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THE MAGICAL CONTROL 

OF THE W'EATHER 

RAIN 

41. Of the things which the public magician sets himself to do for the good 
of the tribe, one of the chief is to .control the weather and especially to 
ensure an adequate fall of rain. In savage communities the rain-maker is a 
very important personage; and often a special class of magicians exists for 
the purpose of regulating the heavenly water-supply. The methods by which 
they attempt to discharge the duties of their office are commonly, though 
not always, based on the principle of homoeopathic or imitative magic. If 
they wish to make rain they simulate it by sprinkling water or mimicking 
clouds: if their object is to stop rain and cause drought, they avoid water and 
resort to warmth and fire for the sake of drying up the too abundant moisture. 

Thus in a village near Dorpat, in Russia, when rain was much wanted, 
three men used to climb up the fir-trees of an old sacred grove. One of them 
drummed with a hammer on a kettle or small cask to imitate thunder; the 
second knocked two fire-brands together and made the sparks fly, to imitate 
lightning; and the third, who was called "the rain-maker," had a bunch of 
twigs with which he sprinkled water from a vessel on all sides.1 To put an 
end to drought and bring down rain, women and girls of the village of 
Ploska are wont to go naked by night to the boundaries of the village and 
there pour water on the ground. 2 In Halmahera, or Gilolo, a large island to 
the west of New Guinea, a wizard makes rain by dipping a branch of a 
particular kind of tree in water and then scattering the moisture from the 
dripping bough over the ground.3 In Ceram it is enough to dedicate the bark 
of a certain tree to the spirits, and lay it in water.4 A Javanese mode of 
making rain is to imitate the pattering sound of rain-drops by brushing a 
coco-nut leaf over the sheath of a betel-nut in a mortar.5 Amongst the 
Omaha Indians of North America, when the com is withering for want of 
rain, the members of the sacred Buffalo Society fill a large vessel with water 

38 
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and dance four times round it. One of them drinks some of the water and 
spirts it into the air, making a fine spray in imitation of a mist or drizzling 
rain. Then he upsets the vessel, spilling the water on the ground; whereupon 
the dancers fall down and drink up the water, getting mud all over their faces. 
Lastly, they squirt the water into the air, making a fine mist. This saves the 
corn.6 At Takitount in Algeria, when the drought is severe, the people 
prepare a sacrificial banquet (zerda), in the course of which they dance, and 
filling their mouths with water spirt it into the air crying, "The rain and 
abundance!"--Elsewhere in the course of these banquets it is customary for 
the same purpose to sprinkle water on children. At Tlemcen iD. time of 
drought water is thrown from terraces and windows on small girls who pass 
singing.7 In the Wotjobaluk tribe of Victoria the rain-maker dipped a bunch 
of his own hair in water, sucked out the water and squirted it westward, 
or he twirled the ball round his head, making a spray like rain. 8 In Java, 
when rain is wanted, two men will sometimes thrash each other with supple 
rods till the blood flows down their backs; the streaming blood represents 
the rain, and no doubt is supposed to make it fall on the ground. 9 The 
people of Eggibiu, a district of Abyssinia, used to stage sanguinary conflicts 
with each other, village against village, for a week together every January 
·for the purpose of procuring rain.10 The prophets of Baal who, in the famous 
contest· with Elijah, sought to procure rain by cutting themselves with 
knives till the blood gushed out, may have been acting on the same 
principle.11 

42. There is a widespread belief that twin children possess magical powers 
over nature, especially over rain and weather. This curious notion prevails 
among some of the Indian tribes of British Columbia, and has led them 
often to impose singular taboos on the parents of twins, though the exact 
meaning of these restrictions is generally obscure. Thus the Tsimshian In
dians believe that twins actually control the weather; they therefore pray 
to wind and rain, "Calm down, breath of the twins."1 The Nutka Indians 
likewise believe that twins can make fair weather or foul and can cause rain 
by painting their faces black and then washing them-a representation, per
haps, of rain dripping from dark clouds._2 Again, among the Thompson In
dians twins were called "grizzly-bear children" or "hairy feet," because they 
were thought to be under the protection of the grizzly bear and to be endowed 
by him with special powers such as that of making fair or foul weather.8 

Similarly, the Shuswap Indians associate twins with the grizzly bear, for they 
call them ''young grizzly bears." According to them, twins· remain through
out life endowed with supernatural powerS. In particular they can make good 
or bad weather. They produce rain by spilling water from a basket in the 
air; they make fine weather by shaking a small flat piece of wood attached to 
a stick by a string; they raise storms by strewing down on the ends of spruce 
branches.• 
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The Indians of Peru entertained similar notions as to the special relation 
in which twins stand to the rain and the weather. For they said that one of 
each pair of twins was a son of the lightning; and they called the lightning 
the lord and creator of rain, and prayed to him to send showers.11 

The same power of influencing the weather is attributed to twins by the 
Baronga, a tribe of Bantu Negroes who inhabit the shores of Delagoa Bay in 
south-eastern Africa. They bestow the name of Tilo--that is, the sky-on 
a woman who has given birth to twins, and the infants themselves are called 
the children of the sky. Now when the storms which generally burst in the 
months of September and October have been looked for in vain, when a 
drought with its prospect of famine is threatening, and all nature, scorched 
and burnt up by a sun that has shone for six months from a cloudless sky, 
is panting for the beneficent showers of the South African spring, the women 
perform ceremonies to bring down the longed-for rain on the parched earth. 
Stripping themselves of all their garments, they assume in their stead girdles 
and head-dresses of grass, or short petticoats made of the leaves of a par
ticular sort of creeper. Thus attired, uttering peculiar cries and singing ribald 
songs, they go about from well to well, cleansing them of the mud and im
purities which have accumulated in them. The wells, it may be said, are 
merely holes in the sand where a little turbid unwholesome water stagnates. 
Further, the women must repair to the house of one of their gossips who 
has given birth to twins, and must drench her with water, which they carry 
in little pitchers. Having done so they go on their way, shrieking out their 
loose songs and dancing immodest dances. No man may see these leaf-clad 
women going their rounds. If . they meet a man, they maul him and thrust 
him aside. When they have cleansed the wells, they must go and pour water 
on the graves of their ancestors in the sacred grove. It often happens, too, 
that at the bidding of the wizard they go and pour water on the graves of 
twins. For they think that the grave of a twin ought always to be moist, for 
which reason twins are regularly buried near a lake. If all their efforts to 
procure rain prdVe abortive, they will remember that such and such a twin 
was buried in a dry place on the side of a hill. "No wonder," says the 
wizard in such a case, '~that the sky is fiery. Take up his body and dig him a 
grave on the shore of the lake." His orders are at once obeyed, for this is 
supposed to be the only means of bringing down the rain.6 Lastly, the Hin
dus of the Central Provinces of India believe that a twin can save the crops 
from the ravages of hail and heavy rain if he will only paint his right buttock 
black and his left buttock some other color, and thus adorned go and stand 
in the direction of the wind. 7 · 

43. Many of the foregoing facts strongly support an interpretation which 
Oldenberg has given of the rules to be observed by a Brahman who would 
learn a particular hymn of the ancient Indian collection known as the Sa
maveda. The hymn, which bears the nwne of the ~akvari song, was believed 
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to embody the might of · Indra's weapon, the thunderbolt; and hence, on 
account of the dreadful and dangerous potency with which it was thus 
charged, the bold student who essayed to master it had to be isolated from 
his fellow-men, and to retire from the village into the forest. Here for a space 
of time, which might vary, according to different ·doctors of the law, from 
one to twelve years, he had to observe certain rules of life, among which 
were the following. Thrice a day he had to touch water; he must wear black 
garments and eat black food; when it rained, he might not seek the shelter 
of a roof, but had to sit in the rain and say, "Water is the Sakvari song"; 
when the lightning flashed he said, "That is like the Sakvari song"; when 
the thunder pealed he said, "The Great One is making a great noise." He 
might never cross a running stream without touching water; he might never 
set foot on a ship unless his life were in danger, and even then he must be 
sure to touch water when he went on board; "for in water," so ran the 
saying, "lies the virtue of the Sakvari song." When at last he was allowed to 
learn the song itself, he had to dip his hands in a vessel of water in which 
plants of all sorts had been placed. H a man walked in the way of all these 
precepts, the rain-god Parjanya, it was said, would send rain at the wish of 
that man. It is clear, as Professor Oldenberg well points out, that "all these 
rules are intended to bring the Brahman into union with water, to make him, 
as it were, an ally of the water powers, and to guard him against their 
hostility. The black garments and the black food have the same significance; 
no one will doubt that they refer to the rain-clouds when he remembers that 
a black victim is sacrificed to procure rain; 'it is black, for such is the 
nature of rain.' In respect of another rain-charm it is said plainly, 'He puts 
on a black garment edged with black, for such is the nature of rain.' We 
may therefore assume thathere in the cgcle of ideas and ordinances of the 
Vedic schools there have been preserved magical practices of the most remote 
antiquity, which were intended to prepare the rain-maker for his office and 
dedicate him to it.''1 

44. In south-eastern Europe at the present day ceremonies are observed 
for the purpose of making rain which not only rest on the same general train 
of thought as the preceding, but even in their details resemble the ceremonies 
practised with the same intention by the Baronga ·of Del a goa Bay. Among 
the Greeks of Thessaly and Macedonia, when a drought has lasted a long 
time, it is customary to send a procession of children round to all the wells 
and springs of the neighbourhood. At the head of the procession walks a 
girl adorned with flowers, whom her companions drench with water at every 
halting-place, while they sing an invocation, of which the following is part:-

Perperia, all fresh bedewed, 
Freshen all the neighbourhood; 
By the woods, on the highway, 
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As thou goest, to God now pray: 
0 my God, upon the plain, 
Send thou us a still, small rain; 
That the fields may fruitful be, 
And vines in blossom we may see; 
That the grain be full and sound, 
And wealthy grow the folks around.l 

In time of drought the Servians strip a girl to her skin and clothe her from 
head to foot in grass, herbs, and flowers, even her face being hidden behind 
a veil of living green. Thus disguised she is called the Dodola, and goes 
through the village with a troop of girls. They stop before every house; the 
Dodola keeps turning herself round and dancing, while the other girls form 
a ring about her singing one of the Dodola songs, and the housewife pours 
a pail of water over her. One of the songs they sing runs thus:-

We go through the village; 
The clouds go in the sky; 
We go faster, 
Faster go the clouds; 
They have overtaken us, 
And wetted the corn and the vine. 

A similar custom is observed in Greece and Roumania. 2 In Roumania the 
rain-maker is called Paparuda or Babaruda. She is a gypsy girl, who goes 
naked except for a short skirt of dwarf elder (Sambucus ebulus) or of com 
and vines. Thus scantily attired the girls go in procession from house to 
house, singing for rain, and are drenched by the people with buckets of water. 
The ceremony regularly takes place all over Roumania on the third Tuesday 
after Easter, but it may be repeated at any time of drought during the 
summer. But the Roumanians have another way of procuring rain. They 
make a clay figure to represent Drought, cover it with a pall, and place it 
in an open como. Girls crouch round the coffin and lament, saying, "Drought 
(Scaloi) is dead! Lord, give us rain!" Then the coffin is carried by children 
in funeral procession, with a burning wax candle before it, while lamentations 
fill the air. Finally, they throw the coffin and the candle into a stream or a 
well. 3 When rain is wanted in Bulgaria the people dress up a girl in branches 
of nut-trees, flowers, and the green stuff of beans, potatoes, and onions. She 
carries a nosegay of flowers in her hand, and is called Djuldjul or Peperuga. 
Attended by a train of followers she goes from house to house, and is re-

. · ceived by the goodman with a kettleful of water, on which flowers are swim-
ming. With this water he drenches her, while a song is sung:-

The Peperuga flew; 
God give rain, 
That the corn, the millet, and the wheat may thrive.• 
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Similar rain-charms are practised in Armenia, except that there the rep
resentative of vegetation is an effigy or doll, not a person. At Kerak in Pal
estine, whenever there is a drought, the Greek Christians dress up a winnow
ing-fork in women's clothes. They call it "the bride of God." The girls and 
women carry it from house to house, singing doggerel songs.5 We are not 
told that "the bride of God" is drenched with water or thrown into a 
stream, but the charm would hardly be complete without this feature. 
Similarly, when rain is much wanted, the Aiabs of Moab attire a dummy 
in the robes and t>rnaments of a woman and call it "the Mother of the Rain." 
A woman carries it in procession past the houses of the village or the 
tents of the camp, singing:-

0 Mother of the Rain, 0 Immortal, moisten our sleeping seeds. 
Moisten the sleeping seeds of the sheikh, who is ever generous. . 
She is gone, the Mother of the Rain, to bring the storm; when she comes back, 

the crops are as high as the walls. 
She is gone, the Mother of the Rain, to bring the winds; when she comes back, the 

plantations have attained the height of lances., 
She is gone, the Mother of the Rain, to bring the thunders; when she comes back, 

the crops are as high as camels.fl 

Pavra, Naira, and Nahal Bhils perform an analogous ceremony. Boys 
and girls under nine years of age go from house to house on four successive 
nights, accompanied by men bearing torches which simulate lightning. The 
girls, who are drenched at each house, sing:-

Dondhya, Dondhya, give rain, 
Make rice and pulse grow!Ga 

45. Bathing is practised as a rain-charm in some parts of southern and 
western Russia. Sometimes after service in church the priest in his robes has 
been thrown down on the ground and drenched with water by his parishion
ers. Sometimes it is the women who, without stripping off their clothes, 
bathe in crowds on the day of St. John the Baptist, while they dip in the 
water a figure made of branches, grass, and herbs, which is supposed to 
represent the saint.1 In Kursk, a province of southern Russia, when rain is 
much wanted, the women seize a passing stranger and throw him into the 
river, or souse him from head to foot.2 An Armenian rain-charm is to throw 
the wife of a priest into the water and drench her.3 The Arabs of North 
Africa fling a holy man, willy-nilly, into a spring as a remedy for drought.4 

In Minahassa, a province of North Celebes, the priest bathes as a rain
charm.5 In Kumaon, a district of north-west India, when rain fails they sink 
a Brahman up to his lips in a tank or pond, where he repeats the name of a 
god of rain for a day or two. When this rite is duly performed, rain is 
sure to fall.6 In the Solok district of Sumatra, when a drought has lasted 

------ - - --- -~ 
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a long time, a number of half-naked women take a half-witted man to a 
river; and there besprinkle him with water as a means of compelling the 
rain to fall.7 In some parts of Bengal, when drought threatens the country, 
troops of children of all ages go from house to house and roll and tumble 
in puddles which have been prepared for the purpose by pouring water into 
the courtyards. This is supposed to bring down rain. 8 

46. Sometimes the means adopted for bringing about the desired result ap
pear to be not so much imitative action as the pronouncement of effective 
curses and maledictions. Thus in Dubrajpur, a village in the Birbhum dis
trict of Bengal, when rain has been looked for in vain, people will throw · 
dirt or filth on the houses of their neighbors, who abuse them for doing so. 
Or they drench the lame, halt, and blind, and are reviled for their pains by 
the victims. This vituperation is believed to accomplish the desired result 
by drawing down showers on the parched earth.1 In the Shahpur district 
of the Punjab it is said to be customary in time of drought to spill a pot of 
filth on the threshold of a notorious old shrew, in order that the fluent 
stream of foul language in which she vents. her feelings may accelerate the 
lingering rain.2 Analogous is the ancient Greek usage whereby the sower 
of cummin had to curse and swear, or the crop would not tum out well.3 

Roman writers mention a similar custom observed by sowers of rue and 
basil;4 and hedge doctors in Greece laid it down as a rule that in cutting 
black hellebore you should face eastward and curse. 5 Perhaps the bitter 
language was supposed to strengthen the bitter taste, and hence the medicinal 
virtue, of these plants. 

47. Women are sometimes supposed to be able to make rain by ploughing 
or pretending to plough. In a district of Transylvania, when the ground is 
parched with drought, some ,girls strip themselves naked, and, led by an 
older woman, who is also naked, they steal a harrow and carry it across the 
fields to a brook, where they set it afloat. Next they sit on the harrow and 
keep a tiny flame burning on each comer cf it for an hour. Then they 
leave the harrow in the water and go home.1 A similar rain-charm is re
sorted to in some parts of India; naked women drag a plough across a 
field by night, while the men keep carefully out of the way, for their presence 
would break the spell.2 The Tarahumare Indians of Mexico dip the plough 
in water before they use it, that it may draw rain.3 

48. Sometimes the rain-charm operates through the dead. Thus in New 
Caledonia the rain-makers blackened themselves all over, dug up a dead body, 
took the bones to a cave, jointed them, and hung the skeleton over some 
taro leaves. Water was poured over the skeleton to run down on the leaves. 
They believed that the sotJl of the deceased took up the water, converted 
it into rain, and showered it down again.1 In 1868 the prospect of a bad 
harvest, caused by a prolonged drought, induced the inhabitants of a village. 
in the Tarashchansk district to dig up the body of a Raskolnik, or Dissenter, 
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who had died in the preceding December. Some of the party beat the corpse, 
or what was left of it, about the head, exclaiming, "Give us rain!" while 
others poured water on it through a sieve.2 Here the pouring of water 
through a sieve seems plainly an imitation of a shower, and reminds us of 
the manner in which Strepsiades in Aristophanes imagined that rain was made 
by Zeus. 3 An Armenian rain-charm is to dig up a skull and throw it into 
running water. 4 Among some of the Indian tribes in the region of the Orinoco 
it was customary for the relatives of a deceased person to disinter his bones a 
year after burial and scatter the ashes in the belief that the latter changed to . 
rain, which the dead man sent in return for his obsequies. 11 

49. Animals, too, often play an important part in these weather-charms. 
Thus, when some of the Blackf~t Indians were at war in summer and wished 
to bring on a tempest, they would take a kit-fox skin and rub it with dirt and 
water.1 The Thompson Indians of British Columbia think that when the 
loon calls loud and often, it will soon rain, and that to mimic the cry of 
the bird may bring the rain ·down. 2 Again, if Aino fishermen desire~ to 
bring on rain and wind, they pray to th,e skulls of raccoons and then throw 
water over one another.3 In southern Celebes people try to make rain by 
carrying a cat tied in a sedan chair thrice round the parched fields, while 
they drench it with water from bamboo squirts. When the cat begins to 
miaul, they say, "0 lord, let rain fall on us!"4 

50. The intimate association of frogs and toads with water has earned for 
these creatures a widespread reputation as custodians of rain; and hence 
they often play a part in charms designed to draw needed showers from 
the sky. It is said, for instance, that the Aymara Indians of Peru and Bolivia 
often make little images of frogs and other aquatic animals and place them 
on hilltops as a means of inducing rainfall.1 The Thompson River Indians of 
British Columbia and some people in Europe think that to kill a frog 
brings on rain,2 while in the Central Provinces of India people of low caste 
will tie a frog to a rod covered with green leaves and branches of the nim 
tree and carry it from door to door singing:-

Send soon, 0 frog, the jewel of water! 
And ripen the wheat and millet in the field. a 

51. Sometimes, when the drought is long and their temper short, people 
will drop the usual hocus-pocus of magic altogether. Thus, when rain is 
wanted badly, the Feloupes of Senegambia cast down their fetishes and 
drag them about the fields, cursing them until the rain falls.1 Similarly, 
when the spirits withhold rain or sunshine, the Comanches whip a slave; if 
the gods prove obstinate, the victim is almost flayed alive. 2 

The Chinese are adepts at the art of taking the kingdom of heaven by 
storm. Sometimes they threaten and beat the god if he does not give rain. 3 

So too when the Siamese need rain, they set out their idols in the blazing 



46 The New Golden BOugh 

sun; but if they want dry weather, they unroof the temples and let the rain 
pour down on the idols. They think that the discomfort to which the gods 
are thus subjected will induce them to grant the wishes of their worshippers. 4 

The reader may smile at the meteorology of the Far East; but precisely 
similar methods of procuring rain have been resorted to in Christian Europe 
within our own life-time. By the end of April 1893 there was great distress 
in Sicily for lack of water. The drought had lasted six months. Every day 
the sun rose and set in a sky of cloudless blue. The gardens of the Conca 
d'Oro, which surround Palermo with a magnificent belt of verdure, were 
withering. Food was becoming scarce. The people were in great alarm. All 
the most approved methods of procuring rain had been tried without effect. 
At last the peasants began to lose patience. Most of the saints were banished. 
At Palermo they dumped St. Joseph in a garden to see the state of things 
for himself, and they swore to leave him there in the sun till rain fell. Other 
saints were turned, like naughty childr&n, with their faces to the wall. Others 
again, stripped of their beautiful robes, were exiled far from their parishes, 
threatened, grossly insulted, ducked in horse-ponds. At Caltanisetta the 
golden wings of St. Michael the Archangel were tom from his shoulders 
and replaced with wings of pasteboard; his purple mantle was taken away 
and a clout wrapt about him instead. At Licata the patron saint, St. Angelo, 
fared even worse, for he was left without any garments at all; he was reviled, 
he was put in irons, he was threatened with drowning or hanging. "Rain 
or the rope!" roared the angry people at him, as they shook their fists in 
his face.5 

52. Stones are often supposed to possess the property of bringing on rain, 
provided they be dipped in water or sprinkled with it, or treated in some 
other appropriate manner. In a Samoan village a certain stone was carefully 
housed as the representative of the rain-making god, and in time of drought 
his priests carried the stone in procession and dipped it in a stream.1 Among 
the Ta-ta-thi tribe of New South Wales, the rain-maker breaks off a piece of 
quartz-crystal and spits it towards the sky; the rest of the crystal he wraps in 
emu feathers, soaks both crystal and feathers in water, and carefully hides 
them.2 In the Keramin tribe of New South Wales the wizard retires to the 
bed of a creek, drops water on a round flat stone, then covers up and conceals 
it.3 At Sagami in Japan there is a stone which draws down rain whenever 

· water is poured on it. 4 In Behar peopie think to put an end to drought by 
keeping a holy stone named Narayan-chakra in a vessel of water.5 The 
Turks of Armenia make rain by throwing pebbles into the water. At Egin 
the pebbles are hung in two bags in the Euphrates; there should be seventy 
thousand and one of them." At Myndus in Asia Minor the number of the 
stones used for this purpose is seventy-seven thousand, and each of them 
should be licked before it is cast into the sea.7 In some parts of Mongolia, 
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when the people desire rain, they fasten a bezoar stone to a willow twig, and 
place it in pure water, uttering incantations or prayers at the same time.8 

In the Thana District of the Bombay Presidency, in order to procure rain, 
stones are taken out of a pool and worshipped. They are then carried to 
every house in the village, and water is poured upon them by the inmates. sa 

53. But customs of this sort are not confined to the wilds of Africa and 
Asia or the torrid deserts of Australia and the New World. They have been 
practised in the cool air and under the grey skies of Europe. There is a 
fountain called Barenton, of romantic fame, in those "wild woods of Bro
celiande," where, if legend be true, the wizard Merlin still sleeps his magic 
slumber in the hawthorn shade. Thither the Breton peasants used to resort 
when they needed rain. They ~ught some of the water in a tankard and 
threw it on a slab near the spring.1 On Snowdon there is a lonely tam called 
Dulyn, or the Black Lake, lying "in a dismal dingle surrounded by high and 
dangerous rocks." A row of stepping-stones runs out into the lake, and if 
any one steps on the stones and throws water so as to wet the farthest stone, 
which is called the Red Altar, "it is but a chance that you do not get rain 
before night, even when it is hot weather."2 In these cases it appears probable 
that, as in Samoa, the stone is regarded as more or less divine. This appears 
from the custom sometimes observed of dipping the cross in the Fountain 
of Barenton to procure rain, for this is plainly a Christian substitute for the 
old pagan way of throwing water on the stone.3 At various places in France 
it is, or used till lately to be, the practice to dip the image of a saint in 
water as a means of procuring rain. Thus, beside the old priory of Com
magny, a mile or two to the south-west of Moulins-Engilbert, there is a 
spring of St. Gervais, whither the inhabitants go in procession to obtain rain 
or fine weather according to the needs of the crops. In times of great drought 
they throw into the basin of the fountain an ancient stone image of the saint 
that stands in a sort of niche from which the fountain flows. • At Collobrieres 
and Carpentras, both in Prove~, a similar practice was observed with the 
images of St. Pons and St. Gens respectively.11 In several villages of Navarre 
prayers for rain used to be offered to St. Peter, and by way of enforcing 
them the villagers carried the image of the saint in procession to the river, 
where they thrice invited him to reconsider his resolution and to grant their 
prayers; then, if he was still obstinate, they plunged him in the water, despite 
the remonstrances of the clergy, who pleaded with as much truth as piety 
that a simple caution or admonition administered to the image would produce 
an equally good effect. After this the rain was sure to fall within twenty-four 
hours.11 Catholic countries do not enjoy a monopoly of making rain by duck
ing holy images in water. In Mingrelia, when the crops are suffering from 
want of rain, they take a particularly holy image and dip it in water every 
day till a shower falls;7 and in the Far East the Shans drench the images of 
Buddha with water when the rice is perishing of drought. 8 In all such cases 
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the practice is probably at bottom a sympathetic charm, however it may be 
disguised under the appearance of a punishment or. a threat. 

54. Like other peoples, the Greeks and Romans sought to obtain rain by 
magic, when prayers and processions1 had proved ineffectual. For example, 
in Arcadia, when the com and trees were parched with drought, the priest of 
Zeus dipped an oak branch into a certain spring on Mount Lycaeus. Thus 
troubled, the water sent up a misty cloud, from which rain soon fell upon 
the land. 2 The legendary Salmoneus, King of Elis, made mock thunder by 
dragging bronze kettles behind his chariot, or by driving over a bronze bridge, . 
while he hurled blazing torches in imitation of lightning. It was his impious 
wish to mimic the thundering car of Zeus as it rolled across the vault of 
heaven. Indeed he declared that he was actually Zeus, and caused sacrifices 
to be offered to himself as such.8 Near a temple of Mars, outside the walls of 
Rome, there was kept a certain stone known as the lapis manalis. In time of 
drought the stone was dragged into Rome, and this was supposed to bring 
down rain immediately.• The legendary Telchines in Rhodes are described 
as magicians who could change their shape and bring clouds, rain, and snow .5 

SUN AND MooN 

55. As the magician thinks he can make rain, so he fancies he can cause the 
sun to shine, and can hasten or stay its going down. At an eclipse of the sun 
the Ojibways used to imagine that it was being extinguished. So they shot 
fire-tipped arrows in the air, hoping thus to rekindle his expiring light.1 The 
Sencis of eastern Peru also shot burning arrows at the sun during an eclipse; 
but apparently they did this not so much to relume his lamp as to drive away 

· a savage beast with which they supposed him to be struggling.2 Conversely, 
during an eclipse of the moon some Indian tribes of the Orinoco used to bury 
lighted brands in the ground; because, said they, if the moon were to be 
extinguished, all fire on earth would be extinguished with her, except such 
as was hidden fr.om her sight.3 On /similar occasions, among the Chilcotin 
Indians of North-West America, men and women tucked up their robes, as 
they do in travelling, and then leaning on staves, as if they were heavy laden, 
they continued to walk in a circle till the eclipse was over. • Apparently they 
thought thus to support the failing steps of the sun as he trod his weary round 
in the sky. Similarly, in ancient Egypt the king, as the representative of the 
sun, walked solemnly round the walls of a temple to ensure that the sun 
should perform his daily journey in the sky without interruption of an eclipse 
or other mishap. 11 In New Caledonia when a wizard desires to make sunshine, 
he takes some plants and corals to the burial ground, and fashions them 
into a bundle, adding two locks of hair cut from a living child of his family, 
also two teeth of an entire jawbone from the skeleton of an ancestor. He 
then climb" a mountain the summit of which catches the first rays of the 
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morning sun. Here he deposits three sorts of plants on a fiat stone, places a 
branch of dry coral beside them, and hangs the bundle of charms over the 
stone. Next morning he returns to the spot and sets fire to the bundle at 
the moment when the sun rises from the sea. As the smoke curls up, he rubs 
the stone with the dry coral, invokes his ancestors, and says: "Sun! I do this 
that you may be burning hot and eat up all the clouds in the sky." The same 
ceremony is repeated at sunset.8 The New Caledonians also make a drought 
by means of a disc-shaped stone with a hole in it. At the moment when the 
sun rises, the wizard holds the stone in his hand and passes a burning 
brand repeatedly into the hole, while he says"!, "I kindle the sun, in order that 
he may eat up the clouds and dry up our land, so that it may produce noth
ing. "7 The Banks Islanders make sunshine . by means of a mock sun. They 
take a very round stone, called a vat loa or sunstone, wind red braid about it, 
and stick it with owls' feathers to represent rays, singing the proper spell in a 
low voice. Then they hang it on some high tree such as a banyan or casuarina, 
in a sacred place. 8 

56. The ancient Greeks believed that the sun drove in a chariot across the 
sky; hence the Rhodians, who worshipped the sun as the chief deity, dedi
cated a chariot and four horses to him, and flung them into the sea for his 
use. Doubtless they thought that after a year's ' work his old horses and 
chariot would be worn out} From a like motive, probably, the idolatrous 
kings of Judah dedicated chariots and horses to the sun,2 and the Spartans,8 

Persians,' and Massagetae11 sacrificed horses to him. The Spartans performed. 
the sacrifice on the top of Mount Taygetus, the beautiful range behind which 
they saw the great luminary set every night. It was as natural for the inhabit
ants of the valley of Sparta to do this as it was for the islanders of Rhodes 
to throw the chariot and horses into the sea, into which the sun seemed to 
them to be sinking. For thus, whether on the mountain or in the sea, the 
fresh horses stood ready for the weary god where they would be most wel
come, at the end of his day's journey. 

·In Yap, one of the Micronesian Islands of the Pacific, there was a magi
cian who professed to direct the motions of the sun by pointing the ray of 
a sword-fish at it. It was believed that in this way he could bring the sun 
down from heaven to earth, or cause it to deviate from its path by pointing 
with the ray to the direction he wished it to take.11• 

57. As some people think they can light up the sun or speed him on his 
way, so others fancy they can retard or stop him. Stories of men who have 
caught the sun in a noose are widespread.1 When the sun is going southward in 
the autumn, and ..sinking lower and lower in the Arctic sky, the Esquimaux of 
Iglulik play the game of eat's cradle in order to catch him in the meshes of 
the string and so prevent his .disappearance. Conversely, when the sun is 
moving northwards in spring, they play cup-and;.ball to hasten his return. 2 In 
New Guinea, when a Motu man is hunting or travelling late in the afternoon 
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and fears to be overtaken by darkness, he will sometimes take a piece of 
twine, loop it, and look through the loop at the sun. Then he pulls the loop 
into a knot and says: "Wait until we get home, and we will give you the fat 
of a pig." After that he passes the string to the man behind him, and then 
it is thrown away.3 Jerome of Prague, travelling among the heathen Lithu
anians early in the fifteenth century, found a tribe which worshipped the sun 
and venerated a large iron hammer. The priests told him that once the sun 
had been invisible for several months, because a powerful king had shut it 
up in a strong tower; but the signs of the zodiac had broken open the tower 
with that very hammer and released the sun. • When the Golos, a tribe of 
the Bahr-el-Ghazal, are on the march, they will sometimes take a stone or 
a small ant-heap, about the size of a man's head, and place it in the fork of 
a tree in order to retard the sunset.11 South African natives in travelling will 
put a stone in a fork of a tree or place some grass on the path with a stone 
over it, believing that this will cause their friends to keep the meal waiting 
till their arrival.6 In this, as in the previous examples, the purpose apparently 
is to retard the sun. On the other hand, to make it go down faster, the 
Australians throw sand into the air and blow with their mouths towards the 
sun, 7 perhaps to waft the lingering orb westward and bury it under the sands 
into which it appears to sink at night. 

58. As sqme people imagine they. can hasten the sun, so others fancy they 
can jog the tardy moon. The natives of German New Guinea reckon months 
by the moon, and some of them have been known to throw stones and spears 
at the moon, in order to accelerate its progress and so to hasten the return 
of their friends, who were away from home, for twelve months working on a 
tobacco plantation.1 The Malays think that a bright glow at sunset may 
throw a weak person into a fever. Hence they attempt to extinguish the glow 
by spitting out water and throwing ashes at it.2 The Shuswap Indians of 
British Columbia believe that they can bring on cold weather by burning 
the wood of a tree that has been struck by lightning. The belief may be 
based on the observation that in their country cold follows a thunder
storm. Hence in spring, when these Indians are travelling over the snow on 
high ground, they bum splinters of such wood in the fire in order that the 
crust of the snow may not melt. 3 

WIND 

59. Once more, the savage thinks he can make,the wind blow or be still. 
When the day is hot and a Y akut has a long way to go, he takes a stone 
which he has chanced to find. in an animal or fish, winds a horse-hair several 
times round it, and ties it to a stick. He then waves the stick about, uttering 
a spell. Soon a cool breeze begins to blow.1 In order to procure a cool wind 
for nine days the stone should first be dipped in the blood of a bird or beast 
and then presented to the sun, while the sorcerer makes three turns contrary 



I 

The Magic of Kings 51 

to the course of the luminary.2 The Wind clan of the Omahas flap their 
blankets to start a breeze which will drive away the mosquitoes.3 When a 
Persian peasant desires a strong wind to winnow his com, he rubs a kind of 
bastard saffron and throws it up into the air; after that the breeze soon begins 
to blow." If a Cherokee wizard desires to tum aside an approaching storm 
he faces it and recites a spell with outstretched hand. Then he gently blows 
towards the quarter to which he wishes it to go, waving his hand in the same 
direction, as if he were pushing the storm away. 5 In Santa Cruz the wizard 
makes wind by waving the branch of a tree and chanting the appropriate 
charm.G The natives of the island of Bibili, off German New Guinea, are 
reputed to make wind by blowing with their mouths. In stormy weather the 
Bogadjim people say, "The Bibili folkare at it again, blowing away."7 An
other way of making wind which is practised in New Guinea is to strike 
a "wind-stone" lightly with a stick; to strike it hard would bring on a hurri
cane. 8 So in Scotland witches used to raise the wind by dipping a rag in 
water and beating it thrice on a stone, saying: 

"I knok this rag upone this stane 
To raise the wind in the divellis name, 
It sail not lye till I please againe."9 

The Kwakiutl Indians of British Columbia, as we have seen, believe that 
twins can summon any wind by merely movirigtheir hands.10 In Greenland 
a woman in child-bed and for some time after delivery is supposed to possess 
the power of laying a storm. She has only to go out of doors, fill her mouth 
with air, and coming back into the house blow it out again.11 Even in 
Christian times, under the reign of Constantine, a certain Sopater suffered 
death at Constantinople on a charge of binding the winds by magic, because 
it happened that the com-ships of Egypt and Syria were detained afar off 
by calms or head-winds, to the rage and disappointment of the hungry 
Byzantine rabble.12 Finnish wizards used to sell wind to storm-stayed marin
ers. The wind was enclosed in three knots; if they undid the first knot, a 
moderate wind sprang up; if the second, it blew half a gale; if the third, a 
hurricane.13 Indeed the Esthonians, whose country is divided from Finland 
only by an arm of the sea, still believe in the magical powers of their 
northern neighbours. The bitter winds that blow in spring from the north 
and north-east, bringing ague and rheumatic inflammations in their train, 
are set down .~y the simple Esthonian peasantry to the machinations of the 
Finnish wizards and witches. In particular they regard with special dread 
three days in spring to which they give the name of Days of the Cross; one 
of them falls on the Eve of Ascension Day. The people in the neighbourhood 
of Fellin fear to go out on these days lest the cruel winds from Lappland 
should smite them dead. A popular Esthonian song runs: 

\ 
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''Wind of the Cross! rushing and mighty! 
Heavy the blow of thy wings sweeping past! 

Wild wailing wind of misfortune and sorrow, 
Wizards of Finland ride by on the blast." 

It is said, too, that sailors, beating up against the wind in the Gulf of
Finland, sometimes see a strange sail heave in sight astern and overhaul them 
hand over hand. On she comes with a cloud of canvas-all her studding
sails out-right in the teeth of the wind, forging her way through the foaming 
billows, dashing back the spray in sheets from her cutwater, every sail swol
len to bursting, every rope strained to cracking. Then the sailors know that 
she hails from Finland.H 

When the natives of Loango are serving as sailors on European vessels 
and are overtaken by a great calm, if they wish to raise the wind they stroke 
the mast and rigging with their fingers, and whistle. They also shout lustily, 
clicking their tongues against the roof of their mouths, and crying, "Come, 
wind, come." They also invoke a fetish called Tiaba, which is specially made 
for overseas trade, saying, "Bring wind, Tiaba, bring good wind."14• 

In South China, "our boatmen, we noticed, whistled for wind in the same 
fashion as our sailors do. I have noticed this often in Burma, and fancy it 
is common to most countries."Hb 

Malay seamen seriously believe that they can cause the wind to blow by 
whistling. When the naturalist Hickson was approaching the coast of Celebes 
the wind suddenly failed, whereupon the native skipper whistled for it to 
come, first softly and then angrily. He 

60. The art of tying up the wind in three knots, so that the more knots are 
loosed the stronger will blow the wind, has been attributed to wizards in 
Lappland and to witches in Shetland, Lewis, and the Isle of Man. Shetland 
seamen still buy winds in the shape of knotted handkerchiefs or threads from 
old women who claim to rule the storms. There are said to be ancient crones 
in Lerwick now who live by selling wind.1 A Norwegian witch has boasted 
of sinking a ship by opening abag in which she had shut up a wind.2 Ulysses 
received the winds in a leathern bag from Aeolus, King of the Wihds.3 The 
Motumotu in New Guinea think that storms are sent by an Oiabu sorcerer; 
for each wind he has a bamboowhich he opens at pleasure.4 On the top of 
Mount Agu inTago, a district of German West Africa, resides a fetish called 
Bagba, who is supposed to control the wind and the rain. His priest is said 
to keep the winds shut up in great pots.11 

61. Often the stormy wind is regarded as an evil being who may be intimi
dated, driven away, or killed. 

In anCient India the priest was directed to confront a storm, armed to the 
teeth with a bludgeon, a sword, and a firebrand, while he chanted a magical 
lay.1 During a tremendous hurricane the drums of Kadouma, near the Vic
toria Nyanza, were heard to beat all' night. When next morning a missionary / 1 
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enquired the cause, he was told that the sound of the drums is a charm 
against storms.2 The Sea Dyaks and Kayans of Borneo beat gongs when a 
tempest is raging; but the Dyaks, and perhaps the Kayans also, do this, not 
so much to frighten away the spirit of the storm, as to apprise him of their 
whereabouts, lest he should inadvertently knock their houses down. Heard 
at night above the howling of the storm, the distant boom of the gongs has a 
weird effect; and sometimes, before the notes can be distinguished for the 
wind and rain, they strike fear into a neighbouring village; lights are ex
tinguished, the women are put in a place of safety, and the men stand to their 
arms to resist an attack. Then with a lull in the wind the true nature of the 
gong-beating is recognised, and the alarm subsides. 3 

When a gust lifts the hay in the meadow, the Breton peasant throws a 
knife or a fork at it to prevent the devil from carrying off the hay. 4 Similarly ·. 
in the Esthonian island of Oesel, when the reapers are busy among the com 
and the wind blows about the ears that have not yet been tied into sheaves, 
the reapers slash at it with their sickles.11 The custom of flinging a knife or a 
hat at a whirlwind is observed alike by German, Slavonian, and Esthonian 
rustics; they think that a witch or wizard is riding on the blast, and that the 
knife, if it hits the witch, will be reddened by her blood or will disappear 
altogether, sticking in the wound it has inflicted. 11 

Of the Bedouins of eastern Africa it is said that "no whirlwind ever sweeps 
across the path without being· pursued by a dozen savages with drawn 
creeses, who stab into the centre of the dusty column in order to drive away 
the evil spirit that is believed to be riding on the blast. " 7 

In the light of these examples a story told by Herodotus, which his modem 
critics have treated as a fable, is perfectly credible. He says, without however 
vouching for the truth of the tale, that once in the land of the Psylli, the 
modem Tripoli, the wind bloWing from the Sahara had dried up all the 
water-tanks. So the people took counsel and marched in a body to make 
war on the south wind. But when they entered the desert the simoom swept 
d~wn on them and buried them to a man.8 The story may well have been 
told by one who watched them disappearing; in battle array, with drums and 
cymbals beating, into the red cloud of whirling sand. 




