Same mental idea, different
manifestation? Hidden charms
in Finland and the British Isles
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Introduction

When a horse dies one should dry its skull and secretly conceal it under the
back wall; no-one must see when thislis done. This will drive bedbugs
away.

The above folklore account was recorded in 1908 in eastern Finland. It
belongs to a corpus of 775 records on practices involving ritual
concealments in buildings in Finland comprising part of the research
material for the author’s PhD thesis.? The other main material for the study
is finds of concealed objects made in connection to archaeological
excavations or demolition/renovation of old buildings. Due to challenges in
recording and interpreting such finds, this material is considerably smaller,
consisting of only 234 cases. Additionally, the study discusses seven
witchcraft and superstition trials where concealed objects are involved.
These materials, from a period of ¢.1200-1950 CE (Finland’s historical
period), are analysed from a contextual multi-source perspective in order to
recognise patterns in the relationships between a chosen object, its location,
and meanings of the act.

Ritual concealments in buildings, or hidden charms, are widely-known
and have especially been studied in the British Isles. The hidden charms
most often discussed here are concealed shoes, dried cats, horse skulls, and
witch bottles.> While conducting the Finnish study, it became apparent that
practices in different parts of Europe share some elements and differ in
other respects. The aim of this paper is to briefly explore similarities and
differences in practices involving ritually concealed objects in buildings in
Finland and the British Isles. At the same time, some results of the study
and traditions known in Finland are introduced.

Meanings of the Practices

A small bottle with quicksilver has been kept inside or under the threshold
of a stable and cowshed, for a witch cannot cross such a threshold.”
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The meanings of the Finnish concealments are most easily approached
from the viewpoint of folklore accounts, since many of these are exl?licit
about this aspect. However, these accounts date mostly to the late 19" and
early 20" century, so they describe the customs known at that time. The
meanings of earlier practices must be inferred from the choice of object and
its location in the building. For the purpose of this paper, the meanings
described in the folklore form a sufficient body of evidence for comparison
with meanings discussed in the British Isles.

In Finnish folklore, several different reasons are given for practices
involving concealment (Fig. 1). Still, the most common meaning (in 35% of
the accounts including such information) is protection against some sort of
evil (so-called apotropaic practices). Moreover, the evil is most often
specified as witchcraft caused by envious neighbours. The second most
common reason (31%) for concealment is a more general wish to make the
building ‘lucky’ and the third is repelling pests (15%). Other reasons that
occur in smaller percentages are, for example, malignant magic, offering to
a guardian spirit, and counter-magic against witchcraft believed to have
already occurred. Study of Finnish folklore also reveals that specific
meanings are connected to specific types of objects and their chosen
location. Concealments of mercury in threshold contexts especially have a
very strong correlation with apotropaic practices, while animal remains in
hearth contexts are strongly connected with pest-repelling meanings.

Though the author is unaware of studies giving information on the
relative popularity of different meanings in the British Isles, there seems to
be a consensus that apotropaic meanings are prominent here as well.” Other
meanings are discussed less often.® Since living cats hunt rodents, a vermin-
scare function has sometimes been suggested for concealed cats, but this
explanation is likely to be simplifying or even misleading.” As noted, in
Finland pest control is applied to animal remains concealed in hearth
structures, but most commonly the object in question is a horse skull, so no
modern type of logic explains the choice of animal. Instead, the usefulness
of the concealed object is connected to a notion of special (otherworldly)
agency believed to be a quality of certain animals, materials, and artefacts."

Concealed objects and their contexts
A copper coin, a coin of the crown, was put under each corner when
building a cowshed; then witchcraft could not affect it.”

In Finnish folklore accounts, three types of objects chosen for
concealment stand out: mercury, coins, and animal remains. Mercury is
often described as being put inside a small bottle or the quill of a bird and
concealed under or inside the threshold. The most commonly occurring
animal remain is the horse skull, which is also prominent in the British
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Fig. 1.

Reasons for concealing objects in buildings, as given in Finnish folklore accounts
(n=710).

Isles.'® Coins have been concealed in the British Isles as well,'" but they are
not as often discussed as horse skulls, shoes, and cats. These last-mentioned
three types of objects are discussed in more detail below.

In contrast to the folklore, slightly different objects stand out in the
Finnish finds. Find material forms a smaller body of evidence than folklore,
emphasised by the fact that the finds cover a wider time-span of around 800
years. Still, one major reason for the diverging picture is matters of
preservation, recognition, and documentation of finds. In the find material,
human-made artefacts especially stand out as concealed objects. Moreover,
in cases found in buildings dating to late modern times (c. 1700-1950)
wedged Stone Age objects, so-called thunderbolts,'? form a large proportion
(40%). This picture is influenced by the early interests of antiquarians and
museums. Finds of Stone Age and other interesting artefacts have been
recorded with accuracy, while many other types of objects have not been of
interest.

One group of objects occurring in both folklore and finds is sharp metal
tools, such as axes and knives. Coins are also present in the find material,
but due to problems in recognition and documentation of these small
objects, they are clearly under-represented. Animal remains occur in the
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whole study period as well, but it is likely that only a very limited
proportion of actual practices has been recorded.

The contexts of hidden charms occurring in folklore, in order of
popularity, are thresholds, corners, walls, roofs, hearths, and floors.
Dwellings and animal shelters stand out as types of buildings receiving a
concealment. In the find material, thresholds and roofs are under-
represented, while walls, floors, and hearths stand out.

The most common type of building during most of the historical period
in Finland was a horizontal log construction with a cross-notch corner
technique. The oldest type is called a smoke cottage, since it does not have
a chimney. The smoke was simply led out through a small hatch in the wall.
Smoke cottages are known from medieval times up to the 19™ century, even
though log houses with chimneys started to become popular in the 18" and
19" centuries.”® This building technique affects concealment practices, as
simple log houses have fewer options than more complex structures of
where to put a hidden charm.

Even though concealments from the British Isles are often reported in
connection with chlmneys hearths and thresholds also seem to have been
popular locations.'* The similarity of preferred contexts is not self-evident,
since a study focusing on southern Scandinavia shows that the hearth was
chosen as the location for concealments in the Iron Age and a few medieval
cases, but not at all in later times."> In contrast, it seems that the hearth
remained popular throughout the historical period in both Finland and the
British Isles.

Horse skulls

In Finnish folklore, horse skulls are most often mentioned as concealed
in the foundation of a hearth, but in some cases wall-foundations and floors
are also mentioned (Fig. 2). As noted, there is a strong connection between
horse skulls and pest control in the folklore. They were usually supposed to
keep cockroaches, fleas, bedbugs, and rats outside the building.

Even though horse skulls are often mentioned in folklore, there are few
documented finds of such concealments in Finland, although it has been
pointed out that in some areas finding a horse skull in an old hearth during
demolition has been common — perhaps too common, since people do not
think that it is something they should report to the local museum. Only
remarkable finds tend to get reported; this is evident in two cases where the
complete skeleton of a horse was found in a hearth foundation.'® Finds from
archacological excavations are rare as well, but instead several cases of
cattle skulls in hearths and under floors are known.

Though a pest-repellent function is not present, horse skulls in the
British Isles seem to focus on similar locations, under floors and by hearths.
Here, a folk belief that a horse skull has an acoustic function as a sound box
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Fig. 2. Relationships between animal and human remains and locations in the
building in Finnish folklore (n=174).

amplifying singing or dancing has been discussed.'” Though recognised in
neighbouring Scandinavia,'® this meaning is unknown in the Finnish
tradition. It is also evident that the acoustic meaning is unhkely to have
been the only reason to conceal a horse skull in the British Isles."

The shifting meanings of practices that outwardly appear similar are
very interesting, and a comprehensive comparative study could reveal
relevant insights.

Concealed shoes

Only two Finnish folklore accounts describe concealing a shoe: one
explains that a worn shoe together with horse bones and a tar pot will repel
pests when hidden in a hearth structure; and the other gives the same
purpose to a worn shoe hidden together with cattle bones in a hearth.”’ Even
though these accounts picture a quite different tradition from that known in
the British Isles,”' there are two cases of finds of concealed shoes in attic
structures in F1nland that much resemble British traditions. These are both
found in towns, in contrast to the folklore gathered from rural areas. One is
a find of three shoes placed under a support beam of the attic-floor in the
Old Town Hall of Porvoo (built in the 1760s).

The other case is quite intriguing. Ralph Merrifield mentions in his
Archaeology of Ritual and Magic that the Concealed Shoes Index of
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Northampton Museum includes finds from Finland.”* The find in question
is a woman's black leather 10-button boot made c. 1910, kept in the
Helsinki City Museum. According to the museum catalogue the shoe was
found during renovation of the old wooden main bulldmg of Meilahti
manor in 1983. The building was built in the early 19™ century, but during
1905-1945 the estate was owned by the British Campbell family. The attic
of the building was renovated in 1913, and this is the time when the boot
was most likely concealed in the roof. It seems likely that the Campbells
were the concealers.

Concealed cats at the Naval Academy in Helsinki?

Concealed cats are mentioned in six Finnish folklore accounts. As with
shoes, it seems that the practice was not as popular in Finland as in the
British Isles. Five of the accounts depict concealing a whole cat, and this
was done for malignant purposes, to destroy the luck of others. One certain
find of a concealed cat has been recorded. It was found inside a miniature
coffin in the attic structures of Kiihtelysvaara church.”? This kind of
practice is also known in the folklore of counter-maglc against Wltchcraft
only this cat-coffin is mentioned to have been buried in the graveyard.**

Recently another possible find of concealed cats became public. The
remains of two cats (together with some shoes) were found in the crawl
space under the floor of the Naval Academy on Seurasaari Island in
Helsinki.”” The building was built as a Russian hospital in 1830. The space
could theoretically have been accessible for cats to get trapped there, so this
is not a certain case. One of the cats was mummified, and it was found lying
inside a bottomless tipped-over barrel, while the other was lying in front of
the barrel. The latter was not preserved as well as the one inside the barrel
(Fig. 3). The cats were left in place after the renovation. It is possible that
the sparse picture of concealed cats in Finland is partly due to issues with
documentation, but this is uncertain as things stand.

Counter-Magic against Witchcraft

The best-known objects used for counter-magic practices against
witchcraft in the British Isles are_ witch bottles.”® However, this tradition
seems to be unknown in Finland.”’ Instead, other practices have been used
when misfortune was suspected to be the result of witchcratft.

The remains of rituals including the burial of a miniature (c.15-20 cm
long) wooden coffin with a frog or other small animal inside have been
found in several Finnish churches where they have been concealed under
the floor or in other structures.”® The oldest known example was found in
Turku Cathedral, dated to the late 17" or early 18" century (Fig. 4). Other
finds date to the late 18"and 19™ century, so these practices have been
operative until the late 19" century. Up to a hundred individual coffins have
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been reported, but only nine have been preserved. When they were found in
the late 19™ and early 20™ century, they were not considered worth keeping.

These practices are also known in Finnish folklore from the late 19™
century. The burial place was not always in a church in the folklore, but this
is the only context where these coffins have been found, during church
renovations. According to folklore, these coffins have been part of counter-
magic against witchcraft: when some misfortune was believed to have been
caused by a witch, a complex ritual ending with the miniature burial was
performed in order to reverse the effect and punish the witch. The ritual was
often very detailed, and involved a lot of ritual treatment: for example, the
frog should be caught without touching it with bare hands and it was bound
or impaled before being buried in the coffin. The folklore also often states
that something of the victim of the witchcraft should be put in the coffin,
sometimes even inside the mouth of the frog. These burials also included
some textile as a shroud for the animal.

Ritual marks on timbers

Ritual marks in buildings are not part of my thesis, but since these are
widely discussed in the British Isles a short comment on the Finnish
situation is in order.

Finnish ritual marks were studied in the 1930s by Sulo Haltsonen,”
whose study mentions the cross and pentagram as the most common marks
used in Finland. Other signs discussed by Haltsonen are triangles (including
hourglass shapes formed by two triangles), hexagrams, octagrams, looped
squares, swastikas, and the tursaansyddn (heart of a mythical sea creature)
symbol, which incorporates a swastika. The M or W symbols, hexafoils,
and burn marks well-known in the British Isles’” have not been seen in
Finnish discussion. However, hexafoils occur on traditional household
objects,’’ and the current author has recently documented this mark on a
window sill of the late 19™-century Makkarakoski sawmill in Noormarkku
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(Fig. 5). Thus, it is likely that a new study might reveal previously
undiscussed details on these practices in Finland.

Conclusion

To conclude, there is evidence of both similarities and differences
between traditions in Finland and the British Isles. Similarities are the use
of horse skulls, and (to a lesser extent) coins and sharp metal tools. In
particular, the main purpose, to protect against evil influences, especially
witchcraft, is shared in both areas.

Witch bottles were not known in Finland, but the tradition of frogs in
miniature coffins served a similar purpose of counter-witchcraft. Concealed
shoes and cats also seem to have been less popular in Finland than in the
British Isles.

Thus, while the main ideas are similar, chosen objects and practices
differ somewhat.
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