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  Superstitious people act irrationally and absurdly, but without doubt, help in keeping away bad luck


  

  



  Andrea Malossini


  Preface


  The history of superstition runs parallel to that of man. Many argue that man’s natural fear for rare, unique and mysterious phenomena is the origin of superstition. All that cannot be explained or resolved in a logical manner disturbs the human spirit, promoting many to devise remedies that, while irrational, can restore hope and security.


  It is fear, therefore, that generates, feeds and preserves superstition. Not surprisingly, religion with its dogmas, natural phenomena with its mysteries and life’s cycle with its uncertainties, have always been a source of superstitious beliefs.


  The origin of the term “superstition” is somewhat uncertain. The word derives from the Latin superstitio, which can be interpreted in various ways. For some authors superstition indicates something that is beyond religion (super-sisto), for others it is something that survives (superstes) as an attitude that is not accepted by religion or by the official culture. Still others believe that superstes indicates a witness or a survivor of a past event; not so much as an individual, but as a ritual or a prejudice. In fact, superstitions are nothing more than the "survivors" of the battle waged between common sense and rationality in a scientific world vision and in a developing civilization.


  The term superstitio, already in use among the Romans, had a pejorative meaning and was opposed to the word religio (from re-legere, meaning to reunite or to gather together, to appropriately perform rites according to the standards). Superstition was conceived as a degenerative form of religion, exaggerated, unnecessary and unrelated to religion itself. For this reason, especially in the Middle Ages, the Church tried to reject and repress it, seeing in superstition the survival of paganism. Authors such as Calvin and Luther also considered the rituals and beliefs of the Catholic Church to be superstitious, as indeed they are in the eyes of followers of other religions.


  In the modern world, superstitions are instead viewed with tolerance and regarded with irony. They are no longer challenged by the Church and not even ignored by rationalists. Most people rich or poor, educated or ignorant, sometimes when depressed, sometimes just out of curiosity, succumb to the temptation of buying a small amulet, of knocking on wood, or of changing directions when they encounter a black cat. Many people find themselves even repeating unnecessary and often ridiculous gestures, just because their parents did so and before them their grandparents, being totally unaware of the real reasons and the significance of these actions.


  On the subject of superstition, the Italian philosopher and politician, Benedetto Croce, perhaps in a moment of weakness, said: “It may not be true, but I’ll take my precautions,” a statement that says a lot about how Italians think about the subject. Peppino de Filippo, responding to the philosopher’s remark, similarly named his amusing comedy “It's not true, but I believe it.” This is the Italian idea of superstition. The primitive "you never know," frequently arises in the behavior of each one of us. If the Italian man is the superstitious par excellence, Italy is then his homeland. In Italy, in fact, superstition has found fertile ground to grow and survive the changes of time. The fatalism, the joy and the imagination of the Italian people have turned superstition into popular culture, insomuch as, from being a subject studied and analyzed by theologians and religious people, it is now mainly taken into account by folklorists.


  The first work on the topic, which ideally marks the passage of competences between religion and popular traditions, is that of the French priest Jean-Baptiste Thiers, "Traité des superstitions." Written in 1679, it gathered all the practical beliefs considered excessive, vain or sacrilegious. In a stunning mix of contemporary superstitions and classic Church sources, the abbot, perhaps without meaning to, pointed out the separation of superstition from the concept of "deviation from religion." Superstitions, according to Thiers, are, in fact, a synthesis of rural traditions, enlivened with elements of folk medicine. The book was such a great success, that even after his death, it continued to be reprinted and updated.


  The best method for studying superstition was inadvertently given by Napoleon Bonaparte. The General from Corsica, never battled on Fridays, and around 1811, knowing how important it was to have accurate information on the social status of the population for a valid governmental action, he promoted and launched a major investigation on the folklore present in all of the one hundred and thirty Departments of the Empire. In order to have information on the traditional life and customs of the people in his Empire, the Celtic Academy prepared questionnaires which were then sent to the prefects, mayors and prelates. The investigation also reached all of the twenty-four Italian Departments, whose functionaries answered and returned data and correspondence. For decades the results of this investigation remained hidden, but at the end of the nineteenth century, people like Pitre, Osterman, Finamore, De Gubernatis, and Ferraro, understood how important the material was for studying Italian folklore. Thanks to Napoleon’s investigation, Bellucci, wrote an interesting book on the rediscovered traditions of the Romagna Region. As a consequence, accurate studies and surveys flourished around the subject of superstition. Documents written at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are of great interest in that they have preserved an intact genuineness, not yet contaminated by progress and by urbanization.


  The material that I gathered to write this book was taken almost exclusively from the texts of that period and mostly from articles collected in the Archive for the study of popular traditions, directed by the Sicilian physician and ethnographer Giuseppe Pitré. I purposely avoided all recent literature, not only because it often has monomania connotations (almost all dictionaries on superstition have an Anglo-Saxon origin), but also because in those books, Italian superstitions are almost never separated from the foreign ones, much less do they distinguish regional variations. The superstitions that I took into consideration are linked to local situations and to specific places referable to the Italian territory. While I realize that superstitious phenomenon cannot be dismissed without a thorough phenomenological examination of the problems dealing with religious, moral and psychological interests, I have limited my research to superstitious Italian beliefs, describing briefly their origin and meaning.


  The intent is to give the reader an idea of ​​Italian superstitions, in a smooth and easy way, hoping, thanks to the suggestion in the titles, to arouse curiosity. This small book is therefore not necessarily addressed to superstitious people, but to all of those who, perhaps out of habit, want to know why, when they see an upside down piece of bread on the table promptly turn it over, or why, upset to have spilled some oil, throw a handful of salt over their shoulder.


  A


  Abortion. To avoid the risk of abortion, pregnant women should not touch menstrual blood or pass under the drainpipes of their home, the gutter of which, in the past was where dead non-baptized children were buried. There is an abortion risk even if pregnant women look at themselves in the mirror or are denied food requests.
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  Actors. Category of people among the most superstitious of all. No actor will ever wear something purple, which is the color of the vestments during the season of Lent, period in which there were no shows or performances and actors had to " tighten their belts" as a result of little work. On Fridays actors will not make their debut nor begin a new theater season. Some believe that if the dress rehearsal goes well, the first performance will go wrong, and vice versa. If a script falls to the floor while rehearsing, the actors come on stage with a heavy heart, confident that everything will go wrong. They avoid performances that have thirteen performers because it is believed that one of them will die soon. A widespread obsession is also that of peacock feathers, which reflect the devil's eyes: everything that reminds one of these feathers, like curtains, sets, tapestries or drawings, bring incredible misfortune. Even opening an umbrella in the theater, both on stage and in the audience, should be avoided. Actresses believe that wearing a wedding dress on stage will condemn them to death within the year. One should never whistle or listen to music backstage at the theater (as it attracts whistles and howls from the public). As a good luck wish, before going on stage, it is customary among the actors to say "shit" three times. This custom originated in the times when people went to the theater in a carriage. If the show was a success, numerous people came, and the amount of droppings that the animals left on the street and that the public unintentionally brought into the theater was remarkable. Avoid saying the traditional "good luck"; although useless, it is admitted to say "in bocca al lupo" (in the mouth of the wolf) to which one must reply "in culo alla balena" (to the whale’s ass).


  Agave (Agave americana). Plant believed to be highly effective in warding off bad luck, evil eye and evil spells.



  All Souls’ Day (November 2). According to tradition, on this day, the dead return to their prior homes to rest. To put them at ease, the family must get up very early to leave the beds for them and leave the table prepared for them so that they can refresh themselves.


  Almond. “Twin” almonds (bigemini – two almonds inside the same shell) are believed to be efficacious amulets against jinxes and the evil eye. These amulets, to be effective, have to be given away as a gift.


  Ambulance. Whenever an ambulance is seen whizzing by with the sirens wailing, one touches iron or does other superstitious, more or less legitimate, gestures to ward off bad luck (making the sign of the cross, testicle touching, etc.).


  Amulet. This definition (hamalet in Arabic means pendant) includes a large number of objects and charms worn around the neck or on the person to protect them from disease, evil eye, witchcraft, envy or bad luck. Each stone has a specific function. With agate you can earn eloquence and protect yourself from snake bites; with topaz you can cure madness; coral, especially if horn-shaped, renders ineffective the evil eye (according to tradition men use branched fragments, while women use globular fragments, and to avoid loss of its virtues, coral must not be worked with iron tools). Garnets are used to comfort a widow after the loss of her husband; chalcedony chases away melancholy and helps the wearer win in quarrels; carnelian stops bleeding; amber pushes away witches, spells and the evil eye; sapphire keeps away gout, pain, headaches, fever and bestows courage; emerald brings wealth and strengthens the eyes. Diamond helps pregnant women, gives relief against scorpion and spider venom and has the ability to reconcile husbands and wives; aquamarine protects from shipwrecks; amethyst facilitates blood circulation and develops intelligence; ruby ​​makes you love the person it adorns. Even plants, which should be stored in bags or exposed when necessary, have specific functions and those used are: heliotrope mineral or bloodstone against bleeding; horse chestnuts against envy; hyacinth against lightning; moonstone (collected during a full moon and tied onto the wrist) to ward off fever; and Lungwort (pulmonaria off.) to guard against dog bites. Other amulets are: the Agnus Dei (wax discs stamped with a representation of Jesus as a lamb bearing a cross and blessed by the Pope) to protect children from the evil eye; horn-shaped coral to encourage teething in children; hand shaped coral with the characteristic horn shape gesture “closed fist with index and little fingers pointing outwards” used against the evil eye; two-tailed lizards; keys; boars or wolf teeth; badger hair, and garlic harvested on the day of St. John the Baptist (June 24). Amulets used since immemorial time are: silver hands in a fist with the thumb between the index and middle fingers, or with the index and little fingers making a horn-shape gesture; silver bells, horns made of coral, mother of pearl, silver or gold; small skull replicas; beetle horns (insect already used as an amulet in ancient Egypt) and magnets. Other elements sought after as amulets: prehistoric weapons and tool fragments, made of flint or metal (arrowheads, flint scrapers, polished hatchets, etc.) used for protection against adverse weather and serpentine rocks (polished green stone) effective as prevention and cure against the bites of poisonous snakes, spiders and scorpions. Most of nature’s anomalies are considered valid charms: walnuts whose hard shell is divided in three parts (three “halves”), pea pods with nine peas, red corn cobs, four-leaf clovers, images of hunchbacked men, images of some animals and the galls of some plants. Other amulets which bring good luck are: a hangman’s rope, bent coins, the half-moon, a horseshoe found or stolen, symbols of the number thirteen, pebbles with one or more holes, snake remains and snake skins, pork fangs, crab claws, Cyprea shells or Dentalium tooth shells, clam shells (Donax trunculus) and roots of the herbal plant Dactylorhiza maculata.
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  Animals. Superstition has it that the animals regain the word of speech once a year. Generally this magical moment coincides with Christmas Eve or with the Epiphany (January 6), or on the Day of Saint Anthony Abbot (January 13). So that they do not speak ill of their masters, in these days animals are exempt from work and treated with lots of care. From the animal kingdom, those which bring good luck are: spiders, lizards, swallows, centipedes, storks, pigeons and doves; animals which bring bad luck are: all predatory night birds, ravens, toads and scorpions. Letting milk spill to the ground while milking a cow brings bad luck. When all the animals in a barn have their heads turned to one side, it is a sign that the weather is about to change.


  Annunciation of the Lord (March 25). During this anniversary it is bad luck to work in the orchards and in the gardens. It's also bad luck to pick flowers or to start any work.
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  Ant. The ant is an insect generally with a happy augury, even if in some areas their appearance is said to bring misfortune, litigation and legal disputes. Ants however are not well seen in the homes, and many empirical superstitious methods are wasted in keeping them away. Among the most common methods: place birch branches on the roof of the house and a laburnum plant on the window; put some slices of lemon and pepper, along their path; using hand or foot, mark the ground with crosses; place three pebbles in a triangle in a corner. Some believe that ants on bread or flour make them bland and that the progression of marching ants in long columns is an omen of bad weather.


  Anus. When it itches: cash is on the way.


  Apple (Malus communis). Dreaming of apples brings good luck, while eating them on Christmas Eve brings bad luck.


  April. Month sacred to Venus, among couples it is a favorite month for getting married. Thunder in April announces good harvests and leaving the house backward on the first of this month, with the bottom facing the sun, is a sure protection against summer sunburns.
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  Apron When the strings of an apron come apart and the apron falls for no reason, it is a sign that the woman wearing it is desired. Wearing an apron accidentally backwards is a sign that one will do bad business or that the weather will turn nasty. If a woman loses or forgets it, she will lose or will soon forget her husband or lover.


  Ascension of the Lord (seventh Sunday of Easter). All that is exposed on the night preceding the Ascension acquires extraordinary virtues: forage given to animals apparently keeps them healthy, chamomile helps reduce abdomen pain and the dew, from this night, cures scabies and mange. It also brings luck and beauty to girls. If a male gathers herbs on this occasion, the herbs become a powerful and effective remedy against curses and diseases. Bathing in rivers, in the sea or in a basin of water left outside during this night, can prevent diseases and curses. Many chores are prohibited during the Ascension: doing laundry and housework, working in the fields and harvesting vegetables. Pregnant women should not eat any vegetables, fruit, milk or meat (only bread soaked in milk and eggs), and should eat food bought the same day. It is said that cats born before this day live a long life, while those born after, don’t; nor do chicks hatch out of their eggs, nor birds fly out of their nests. Many places in Italy make predictions on the wheat harvest: if the weather is good, the harvest will be plentiful; if it’s cloudy, it will be mediocre; if it rains, it will be horrible.


  Ash (Fraxinus excelsior). A beneficial plant on which lightning never falls. Sticks made from this plant have the power to ward off snakes.


  Asparagus (Asparagus officinalis). Asparagus stems have the power to ward off witches and the evil eye.


  Aspen (Populus tremula). A plant sacred to Christians: it is said that the wood of this plant was used to build the Holy Cross. For this reason, with poplar branches, it is believed that one can ward off illness and death and that dried leaves wrapped in cloth bags ward off the evil eye and accidents.


  August. Month considered inauspicious for many actions: it is not recommended to marry, to move, or to clean the house. According to some, if one does not bathe in the sea in August, one risks to die by autumn.
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  Aurora borealis. The northern lights, a rare and natural phenomenon, are considered ominous. Their appearance is an omen of misfortune, war and of public calamities, including earthquakes, pestilences, family disagreements and announce the death of a great sovereign. The omen, which is always negative, changes depending on the length and color of the lights: if it remains visible for a long time, the calamity will last long, if the color tends to red, it is a sign that much blood will be shed.

B

Baptism. If the godfather or the godmother,
during the ceremony, makes a mistake while saying the Profession of
Faith, the baby will grow stupid or will stutter or will be haunted
by witches. It is bad luck if a pregnant woman carries a baby to
the baptismal font or becomes his godmother. When going to church,
whoever holds the baby should never look back, otherwise the child
will grow timid, fearful, cross-eyed or with an evil soul. When
leaving home to go to the baptism, remember to bring the baby out
head first, being that the dead were brought to the cemetery feet
first. If the priest makes a mistake or scribbles while signing the
baptismal register, the child will grow with his brain not
completely in order. Tuesdays and Fridays, days usually unlucky for
almost all occasions, are good days to be baptized. If a candle
goes out during the baptism, is an ominous sign and it is feared
that the child will die within the year. One will accelerate the
death of a newborn giving him the name of a relative who is still
alive. It's also bad luck to give the child the name of a father or
that of a brother who died prematurely. If the child cries when the
water is poured, it is a sign, that as an adult, he will be
bad-natured, if the child remains quiet, he will be
good-natured.

Barn Owl (Tyto alba). The cry of a barn
owl is a bad omen and announces someone’s death.

Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica).
According to legend, every swallow has within it a drop of the
Infant Jesus’ blood, droplet gathered when the Lord, fleeing from
Herod, got pricked with a thorn. Some argue that the swallow’s
positivity results from being the symbol of the Madonna. If the
swallows nest under the roof of a house, they bring prosperity and
peace; if they leave before its time, it is a sign that an epidemic
will break out soon; if they nest above the window of a sick
person’s room, this person will soon heal; if they aim their
droppings on the heads of passers-by, this brings "happiness" and
prosperity. Killing them is always a bad omen, molesting them and
destroying their nests bring bad luck.

Basil (Ocymum basilicum). Considered to
be an excellent remedy against the evil eye. Basil will grow
rapidly if it is planted with insults and curses. Giving away a
basil sprout to a lover will lead him to remain faithful.
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Bat (Pipistrellus pipistrellus). Seeing
or being touched by a bat is bad luck. If a bat clings to the hair,
one cannot get it off without injuring it or by shaving the
person’s head. If they urinate on the head, the hair will fall, if
they fly over the eyes, the person will become blind. When bats
screech more than usual, it is [...]
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