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ABSTRACT. Superstitions concerning health have existed among the people for centuries: un-
known about the real causes of ailments, people found many supernatural explanations of them.
The article examines the specifics of superstitious ideas — customs, omens, beliefs about the
causes of skin diseases in the adult and child population, as well as their influence on the me-
thods of treatment in Russian everyday life. Despite the fact that superstitious methods of treat-
ment occupied one of the first places in the treatment of various skin diseases, only fragmentary
data are found in the literature regarding this issue. The authors tried to systematize information
on this topic. With this purpose the works of domestic authors —researchers of Russian national
routine medicine, as well as a number of historical, ethnographic and folklore materials have
been studied. Skin diseases, known from ancient times, were quite common among people of all
ages and classes, and the area of the mysterious origin of skin diseases was extremely large and
diverse. Russian folk routine medicine included a number of rational means and various magical
techniques. The article provides examples of popular views on the causes and origin of skin dis-
eases being of particular interest, since they also explain peculiar ways of popular self-healing.
Among the causes of skin diseases on the one hand, the impact of adverse external factors was
recognized, on the other hand evil spirits were present. Superstition is unusually tenacious: in
the worldview of modern people, despite the achievements of evidence-based medicine, super-
stitions and signs regarding health persist. In dermatological practice, this is probably facilitated
by the variety of skin diseases, the duration of most of them, polymorphism of rashes, localiza-
tion in visible areas of the skin, and the difficulties of providing effective therapy. According to
doctors’ observations, such methods of treating skin diseases remain popular among the popula-
tion at present.

KEY WORDS: superstition; skin diseases; Russian folk routine medicine; ideas about the causes
of skin diseases in Russian life; healing techniques.
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PE3IOME. CyeBepusi OTHOCHTEIBHO 3I0POBbs OBITOBAIN B HapOJe HA MPOTSIKEHUN BEKOB: HE T0-
HHUMasl peallbHbIX NMPUYHUH HEJAOMOTaHMH, TIOAU HAXOAUIN UM MHOMXKECTBO CBEPXBECTECTBEHHBIX
o0OwsicHeHmit. B cTaThe paccmarpuBaercs cnenudrka cyeBepHbIX TPEICTaBICHII — 00bIYaeB, IPH-
MET, MOBEPUI — O MPUUYNHAX 3a00J€BaHUN KOXKM Y B3POCIIOr0 U JETCKOrO HACcEJIeHHs, a TAKXKE UX
BIIMSTHHE Ha CIIOCOOBI JICUSHHUS B PyCCKOM HapOoIHOM ObITY. HecMOTps Ha TO 4TO cyeBepHBIE CIOCOOBI
JIeUeHUs 3aHUMAJIN OHO U3 IIEPBBIX MECT B JICUEHUH PA3JIMUHbBIX KOKHBIX O0I€3HENH, OTHOCUTEIIBHO
JTAHHOTO BOIIpOCa B JUTEpPAType BCTPEUAIOTCS TOJBKO OTPHIBOUHBIE JaHHBIE. ABTOpaMU ClAejaHa
MOTBITKA CUCTEMATHU3UPOBATh CBECHMS 0 3TOM TeMe. [t peann3aluu 1eau UcciaeloBaHus ObLTH
M3Y4YEeHBI TPYABl OTEYECTBEHHBIX aBTOPOB-UCCIIEI0BATEICH PYCCKON HAPOAHO-OBITOBON MEAUIMHEI,
a TaKXe PAJ UCTOPHUKO-3THOrpaduueckux M (oIbKIOpHBIX MaTepuanoB. KoxHele 3a00ieBaHus,
M3BECTHBIE C JIPEBHEUIINX BPEeMEH, ObLIM JOBOJBHO YAaCTBIM SIBIEHHEM CpPEIu BCEX BO3PACTOB U
COCJIOBHIA, @ 00J1aCTh TAMHCTBEHHOTO B JIEJI€ IPOUCXOKICHHS KOKHBIX 00JIe3HeH Oblia upe3BbIuaii-
HO BeJHMKa M pa3HooOpa3Ha. Pycckas HapomaHO-OBITOBasi MEAUIMHA COCTOSJIA M3 PAallMOHAJIBHBIX
CPEICTB U Pa3IUYHbIX MArHYeCKUX IPUEMOB. B cTarbe NpuBOASITCS NIPUMEPHI OBITOBABIIMX B HAPO-
JIe B3IJISII0B HA IPUYUHBI M MIPOUCXOXKACHNE KOXKHBIX O0JIE3HEH, MPEACTABIISIIOIINX OCOOBI HHTE-
pec, T.K. OHU OOBSICHSIIOT U CBO€OOpa3HbIe CIIOCOOBl HAPOJHOTO caMoOBpaueBaHus. B uuciie npuann
KOJKHBIX 0OJIe3HEH MpHU3HABaJOCh, C OAHOH CTOPOHBI, BO3JEHCTBUE HEOJArONPHUATHBIX BHEIIHHUX
(bakTopoB, ¢ ApyToi — 31IbIX 1yX0B. CyeBepust HEOOBIYAHHO )KUBYUH: B MUPOBO33PEHUHU COBPEMECH-
HBIX JIIOJIEH, HECMOTPSI Ha JOCTH)KEHHS JAOKAa3aTeIbHOM MEAUIMHBI, CTOMKO COXPAaHSAIOTCS CyeBe-
pHst 1 TPUMETHI OTHOCUTENBHO 3/I0pOBbA. B nepMaronornyeckoil mpakTHKE 3TOMY, BEPOATHO, CIO-
COOCTBYIOT pa3HOOOpa3ue KOXHBIX 3a00JICBaHUHN, IINTEIBHOCTh TCUCHHS OONBITUHCTBA U3 HUX,
noAUMOP(GU3M BBICHIIIAHNN, JOKAJIU3aUs Ha BUAMMBIX y4acTKaX KOKHOTO MOKPOBa, TPYAHOCTH
tepanuu. [lo HabmoAeHUAM Bpauel, TO00HbIE METOBI JICUECHUsT KOXKHBIX 3a00JIeBaHUN OCTAIOTCS
MOMYJIIPHBIMY CPEIY HACEJIEHHS U B HACTOSAIIEE BPEMSI.

KJIFOUEBBIE CJIOBA: cyeBepus; KOXHbIe OOJIE3HU; PyCCKash HAPOMHO-OBITOBAs MEIUIINHA;
NPEACTABICHUS O MIPUYMHAX KOXKHBIX 00JIe3HEH B PyCCKOM OBITY; MPUEMBbl BpaueBaHMUSI.

The historian and ethnographer of the XIX
century, an expert of Russian folk life M.M. Zaby-
lin, the author of the work “Russian people: their
customs, rituals, traditions, superstitions and po-
etry”, published in 1880, wrote: “To what could
be attributed that not only in Russia, but also in
the whole Europe there are so many superstitious
distorted notions and beliefs? It seems that they

could be destroyed, but, unfortunately, they one
generation passes them to another from century
to century, with all their trifles, rituals, attributing
often to absolutely insignificant things incompre-
hensible miracles™ [13].

And further he argues that such a “stupid
belief” is not only common among commoners
or people who have not received any education
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and inherited such concepts from their fathers
and grandfathers, but “why people more deve-
loped, even educated people are not strangers to
different prejudices? This is a problem that is
not easy to solve” [13]. These words sound re-
levant today. Belief in superstitions and omens
has not become less in the XXI century.

Since superstitions are inherent in people re-
gardless of their education, age, social status, it
suggests that they simplify and stabilise the ima-
ge of the constantly changing social world, make
it more understandable and predictable [11].

In the case of health care, superstitions and
omens occupy a significant place in the lives of
both patients (ordinary people) and medical wor-
kers, which is confirmed by a number of studies
[15,29].

In Latin, the word “superstitio” (“supersti-
tion””) means “survivor”, “remnant”, so supersti-
tion is most often called the remnants of ancient
pagan beliefs and rituals. Every superstition is a
prejudice, but not every prejudice is a supersti-
tion. To become a superstition, it should proceed
from the belief in the existence of supernatural
forces, from the recognition of the usefulness of
human witchcraft in attempts to influence na-
ture, health, omens of the future [28]. The great
connoisseur of the Russian language V.I. Dahl
(1801-1872) called superstition (from the Old
Slavonic word “sue” or “vzue” — “in vain”
“An erroneous, empty, nonsense, false belief in
something; belief in the miraculous, supernatu-
ral, in sorcery, fortune-telling, in omens; belief
in cause and effect, where no causal relationship
is seen” [6].

The explanatory dictionary of the Russian
language edited by D.N. Ushakov contains the
following definition of the term “superstition”:
“Religious prejudice, representing phenomena
and events in life as a manifestation of miracu-
lous supernatural forces and omens of the fu-
ture. Superstition arose on the basis of primitive,
vestigial ideas about the forces of nature. Belief
in omens is one of the characteristic manifesta-
tions of superstition” [26].

The purpose of this article is to reveal
the specifics of superstitious ideas (customs,
omens, beliefs) about the causes of skin di-
seases in adults and children, as well as their in-
fluence on the methods of treatment in Russian
folk life. The basis of this work was the study
of the works of Russian authors — researchers
of Russian folk medicine in the context of the

peculiarities of the functioning of culture in tra-
ditional society [3, 4, 9, 15, 18, 20, 25], as well
as the analysis of historical-ethnographic and
folklore materials containing information about
the ancient beliefs of the Russian people in vari-
ous diseases [7, 8, 14, 21].

Superstition is a folk belief that has its his-
torical and psychological basis. The source or
prerequisite for the emergence of superstition is
considered to be mythological thinking with its
own respect for the traditions of ancestors. Some
features of archaic beliefs persistently break
through into life and persist even nowadays.

All superstitions, regardless of the form in
which they manifest themselves, are united by
one common feature — they assert the existence
of beyond, supernatural forces, on which, as if
dependent on human life. According to the source
of origin superstitions were often associated with
a random coincidence of time and place of events,
in fact, have no apparent connection between
themselves. Superstitions and folk beliefs are in-
separable from magic and magical knowledge.
In magical world-understanding all visible nature
was perceived as an arena of action of living for-
ces, spirits and essences. The borders between ex-
ternal-material reality and internal-spiritual worlds
were considered permeable [3]. Superstitious
omen is a child of fear. People, constantly feeling
themselves under the threat of danger, the source
of which they did not know, anxiously searched
for at least the slightest sign that allowed them to
foresee, and, perhaps, to prevent bad influence.

Omen, customs and beliefs affected all mani-
festations of folk life. Superstitions played a spe-
cial role in people’s desire to find happiness, ri-
ches, various earthly goods, to get rid of diseases.

Superstitions about health have also exis-
ted throughout the centuries: people, without
understanding the real causes of ailments,
found many supernatural explanations for
them. For the traditional, pagan view on the
nature of diseases and methods of their treat-
ment were of great importance various kinds
of omens, guided by which people sought to
avoid misfortune or, at least, psychologically
prepare for it [9]. And these omens, despite
the centuries separating them, are extremely
similar in logic of construction and even in
general stylistics. For comparison we can re-
fer to the work of G.I. Popov (1856-1909),
which explores folk medicine based on the
materials of the ethnographic bureau of Duke
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V.N. Tenishev'. Among the omens that were
considered bad signs for a sick person are the
cawing of crows and the untimely singing of
a rooster. According to G.I. Popov, omens,
prognostics of folk medicine “only in a small
number of cases are based on physical and
physiological signs and almost all the weight
lies on purely superstitious bases” [21].

An extremely large role in the origin of certain
diseases was attributed to witchcraft, spoilage, sor-
cery, demon possession, etc. The study of old Rus-
sian folk medicine narratives has been carried out.
A large number of works are devoted to the study
of ancient beliefs of the Russian people in various
diseases. There were many different omens con-
cerning the growth and development of children
in Russia. Authors who researched Russian folk
medicine (V.F. Demich, G.I. Popov, L.F. Zmeyey,
etc.) described many prejudices, superstitions and
sometimes completely wild rites related to the care
of children, their diseases and treatment. An out-
standing researcher of Russian folk medicine doc-
tor V.F. Demich (1858-1930) noted: “In no area of
folk life superstition is not manifested with such
force as in the treatment and education of chil-
dren” [7]. A special role in Russian folk life was
given to superstition in the issues of the origin of
skin diseases in children and adults, and the cycle
of superstitious means and methods of treatment
occupied one of the first places.

The views of folk medicine on the causes and
origin of skin diseases are of special interest, as
they explain the peculiar ways of folk self-hea-
ling. Skin diseases, known since ancient times,
were quite common among all ages and classes.
Their high prevalence in the peasant environ-
ment was explained by the crowding of people
in the huts, the need to keep livestock there, the
impossibility of maintaining cleanliness. Some
skin diseases were also influenced by climatic
conditions: constant wearing of clothes in cold,
damp and unsanitary conditions increased the
probability of fungal infection, various derma-
titis and scabies. The same reasons contributed
to the development of skin diseases in children,

' “The Ethnographic Bureau” was created by Duke
V.N. Tenishev in 1897 with the aim of studying the life and
everyday life of the Great Russian population in the most
complete way possible and collecting information on the
Russian peasantry. As a result of three years of work
(1898—1900), the richest material was collected, containing
descriptions of Russian traditional culture in 23 provinces
of European Russia in the second half of the 19" century.

exematisation of skin processes under inappro-
priate housing and infrequent bathing [7, 18].
However, folk ideas about the origin of diseases
had echoes of superstition, misconceptions, and
unscientific interpretations inherited from the
middle ages [27]. All diseases were divided into
those originating from natural causes and in-
comprehensible, supernatural ones. Among the
causes of skin diseases was recognised, on the
one hand, the impact of unfavourable external
factors, on the other — evil spirits [5, 28].

It was popularly believed that a skin disease
could be acquired through the transmission of it by
someone else, through “planting” and “transfer”
(e.g., warts). It should be noted here that “trans-
fer” of the disease played a double role in peasant
life: both as one of the causes of skin diseases and
as a way of getting rid of them. This transfer also
took place through some incantations, which were
thrown on the road or through clothes taken off
the sick person and left somewhere. In all these
cases, the disease passes to the one who picks up
or takes these objects. Guided by such considera-
tions, in case of various rashes the child’s under-
wear was tied with a belt, taken to the crossroads
and left there, being quite sure that whoever picks
it up, on him “the disease is applied” [21]. This
is connected with superstitious ideas about cross-
roads as a kind of border of the outer and other-
world, a place of accumulation of energy. That is
why peasants were afraid to lift any thing on the
boundary line or at the crossroads. The one who
picked it up had to take it back to its original place
and there spit three times on the side. The basis
of this belief is undoubtedly the fact of spreading
(transferring) of some diseases (rashes) of infec-
tious character through things that were in contact
with a sick person. So, in those cases, when they
wanted to transfer warts to others, they cut out on
a stick, according to the number of warts, scars
and threw at the crossroads, without talking to
anyone and without looking back: who will pick it
up, the warts will be transferred to him, or some-
times for this purpose they threw a cut and tied in
a rag wart. To cure scabies, they took a piece of
cloth, rubbed it on the sore spot and threw it on
the big road: whoever picks it up first, the disease
will pass to him [25].

Belief in the evil eye has been one of the most
widespread types of superstition for several mil-
lennia, with rituals associated with ridding and
protecting against the evil eye persisting to this
day in almost unchanged form. Fear of the evil
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eye is the most widespread irrational type of fear
in Russia, consisting in the fact that a person fears
another person, his “evil” eye, which mystically
can cause harm [10]. The people believed that
skin diseases, especially in children, could be ob-
tained from the evil eye, the concept of which in-
cluded “notions of unexplained danger that could
come from contact with another person: conver-
sation, speeches (stipulation, verdict, lesson),
touch, breathing, glance (evil eye)”. In this sense,
they were especially afraid of “strangers”, people
with physical abnormalities: crooked, blind, one-
legged and one-armed, lame, mute; people with
a certain colour of hair and eyes (usually black);
violators of marriage norms, for example, those
who had been married two or three times. A vari-
ant of the evil eye — “ozev” — was inflicted
with an evil eye on those children who yawned
and did not cross their mouths; the lesson could
come from envious praise. As a result of the evil
eye a child could have any childhood disease, in-
cluding red spots and rashes [22].

Another cause of skin diseases was the idea
that a person got sick because he or she stepped
over “uncleanness” — a place in the street or
yard where ordinary people emptied their blad-
ders [16].

The emergence of diseases was also associ-
ated with “the impact on man of mythological
characters as punishment for the violation of
prohibitions governing the relationship between
them and man”: in essence, mythological per-
sonifications of various diseases [3]. Human ill-
nesses penetrated into the house or human body
from the outside, unexpectedly. They as a living,
hostile creature temporarily settled in the human
body and could be transferred from it to others.
In folk tradition, demons causing various di-
seases, most often represented in anthropo-mor-
phic form: in the guise of an ugly bony woman,
often emaciated, maimed or ugly girl with fiery
eyes and bared teeth, usually with loose hair,
barefoot, wrapped in some cloth, less often in a
male or indeterminate form (someone) [3, 23].
People believed in a “messenger” demon who
could take the form of some animal or bird and,
appearing suddenly in front of the victim, pro-
duce one or another disease, including skin dis-
ease. In the superstitious imagination the sim-
plest cases were able to create a confidence in
the inevitability of some disease [21].

Demons could also be represented by natural
phenomena: fog, clouds, mist, air. Thus, in a num-

ber of places there was a belief that a cloud flying
low enough above the ground caused diseases in the
space it occupied in its flight. To avoid this, the peo-
ple decided to place guards on high mounds, so that
the guards, seeing the cloud, would let all the inha-
bitants know about it and they could hide [8, 23].

The study of folk-medical symbolism associ-
ated with various natural objects (fire, water, earth,
moon, trees, animals) allows us to clarify the tra-
ditional ideas about diseases [17]. According to
some explanations, the direct causes of disease
were seen in the impact of wind jets, air currents.
In the aspect of experiential knowledge, the sym-
bolism of wind may indicate the observation of the
influence of atmospheric changes on bodily states.
It can be assumed that the results of systematic ob-
servations of the reactions of the organism during
the change of seasons were recorded in omens.
The people held the belief that the wind brings the
spoilage, and from its influence in a person can get
diseases. Thus, the wind as a causative agent of
disease was attributed to the appearance of colds
on the lips — “vetrenitsa” (herpeslabialis), and it
was called “kiss of fever” [3]. It was believed that
various rashes, especially in children, according to
popular beliefs, “tied to the wind” [21]. According
to other data, one could get a disease by tying a
handkerchief torn off by a whirlwind. Such an at-
tribute of illnesses as wings belonged to the sym-
bolism of air movements. Apparently, the beliefs
that the first swallows could bring illness were
connected with this. In mythological thinking, the
wind could play the role of retribution for human
violations of the world system [3].

According to popular beliefs, a number of dif-
ferent skin diseases are associated with fire. Thus,
it was believed that one of the causes of “flying
fire” (herpeslabialis) and other skin diseases was
disrespectful attitude to fire, which, according to
popular beliefs, was of divine origin — from the
sword of Archangel Michael. Such rashes could
appear in a child who violated the prohibition not
to spit in the fire. It was said: “You can’t spit in
the fire — a bubble on your tongue will pop up or
you’ll get sick with volatility”. Perhaps, the con-
nection of skin diseases with fire was also based
on the similarity of signs and symptoms of burns
and skin lesions caused by some diseases.

The cause of skin diseases, especially scabies
or other itchy rashes, in folk-medical beliefs was
often an animal. Thus, it was believed that di-
seases could appear in a person if he stepped on
scratching strips of the ground by the paws of a
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dog or a wolf. Among the examples of skin dis-
eases associated with the image of the wolf is the
well-known autoimmune disease systemic lupus
erythematosus (SLE). The term Lupuseryt hema-
tosus (lupus) comes from the Latin word “lupus”
(wolf). It is a disease characterised by a butterfly-
like rash on the face. According to the first doctors
who described the disease, the external manifesta-
tions of the disease, circles with pale skin, resem-
bled a wolf bite. Hence the name. “Wolf termino-
logy” has been used since the medieval period to
refer to various skin lesions characterised by deep
wounds resembling bite marks. Another idea about
the origin of the term is related to the superstitions
of the middle ages — this is the fear-inspiring idea
of magical reincarnation of some people into ani-
mals, lycanthropy (according to medieval folklore,
some people had the ability to turn into a wolf,
in other words, were werewolves). In a number of
interpretations it was believed that animals acting
as symbols of fire (dog, wolf, eagle) could punish
people by afflicting them with skin diseases [24].
Perhaps, these mythological beliefs formed the
basis of beliefs according to which the skin of a
person who stepped on the place where an angry
wolf or dog tore the ground with its claws could be
affected by itchy rashes, boils and ulcers [2, 7, 24].

In other cases, the patient himself was the
culprit of the disease: the appearance of colds
on the lips (herpeslabialis) originated from “po-
dumu”: a person could fall ill by looking at a
patient with another rash [21].

Superstition also played a major role in the
treatment of skin diseases in children and adults.
Superstitious treatment of skin diseases is quite
extensive. A sick person was not in a hurry to re-
sort to the help of a healer, so he turned to folk
beliefs based on intuition, never ceasing to be-
lieve that one could be cured of everything except
death. Folk methods of treatment were widespread
among various social groups at all times: both in
the middle ages and in the traditional culture of
the Russian peasantry of the modern times. The
reason for this was mainly the lack of medical care
and the low educational level of the population,
especially in rural areas. Y.A. Chistovich (1820—
1885), a famous Russian hygienist, forensic phy-
sician and historian of medicine, wrote: “other
Russian people, people who were not rich, dark,
poorly educated and especially the “common peo-
ple” were not treated at all and were even afraid of
German treatment. Not that they did not get sick
and did not need help with illnesses: but they un-

derstood medical help in a special way, apart from
foreign healers — partly inaccessible for poor
people, and partly unfamiliar and therefore strange
and inspiring fear instead of trust. Being caught by
the disease, simple and dark people sought help in
their own environment, sought it from witch doc-
tors and witches, according to tradition, since an-
cient times engaged in this business” [27].

Russian folk medicine consisted of rational
means and various magical methods. And if the
use of rational means was based on rich folk ex-
perience and centuries-old observations of pea-
sants about the nature around them, then magi-
cal methods were based on false ideas about the
origin of diseases [4].

An important role in the treatment of skin dis-
eases played the principle of the similarity (the
imitative magic), which is based on provoking
the desired, based on figurative and symbolic
similarity. For this purpose plant bark was often
used by analogy with skin, applying the bark or
wrapping the affected places with it. Dew was
treated by applying strawberries or geranium
flowers (red to red). “Koltun”? (or gostets),
which according to popular beliefs appears as
an evil spirit that settled in a person, was treated
with a decoction of white mistletoe, believing
that it would transfer to its similarly tangled and
sticky stems [3, 22]. If someone “offended” it
by inept treatment, the guest turned into a dan-
gerous and difficult to cure disease.

Another expression of this principle manifes-
ted itself in outlining skin rashes with charcoal in
a circle (it is known that the pathological focus on
the skin often has a rounded shape), which could
also be associated with the superstitious idea of
limiting the disease to a circle or a line. According
to the principle of similarity, warts were treated
with grasses plucked from the root. Or in the hay
they looked for a blade of grass cut together with
the earth and root, and rubbed warts with this
root: as the grass with the root was cut, so the wart
with the root would fall out [21]. The principle of
similarity also justifies the treatment of skin dis-
eases with fire and burning objects in cases when
the picture of skin disease had external signs of
burns. Fire treatment was widespread. According
to the popular conception, the pure fire (which
was extracted by friction or carved from a fire-
brick) had a cleansing and healing power, so to

2 Koltun — an inflammation of the sebaceous glands on the
head, resulting from poor hygiene, lack of combing, lice.
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cleanse the body from rashes, sparks were carved
over the affected areas, the firebrick was beaten in
front of the patient’s face so that sparks flew on it.
In some places a sick child with a wet rash, called
“ogonnik™ (an eczema), had a broom applied to
his face. Fire was also used to treat the so-called
“flying fire” (herpetic rashes on the face). In a
number of localities, when treating various rashes
in children, the magic symbolism of the ring fin-
ger was used, which, having no name, according
to folk beliefs had special properties and was con-
nected with the otherworld. To cure a child, they
said: “This finger has no name, and this baby has
no pain, fire. Fire, take your fire, leave my child
clean and healthy”. In some cases, fire was also
used to treat the face, as if “burning” it out. For
this purpose they took a handful of zamashka,
plucked a few fibres and, with the pronuncia-
tion of a special kind of incantation, lit it over the
place affected by the rye. Perhaps, these methods
of healing were also connected with the ancient
pagan veneration of fire [1, 2, 12, 23, 28].

In the treatment of various diseases, particu-
larly skin diseases, methods of partial magic
were used, which implied the transfer of proper-
ties of the whole to its parts. Such actions were
expressed by the introduction of substitute ob-
jects into the ritual, which were in contact with
the patient and as a part symbolised the whole.
The sickness was “measured” with a thread: the
sick child’s head, torso, arms, legs were mea-
sured and this thread (with the child’s hair and
nails) was put into a hole drilled in the door,
the hole was hammered with a peg, after that
the sickness, as hidden in the wood of the door,
disappeared from the child. It was believed that
measuring destroys the disease [5, 12, 22]. In
order to destroy the disease altogether (inclu-
ding rashes in children), in some cases they did
it in the following way: several hairs were cut
off from a sick person, nails were trimmed, a
hole was drilled in an aspen tree at the level of
the child’s height and, having put nails and hair
there, a stone was hammered in [3, 21]. The
objects-substitutes, acting as carriers of the dis-
ease, were also transferred to the sacral natural
sphere. For this purpose, the water used to wash
a sick person was poured only into certain loci,
which were thought to be in contact with the
other world. The same thing was done with other
objects that were in contact with the sick [3].

The wolf/dog was associated not only with
some skin diseases, but also with the methods

of their treatment. In Russian folk life, the ritual
of getting rid of a disease by transferring it (the
method of “translation”) to animals was wide-
spread. To do this, sometimes in some rashes
smeared affected places with sour cream and
gave to lick off the disease to a dog or applied
to rashes, boils a piece of bread and threw to
the dog with the words: “Take your bread”. An-
other way of treating skin diseases associated
with animals was to imitate tying a wart with a
thread, after which the used threads were mixed
with millet and thrown “...under the henhouse,
under the roost. The hens will eat the millet, and
the thread will rot there, then the warts will come
off”. Appeal to chickens in healing incantations
and other magical procedures is connected, ap-
parently, with folk ideas about a rooster and a
hen as “pure” animals, with the fact that the
rooster is able to see the unclean force, to warn
about misfortune by its unusual behaviour [21].
Chthonic creatures such as frogs, toads, snakes,
lizards were endowed with a special power of
influence on the diseases they brought. Signifi-
cant in the ritual plan, these animals were used
in magical methods of curing from ailments.
Disease could be transferred through a kiss to a
toad, or through spitting into the mouth of a frog.
Particles of the sick person’s clothes were placed
on the toad’s back (an invariant of drowning the
sick person’s clothes). In order to avert the dis-
ease from a person, they drank water in which a
frog was kept for nine days, drank infusions of
frog liver or decoction of a frog in milk [3].

Snake skin had special magical properties. As
it could be separated and then preserved, it was
attributed a special concentration of vital force,
which was used in the treatment of skin diseases.
Thus, in some areas the treatment of scabies was
reduced to the fact that the patient was washed
with water extracted from the skin of a snake, or
the skin of this animal was burned [17].

In some cases rashes were treated with earth.
For example, in some areas for this purpose
rubbed it on a shirt and put it on the patient.
Bread and cereals were used for magical pur-
poses. Probably, it was connected with the fact
that bread was the most important sacral product
of agricultural culture. For example, to get rid of
warts it was necessary to rub them with wet mil-
let “for the waning of the month” [5, 22].

Children often had cracked skin on their
hands or feet (“the devil rubs the skin”) —
according to modern ideas, manifestations
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of dyshidrosis — in this case it was believed
that to get rid of it it was necessary to write
three crosses in ink on the sick fingers [25].

The notion of ritual purity of birch trees and
their special power led to the idea that birch
trees were not afraid of evil forces and disea-
ses: it was believed that touching of the birch
branches (washing in a bath with a birch broom)
prevented skin diseases [17, 19].

The attitude to moles was ambiguous: in some
places they tried to get rid of them and treated them
with “skinny saliva” (this saliva taken in the mor-
ning, before eating and drinking water) [22]. Accor-
ding to other ideas, the presence of moles was con-
sidered a happy sign and was probably connected
with folk ideas about spoilage: amulets were con-
sidered an artificial distraction of “evil” look, and
moles were considered a natural one [19].

One of the methods of protection from various
diseases and misfortunes, widely used in Russia
and has not lost its popularity in our time, was the
method of knitting and wearing special knots —
nauzes. The tying was understood, firstly, in the
sense of preventing disease and spoilage, and se-
condly, in the sense of capturing by thread or knot
of disease and transferring it to another place. Of-
ten such a technique was used to treat children
with skin rashes. A widespread method of treat-
ment of warts consisted in the fact that the thread
was tied on the number of warts, knots and buried
it in the ground, manure or put under the heel of
the door: the warts will disappear as soon as the
thread rots; often in this case circled the thread
around the warts in turn, starting with the largest,
and tied knots [21, 25]. The following method
was also practised for warts: it was believed that
“it was necessary to tie nine times a wart with a
harsh thread and throw away these nine knots —
the warts will disappear” [25].

Thus, it is obvious that the range of supersti-
tious remedies is extremely diverse. Apparently,
there is not a single disease, against which, ac-
cording to folk beliefs, there would not be in
stock one or another superstitious remedy. Su-
perstitious ways occupied one of the first places
in the treatment of various skin diseases. Vari-
ety of skin diseases, duration of course of the
majority of them, polymorphism of rashes, their
localisation on visible parts of the skin, difficul-
ties of therapy support vitality of superstitions
and in modern dermatological practice. Consi-
dering that chronic dermatoses have a great im-
pact on the psychological status of the patient,

superstitious beliefs and rituals probably con-
tribute to reducing the intensity of experien-
ces and compensate for the lack of information
about the further course of the disease. Even to-
day, dermatologists often meet with such prac-
tices when treating patients with skin diseases.
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