp:

— Ko¥yTyHsI Takie sk maibIlpl, a KOYTYHINA SK I3Ta [IernKa. Y BOXHOM MECTI 30JU1e
yci KoChI 1 Ycé.

— A sk agpa3zami?

— Honp3s pazari. Y sikyro nopy 3amyctblim, HOCITHL. Y Tebe Moxka Oyni? He?
Ot cinyxaii. Y sKy mopy 3aIrycTsiml... Y MeHe 3HOY 3apd Oyxe. BoHb 3memuymia.
ITpocro rosnoBy onpeiBae. [Tonuia B Marasin, a ram: “ba0yika, naii st tebe oTpIKYy.
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Otpexy Tebe 1 momoro, Harpeto Boapsl”. Kaxy: “He mypsl Thl MHE cBeTa, TOJIOBY 1
somy. LTo TeI X0udmI, kKab s ckamiysbia? Y Ky IOpy 3aIycTiia, 10 Takel i Oymy
HociTh. S 3amycrina nepan Tpiimeid, no Tpikns! Oyay Hocite”. Ot Tak. CHbIua
MHE MOsI C3CTpyXa TPOIOPO/IHA, @ BOHA BMApIlIa, BOHA MHE CHBILLA: “Thl oTpe3ana
xoyTyHsILy? Tsl oTpe3ana koyTyHbIy cBor0?” S xaxy: “He”. A s 3 3Haro, IITO
BOHA ¥M3pna. A TOo TOBOPHITE 30 MHOW. Kaxy: “3ocs, sk x> ThI mpeImnia?” — “A s
MPOCTO MPBHIIILIA 32 TOOOI0, KOYTYHBIIY 0Tpi3ari To61”. A si: “TsI mruo, 3qypina?” A
BoHa: “Ictirnbni ['ocrons, mpayaa, mrdo 3 TIIOM OAPBDKY TOOI”. A BOHa BM3pIIA.
Sl sk Hansikanac. S momsiTaro, o 3 r3Taro 0OKa s ophI3ana HOXAM. A 000 Tak,
110 TIOHATsATaja, 0 TEDKIEHD TonoBa Oomina. Pizama HoxoM. SIHa MHe HalsKana,
s TOTY CTOPOHY OTpbI3aa.

A momura k cactpd. “Manpko!” — “Illo Taks?” Kaxy: “bausim, omiH 0ik
OZIpbI3aHbl”. — “A XT0 % T001?”” — “30CsI MPBICHIIACS, IO OJIPBIXa CO CKypoto. ‘5 ToO1
CO CKypOI0 OTPiXKY. bausIn, mTo BoHa pOOBITH, IUIAITY HOCHITH HA TOJIOBI’ . “30CEUKO,
MBUIPHBKA, CACTPBIHOHBKO, 113 THI , — KaX<y, — ‘0CMAPTIIa, TaM Thl 301aubiBaid. [ocrions
3 T000t0, 1ait To0i, boxks, a3 ocMaIpTIIa, TaM 1 30mavbIBai, 3 ycimi cBaTeIMI . Kaxy:
‘st OTPiXKY, 30CeUKo, HI iMi’. ‘A TO cO HIKypo oTpexy’, — Kaxkd. Icrinnsiii ['ocroas!”

A xaxy: “Baneuko, paryit. Onpix MHE, KaXy, KOYTYHIITy. 30Cs TpBICHITacsA. A
s pizana — Hatama. |, — kaxy, — 3ap3 rososa 0obITh”. TYT MIIEMSHHIK TPBIIOY 10
ei. [Ipermoy na xaxo: “lo TyT 6aba, — kaxd, — MyTHITE?” — “TIpBIIUIa KOYTYHBIILY
oApbI3yBath”. — “Jlai, — kaxd, — s ompbiKy”. S kaxy: “Hexaii Banst. Hy 6sipbl1, pbix”.

— A 113e sro m3sBans?

— Mo éro monwITi? 51 paneit onpbi3yBaia Jia Iy CTPOIIiia 3aTKHY, a Ybl iX BOPOHBI
KPYTSTh, BOHBI 1 3HOY KpyTsinma. KaxyTs, HIMOXXHa, KyZia >k MHE TTofieTb. Kaxa: y
rpy0Oy YKbIHB 12 3rOpBITH A2 1 BC.

— Bpr1 sro Tak i cranimi?

— Tak i cnianina.

— Kautuns are like fingers and kautunitsa is like a hat. All the plaits will
run into one another and that’s it.

— And how did you cut them?

—You can’t cut them. In whichever season it appears, you should wear
it. You haven’t had it? No? Here, listen. Which season it appears... I will
have them again. They will be felted. Nearly tear your head off. I went to
a store, and there, “Grandma, let me cut if off. I'll cut if off and wash it,
boil some water.” I said, “You do not fool me, my head and my ass. Do you
want to maim me? Whichever season it started in, until the same season
I will wear it. It started before Whitsun, so I will wear it until Whitsun.
That’s it. I saw a dream about my second cousin and she was dead by

»

then, so I saw her in my dream: “Have you cut your kautunitsa? Have you
cut your kautunitsa?” I say, “No”. And I knew she was dead. And now she
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is speaking to me. I say, “Zosia, how did you come here?” — “I just came
for you, to cut your kautunitsa.” And I said, “Are you crazy?” And she:
“In God’s name, I tell you the truth, I will cut it together with your body.”
And she was dead. I was scared to death. I remember that I cut it with a
knife from this side. And it ached so much that I was having a headache
for a week. It cut me like with a knife. She scared me and I cut that side
off with a knife.

I went to my sister. “Manko!” — “What’s the matter?” I said, “You see,
one side is cut off.” — “And who did that to you?” - “I saw Zosia in a dream,
she said she would cut it together with the scalp. ‘I will cut it together with
the scalp. See what she is doing, she wears a hat on her head’. ‘Zosia, my
dear, my sister, where you are’, I said, ‘all dead, there you should rest,
together with all the saints’. I say, ‘Don’t come, Zosia, I'll cut it myself. And
she said she would then cut it off together with the scalp. In God’s name!”

I say, “Valia, save me. Cut my kautunitsa. I saw Zosia in my dream.
I tried to cut, but it was bad. And, I say, I have a headache now.” Then
her nephew came to her. He came to say, “What is this woman stirring up
here?” he said. — “She came to cut her kautunitsa off.” — “Let me cut it,” he
said. I said, “Let Valia do it. Well, take it and cut it off.”

— And where do you put it?

— Where do you put it? I used to cut if off and put under the rafter, and
when crows twist it, it starts spinning again. They say you can’t, where
can I put it? They say, put it the stove and it will burn and that’s it.

— So you burned it like this?

—Yes, I burned it.*

Naturally, the first step in getting rid of the Plica was the cutting of the matted
hair, which is ritually significant and well developed. Among the more popular
were the following actions: burning with hot iron or a hot knife: “a healer took
two stones, he put one on kautun, and cut it off with the other one“?®; “You can
take it off either with a silver wire, burning each hair, or cutting it off with a
stone, not once, but some 20 hairs a day” (Hukupoposckuit 1897: 265); “Kautun
can only be removed by cutting the plaits with a flint and carefully burning
it with a Candlemas candle hair by hair” (Cepxmnyroycki 1998: 209). All these
actions can be classified by their “fiery”, stony nature, as the Plica, as a mani-
festation of the chthonic, otherworldly forces, was removed only with a natural
tool —fire, stone, or iron. Sometimes a natural origin is underlined, for example,
kautun can be cut off with “wild stone” (13ikimM kamueM):
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Harma maTka, ObIBajia, JI€YBILb 1 3HIMS, JIEUYBIIb 1 3HIMS, a Ta bl TIThISI KOCHI HEUKIM
KaMHeM TaTaydn, A31KiM KaMHeM aJicsikae. AJcskae, Ha KOMIH IapacKiianae i Craiims,
HiKkarga Ha Bajay He Hacina. (baprammsiu 1992: 509)

Our mother used to treat and remove it, treat and remove, and then she
would pound those braids with a stone, cut it with a wild stone. She would
cut them, put them on the stove and burn them, she never took them to
the water.

Teeth are included in the category of the “natural” as well:

SIK y IBITHI KOBTYH, SITO MaTbl IOJDKHA OATPBICTHI 3yOami. SIk oxkychblia, He Oepsl
pyKami — a TOJIbKI IUTIOHB. TO/bI KOBTYH 3arsioae.

If a child has kautun, then his mother should bite it off with her teeth.
When she bites it off, do not touch it — but only spit it out. Then kautun
dies.?®

Such tools as scissors or even a simple knife are not represented in healing
practices; they appear only as a result of forgetting tradition. In any case, the
ban on using an ordinary knife to cut kautun is consistently maintained.

The removed Plica should be properly disposed of or destroyed. The burn-
ing of the mat was a ritual action: “aro Haga 3aHecmi cnaminb Ha POCTaHBKI 3,
(“It should be taken to a crossroads and burnt”); “Ha KOMiH KayTyH mapackianae
i cnamine”, (“She would put them on the stove and burn them”) (Baprammsiu
1992: 509); “baba orpizana y UsICThI YBITBIp KOBTYHA, Criajiblia B meubl: ‘Hexai 113
HE 3 OTHEM, 3 JbIMOoM’ [0JIOBY YBICTO CBAIIOHON BOAOIO MOMBLIA 1 JIsKy# Bory, Hbll
mmMa™®! (“A woman cut kautun off on Maundy Thursday and burned it in the
oven: ‘Let it leave not with the fire, but with the smoke’. She washed her hair
with clean holy water and, thank God, all was gone”). Apart from burning, the
prescription to send the cut hair downstream on flowing water or to bury it was
also popular: they take it to a crossroads and bury it, “3akonyrThs y T3 MicTo, ¢
Kamnae 3 cTpixi”®? (“bury it in a place where water is dripping from the roof”) or
“3akarallp y MmypamHik”2, (“bury it in an ant hill”):

— i gymi BBI Ipa KantyH?

— Jlauymika, s i cama siro Hacina.

— A 3 garo €H pobimma?

— 3 myny, 3 pacTpoiicTra. SIro Hasa 3araBapasailb. baOka MHE KHIXKKY Ha raJIoyKy
MaNaXbLIa, TAYbITANA, & TaJIbl KOCKY CILIENa MHE TTACSIPO/] FaJIaBbl, MAICHBKYIO KOCKY,
a Tajpl €H K CTay CKIIaaania i 3padiycs miankaii Takor. Hacina, e3n3ina. 3nimarni.
3pa3ana, ckazana MHe: [IpeIBsi3enn gaMoy, craii siro, Kaxaib, Y BSAPI, a Tajbl,
KaXallb, y TAJIATHSIHYIO TPANayky, He ¥ KPaMHYIO, a ¥ CaMaTKaHYI0 YbICIICHBKYIO
3aBsIpIIi 1 3aKamail Ha cTapaHe, Ha 3axaj coHna. [lamsurok Toif. S ramak i 3pobina.
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— Have you heard about kautun?

— Daughter, I myself wore one.

— And why does it appear?

— Because of fright, because of nerves. It should be spelled. A wise
woman put a book on my head, whispered a bit, and then she wove a plait
in the middle of the head, a small pigtail, and then it began to grow and
became like a hat. I wore it, walked with it. She cut it off and told me,
“You bring it home, burn it,” she says, “in a bucket,” and then, she says, in
a linen cloth, not in a cloth from the shop, but in a homemade, neat cloth
and dig it at the end of the field, at sunset. Those ashes. That’s what I did.3*

Especially important is an instruction to bury the removed Plica deep in dry
soil, otherwise “the matted hair will come again”. Equally illustrative are rec-
ommendations to bury the matted hair under an aspen tree® or “under the
crane”, the place where the pole falls from the well3.

Sending the Plica downriver water, burying or burning it are semantically
equal in the intention to send it to the other world and thus to prevent a relapse.
The semantics of leaving the Plica in the otherworldly space are suggested by
such conditions of the ritual as a prohibition on looking back:

3HATHI KayTyH TP3 3aHECII Ha PACTaHIBI, 3aKalalb Y 3IMII0, TPIUKO IUTFOHYIb i
He a3iparoybica XyTKO MCIi Jia raciofbl. A KaJli XTO CyCTpIHelIla /1a 3araBophIllb,
Ta My He MOXKHO HiYora aJika3Ballb, 00 KayTyH 3HOY BepHeLIa 1a ¥3cs13¢ Ha Taro
YajiaBeka, ITO HAcly 3aKarBallb KayTyH.

The removed kautun should be taken to a crossroads, buried, then you spit
at it three times and quickly walk back home without looking back. And if
you meet anyone and he talks to you, you cannot answer anything, because
kautun will return and sit on the man who took it to bury. (Cepxmytoycki

1998: 209)

The location of the removed kautun in the house is fixed at opposite ends of the
home’s vertical axis, meaning that it was either carried to the attic, plugged
under the top edge of the door, in order to walk under it, or buried under the
threshold:

Tajpl siro Ha/la 3aTKHYLb Y Apora, 3¢ X031, 3¢ XO31b yce toa3i. Sk yBaxos,
J3¢ JIs A3BBAPIH, yBepce. Tak siro xopaimHbka 3padillb, Y TaKeLiK i HaJIaxbIb. Y
mapo3e kab ¢H ObLy.

Then it must be plugged at the threshold, where you walk, where all people
walk. At the entrance where the door is, at the top. So cut it well, put it in
a bag and leave it there. So that it was at the doorstep.
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Y msHe ¥ camoti Ob1y. S e3pn3ina ¥ [apanok. Tam aa3in yanasek Ob1y. JlaBay Bajsl,
a TaJpl CKas3ay 3p33alb i 3aHecChIli Ha KaHIOIIHIO, /13€¢ KOHI CTasIh, i al KPOKBY Ha
KaHIOIIHIO.

I myself had one. I went to Haradok. There was one person. He gave me
some water, and then he told to cut it and take it to the stables where the
horses are, and put it under the rafters in the stables.3®

Cnyxkayca na xoyTyH. ThIA3eHb HE pacudIlall i SHO 3bBiBaella, MIETKaMi
MOKPYIIIIA, & TaM YCIO TOJOBY 3po0illb K ropinka. I Xom3imn ro, a mockie Ha
YCceHOUH? 0Tpa3arolh HEKOTOPHIC Ja OTPIKYIh TOrO KOYTYHA 1 KiJarolh Ha BOMY
KOTOpBIE, & KOTOPbIE 3aCTPIKAIOLL 3¢ J3bBEPHI IThIE, OTO JA3€ XOIA3SIIb, HAI
J3bBEpaMi.

I was so scared, and I had kautun. If you don’t comb it for a week, then
it’s woven, twist with loops, and there it will make the entire head as a
pot. And you wear it for a year, and then during a vigil someone cuts this
kautun and throws it into the water, and others put it where the door is,
where they walk, over the door.3®

The transparent liminality of the loci (crossroads, water, chimney) is continued
in the “critical”, boundary characteristic of time. Using the system of the lunar
cycle: “at old moon kautun is cut off”; the day: “they take it off at midnight”
(Federowski 1897: 390); and the year:

V YblcThIi Y3TBIP MIIOLLA 10 CXOY COHIA, KOYTYHUBIKbI O0BIBAIOTH KAMIHBEM,
Y HOBBIH TUIATOK 3BSA3BIBAIOTH 1 HAa OATYUyIO BOAY, 19 BoJa O3KBITh, YITyCKAIOTh ThIE
KOYTYHBI.

On Holy Thursday you should wash before sunset, kautun should be

washed with stones, wrapped in a new kerchief and taken to the flowing
water, where the water is flowing, and dropped this kautun there. (Toncroit

1983: 146)

o Bceno4Hoii HOCsATh, a Ha BCeHOUHOH 1I4yTh TakKix JIIONEH, KOTOpi 3pe3BaTh
YMEIOTb, [1a Ha BOAY IIyCKaIOTh.

You should wear it until the vigil, and at vigil you look for such people
who can cut it off, and send it down the river.*

As it can be seen from the calendar system, the most appropriate time for remov-
ing the matted hair is the Easter complex, and, above all, Maundy Thursday,
as well as the day of baking Easter bread “3mpimansl, sik macxy N3KIIbI ¥ T3UBI,
MOCHi KiZabl ¥ OroHs, K00 3ropeiB, macis Oynki ¥ miu”4, (“They would take it off
when Easter bread was baked, then they would throw it in fire so that it was
burned in the stove, after the bread.”)
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Interestingly, the beliefs regarding Plica Polonica have striking west-east
Slavic parallels, including on the very border of the Plica area. In particular,
in a small area in eastern Belarus the word kautun is used to name all sorts
of wounds, furunculi and purulent rashes. The Czechs call such skin diseases
koltin mokry, while the Poles believe that the Plica can manifest itself as a
rash and blotches (Marczewska 2012: 115). Both traditions indicate wounds
that take a long time to heal and require magic treatment:

Moxkpa Ha ranaBe, Takol Kopaukaii 3a0ipaeniia, arsib KicbHellb. XTO Yaro 3axarey...
Bor s 3axarnena s61b1Ka, a MHE HE MIPIIIIOCS 3b€Ch, BOT 1 KANTYH. A €ChJIi 3bsCI, TO
€H ObIcTpa cxansiy.

It’s wet on the head, it’s covered with such a crust, festers again. It depends
on what you want... Me, I wanted an apple, and I did not get it, so I had
kautun. And if you eat it, then it came off quickly.**

— A xayTyH — ObIBacIb Ha rajiaBe, 13¢ YroIHa aJIKJIa (bIBaCIIla, 3Ta IPOCTa MIKHEIIb,
9Ta TaKig 6onbki. Echii He 3amr001y. 3axaney garo-ta kanaBek, JamychIliM, 3aXarena
sI caxapy, a siro He ObIJI0, BOT MHE 1 IIPiKiHYyJach.

— JIBIK TATHI KayTyH KBIBEIb Y YaTaBeKy?

— JKbIBenb, KbIBellb. BOT My sk HEYBIM HE YTaj3ill, i éH HaYbIHACIh CBAIO 3Ty
peaxisito. | Tazmel Tak BO YA rajaBy i raBopant: “bruro Ha ramaBe q3pBiHAIIALG
KaJTyHOY, CTasia ajJ3iHanas, Oblia aJ3iHaIllank, cTaua A3¢csilb, OblIa I3eCsIlb,
cTayia I3€Bsllb, ObUIA I3€BsIb, CTaJIa BOCEM, OblIIa BOCEM, CTaja CEM, OblIa CEM,
CTaJia I3Ch, ObLIA II3Ch, CTaJIA MAIb, ObLIA MAIlb, CTaJIa YaThIpi, ObLIa YaTkIpi, cTajaa
Tpi, ObLITa TPi, CTana qBa, ObLIa qBa, CTAY aa3iH, OBIY aa3iH, HE cTana Hi agHaro. Tr
KaJITyH-KaJITyHIII4a, cabaKy ¥ XBOCT yKauaiics i Ha Maro rajiaBy 3a0bIBaiicsi. AMiHb,
aMinb, aMiap.” Er Moxans y I000M MeChIli OBIIIb.

— And kautun, it can be on the head, it can appear anywhere, it’s just soft
sores. Someone wanted something, let’s say I wanted some sugar, and
there was no sugar, and that’s why I got it.

— So this kautun lives in a person?

— It lives, it does. If you don’t please him somehow it begins its reac-
tion. And then you comb your hair like this and say, “There were twelve
kautuns on my head, then there were eleven, there were eleven, then there
were ten, there were ten, then there were nine, there were nine, then there
were eight, there were eight, then there were seven, there were seven, then
there were six, there were six, then there were five, there were five, then
there were four, there were four, then there were three, there were three,
then there were two, there were two, then there was one, there was one,
then there was none. You kautun, big kautun, go to a dog’s tail and forget
about my head. Amen, amen, amen.” It can be anywhere.
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The ritual magical healing and removal of the Plica are generally in line with
the general idea of sending the hostile substance (disease) to the otherworldly
loci and the restoration of disturbed bodily harmony.

CONCLUSIONS

The folk beliefs and narratives concerning Plica Polonica in Belarus is a logi-
cal continuation of the ‘classical’ European tradition. However, the Belarusian
material recorded over the past 20 years enables the researcher to shift the
emphasis from the external to the internal causes of the disease. The etiology of
the disease is dominated the body’s response to the influence of demonological
intervention or, more often, disharmony inside the body itself.

The cultural complex of Plica Polonica represents a friend — foe dichotomy,
which can be displayed on two axes: man — external world (kautun as a result of
demonic interventions), and man — internal world (kautun as part of the human
body). In terms of folk anatomy and folk medicine, friends and foes surround
a person outside and complement the human being inside. However, the two
elements are not opposed within the body, but, by complementing each other,
appear as parts of the whole, as the two ends of a single semantic axis with
numerous transitional and mutually neutralising zones. Perceptions of kautun
illustrate the idea that the internal otherworldliness is a necessary part of
the microcosm. It is not the negatively marked element, the removal of which
people should crave, but a necessary and organically inherent inner ‘strange’
world, which requires specific regulations and harmony.

Translated from Belarusian by Kanstantsin Staradubets.

NOTES

Binbsim Koke, Banopoyki na Banixim Kusicmee. http://hetman.by/vandroyki-pa-vyalikim-
knyastve-vilyam-koks.html.

2 Gagol, d., Herman, G. O buskich wodach, pewnym rymie i francuskiej chorobie, http:/
geoportal.pgi.gov.pl/portal/page/portal/pgi-os/wiedza/O%20Buskich%20wodach.

Zalom is a sheaf of twisted, broken or knotted rye (or other corn) in a field made by
malevolent people in order to bring disease or even death to the owner of the field.

4 2001, Dashkaiika village, Mahilou district, Mahiloti region (H.H., b. 1919).
5 2010, Yatchava village, Sluck district, Minsk region (S.S., b. 1926).

6 2007, Balandzitchy village, Ivanava district, Brest region (K.F., b. 1923).
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7 Malyia Auciuki village, Kalinkavitchy district, Homiel region. AP.

8 2011, Usochskaia Buda village, Dobrush district, Homiel region (A.M., b. 1935).
9 2011, Vialikaia Leshtchanka village, Mscislati district, Mahiloii region (P.T., b. 1926).
10 2007, Bui village, Dokshycy district, Viciebsk region (C.V., b. 1922).

11 2010, Falitchy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (U.T., b. 1932).

12 2010, Lavy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (L.M., b. 1939).

13 2011, Mochava village, Loyet district, Homiel region (A.M., b. 1933).

14 2007, Hadziula village Lepel district, Viciebsk region (Y.E, b. 1937).

15 2012, Trascino village, Chocimsk district, Mahilou region (A.M., b. 1927).

16 2011, Mochava village, Loyet district, Homiel region (A.M., b. 1933).

171999, Yushki village, Lepel district, Viciebsk region (M.M, b. 1935).

18 1985, Lapacin village, Pinsk district, Brest region (S.S., b. 1911). AP.

19 2010, Shtchytkavitchy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (S.F., b. 1924).
20 2013, Virkau village, Klitchat district, Mahilou region (K.N., b. 1937).

21 2010, Prusy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (S.V., b. 1934).

22 2010, Kryvanosy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (P.Y., b. 1926).
28 2008, Novaia Hrebla village, Brahin district, Homiel region (P.N., b. 1927).

24 2011, Malinaiika village, Loyet district, Homiel region (G.F., 1934).

25 2006, Bayary village, Dokshycy district, Viciebsk region (H.M., b. 1926).

26 Sviadzica village, Lepel district, Viciebsk region (P.V., b. 1912). AP.

27 2007, Strelna village Ivanava district, Brest region (L.K, b. 1929).

28 1996, Susha village, Lepel district, Viciebsk region (S.M., b. 1910).

29 2007, Psyahtchava village, Ivanava district, Brest region (M.K., b. 1932).

30 Slabada, Lepel district, Viciebsk region (T.A.Y., b. 1924)

81 2004, Zabuzhki village, Kobryn district, Brest region (I.T., b. 1920).

32 Radtchyck village, Stolin district, Brest region (D.N., b. 1914). AP.

8 2001, Okana village, Lepel district, Viciebsk region (K.V., b. 1921).

34 2006, Shklancy village, Dokshycy district, Viciebsk region (K.K., b. 1915).

35 Zhabchitsa village, Pinsk district, Brest region. AP.
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3 2007, Tyshkavitchy village, Ivanava district, Brest region.

37 2010, Lavy village, Staryia Darogi district, Minsk region (L.M., b. 1939).
38 2006, Pola village, Ushatchy district, Viciebsk region (P.V., b. 1936).

39 2011, Dubrova village, Leltchycy district, Homiel region (A.A., b. 1931).

40 Vierchniya Zhary village, Brahin district, Homiel region. AP.

412004, Padlesse village, Zhabinka district, Brest region (E.G., b. 1922).

42 2012, Lipovk village, Chocimsk district, Mahilou region (M.M., b. 1946).

43 2012, Vietka village, Chocimsk district, Mahiloi region (Z.N., b. 1949).

ABBREVIATIONS

AP — Polesie archive of the Department of Ethnolinguistics and Folklore, Institute of
Slavic Studies, Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow
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INTRODUCTION

The fourth issue of the journal Incantatio continues publication of the research
articles based on the presentations at the Charms Symposium of the 16th Con-
gress of the ISFNR (in Vilnius, June 25-30, 2013), supplementing them with
other research articles. The main topics of the current issue include oral and
written charming tradition, transmission of charms and their social functioning,
as well as social and ethno-medical aspects of charms. The issue starts with
papers dealing with the Baltic region and analyzing materials from Sweden,
Latvia, Lithuania and Belarus. In her article, Asa Ljungstrém discusses charms’
manuscripts compiled in Sandvik Manor, Sweden, during the eighteenth century
Sweden, together with the life stories of the manuscripts’ owners; the article re-
veals the biographical and social background to the written charms. The article
by Daiva Vaitkeviéiené is focused on the social functioning of verbal healing
charms and presents the results of the fieldwork carried out by the author in
2010—-2012 in the Lithuanian community of Gervéciai, Belarus. The regional
problematic is further dealt with by Tatsiana Volodzina, who has, upon special
request from Incantatio, submitted a paper on the unique disease kautun (Plica
Polonica), which is well-known across the cultural area comprising Lithuania,
Belarus, and Poland. The article is amply illustrated by authentic narratives
recorded by the author during her fieldwork and which describe the curing of
this disease by charming practice in contemporary Belarus. Aigars Lielbardis
in his turn introduces two sides of the Latvian charming tradition: the oral
and the written, giving special attention to the written books of the Latvian
charms Debesu gramatas (“Books of Heaven”) and tracing the route of their
spread in Latvia. Continuing the theme of written charms, Laura Jiga Iliescu
introduces the Central European analogue of the Latvian ‘Books of Heaven’
as they exist in Romania; her article focuses on the apocryphal “Legend of
Sunday”, also known as “The Epistle Fallen from Heaven”, one copy of which
was carried along by a soldier during the First World War. Last but not least
among the research publications of this issue is a broad and exhaustive study
by Haralampos Passalis dealing with “The Sisinnios Prayer” and discussing
oral and written aspects of this interesting narrative in the Greek tradition
with special attention paid to the oral tradition.
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