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Ethnography of three fertility rites 
and transmission of heritage: 

the construction of time in an Alpine territory1

Lia Giancristofaro
University “G. D’Annunzio”, Chieti Pescara 

Marta Villa
University of Trento 

Abstract
In the Eastern Alps the german community of Vinschgau still performs 
a lot of fertility rites. In the Klosen rite diabolic masks catch people with 
chains, donkey masks pinch the women and they make an acoustic 
paroxysm. In the Pflugziehen rite a plough is conducted ritually along 
the streets and the battle of good against evil is performed. In the 
Scheibenslagen rite people gather to throw some hoops of fire over the 
forest, so they can forecast about seasonal trend. Many authors have 
analyzed this method of managing annual time linked to the ancient 
seasonal agricultural practice. Man needs to scan time through ceremonial 
moments that pertain to the sphere of the sacred. Therefore, the feasts 
and rites of the different regions of Europe, as the rite we analyzed, 
are an excellent material for understanding the transformations of the 
conceptions of the time in contemporary societies.

Keywords: history, memory, heritage, Alps, fertility rites.

1. The essay was conceived and designed together by the two authors. 
However, the responsibility for the different parts of the work is speci-
fied as follows: Lia Giancristofaro, 1, 2, 3, 4, 9; Marta Villa, paragraphs 
5, 6, 7, 8.
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1. Introduction: time and holiness
The issues related to the representations of the time in Eu-
ropean societies have been extensively reworked by anthro-
pologists, in particular under the influence of historians who 
have specialized in the theme of the “invention of traditions” 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). For their part, historians, 
since the 1970s, have become increasingly interested in an-
thropology. In short, today, to understand the complexity of 
the process of “building cultural identities”, it is necessary to 
use both history and cultural anthropology.
Cultural anthropologists build their science in the late Nine-
teenth century focusing on the “time” as social construction, 
and on the social and cultural manifestations of the holi-
ness. Therefore, at the beginning the anthropologists have 
explored this theme in close connection with the history of 
religions. This anthropological perspective still had a rather 
limited and centripetal view of the cultural expressions.
A theoretical and practical expansion occurred with the An-
glo-Saxon anthropology and then in France with the durkheim-
ian “School of Sociology” (Hubert and Mauss 1909), accord-
ing to which the dimension of the holiness is made “material” 
and “tangible” by the rites and festivals that mark the time 
intended as “community size”. The values   of society are incor-
porated into the ritual and the festive calendar, which trans-
formed the study of the customs related to the calendar and to 
the passage of time into an useful and political action. 
Since the beginning of anthropology, the cultural concept 
of time has been at the center of analysis, because it each 
human activity is connected to the perception of time, its 
representation, its calculation and its social management.
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Following this path, many anthropologists have identified 
the main calendars in the societies they have studied. In the 
nomadic societies, men’s time follows the seasons, the plan-
ets movements and the moon. The sedentary, allowing to 
observe the complete cycle of the solar year, led to develop 
the first solar-lunar calendars. And since the human calendar 
has dissociated from the rhythms of nature, the groups have 
imagined various ways to connect the cosmic time to the 
social time. 

2. From rites to myths
In the culture of the time (every social group builds time, 
and time builds each social group), the “leap” days are days 
of “suspension from ordinary time” which are interposed in 
a series of days, or in any case between two or more homo-
geneous time series. The “leap” days were added arbitrarily 
to match the calendar year to the rhythm of the sun, and in 
order to connect the most salient episodes of the natural year 
(solstices, equinoxes) with the rhythms of society. The inter-
calary days, which already existed in some ancient societies, 
gave rise to annual rites, of which the European popular car-
nivals still transmit the echo (Fabre 1992).
Repeated as “regular intervals”, the festive rituals become 
a way of instilling sacredness into life (Durkheim [1912] 
1991). The exceptional nature of the festivals and the sus-
pension of daily activities is an opportunity to take a step 
back and reflect on life. Paradoxically, holidays allow the 
person to become aware of the passage of time by making 
them forget the time, and by experience extreme forms of 
sacredness, which come to trance or possession. The feasts 
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of the year mark the renewal of the persons and the seasons, 
while the celebrations of the person’s life cycle (baptism, rites 
of passage to adulthood, rites of transition to senile age, fu-
neral) mark the key moments in the life of the individuals 
and both the seasons, because these rituals take place at set 
times (spring and summer are considered as “wedding and 
party season”).
The work of Arnold Van Gennep ([1943-1953] 1998) rep-
resents the most successful solution to systematically de-
scribe the “rites of passage” that mark the passage of time 
in traditional societies. Van Gennep has described seasonal 
festivals and life-cycle holidays in the different regions of 
France, theorizing how people mark the time in the societies 
where the time measurement systems – hourglasses, clocks, 
watches – were not yet very popular. In the absence of an ob-
jective measure of time, festive rites act as concrete reference 
points, capable to divide time into unequal, but well-known 
portions. By ordering time, rituals order society: religious 
and civil institutions, social classes, generations that alternate 
with each other and seasonal workers are all affected by this 
order, and all incorporate the passage of time marked by the 
periodic and inexorable return of the rites.
Therefore, each rite is strengthened by the myths that jus-
tify its existence. The study of ritual markers of time thus 
becomes the study of social representations, i.e. the myths. 
In the key moments of the calendar, the actors of the holi-
ness fill the scene, the “popular wisdom” is expressed, the 
hidden social relationships become clear: for example, spring 
is associated with the time of courtship, the winter with a 
common retirement in family at home. In his Study of Es-
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kimo Societies, Marcel Mauss ([1905] 1950) clearly showed 
the importance of seasonal rhythms, with a summer period 
that is open to the natural environment and hunting, and a 
winter that is spent in domestic spaces.
Each group, each culture develops specific conceptions of the 
time, with variations that can be geographic, that is, from 
country to country, but also from social and professional, 
depending on the guilds and corporations of the groups. To-
day, for example, the use of skiing marks the time according 
to social classes. In the Western Civilization, those who be-
long to the middle class ski in the winter, but those who are 
rich stand out from the middle class and prefer to ski in the 
summer, spending more money and moving for thousands 
of km (Bourdieu 1979). In this way, they differentiate their 
calendar and highlight the social difference.
In the Christian world, social groups tend to associate them-
selves with the feast of a patron saint, therefore on a specif-
ic date, and through that date, with the values   and myths 
that that feast conveys. In the traditional societies studied by 
cultural anthropologists, time unites individuals to groups 
according to a very particular equation that is cyclically re-
produced with the seasons, outside the unified and abstract 
time of clocks.

3. Understanding the contemporary societies through the 
use of their calendars
Influenced by critical sociology and constructivism, the cul-
tural anthropology over the past thirty years has profound-
ly changed. Following the work of the Manchester School, 
which underlines the role of the “temporal crisis” in the con-
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firm and renewal of political systems (Gluckman 1954), the 
lack of consideration of the historical perspective has been 
equipped from a cultural and critical point of view. In fact, 
the festivals ant rites as social phenomena not politically in-
tegrated, that means those phenomena are not aligned with 
the modernity even though they are perfectly integrated into 
the needs of today’s people (Latour 1993).
According to the political anthropologist Jean-François Bay-
art, cultural reasoning, like the symbolic anthropology that 
preceded it,

evades [the] shares of innovation and debt, assuming that the intan-
gibles, through a nucleus of representations, are perpetuated in the 
centuries and in a vacuum (Bayart 1996: 79).

Therefore, the cultural anthropology of today tries to study 
the loan, the dynamics of change, the factors of disorder, the 
hybridizations and the temporality of the social criteria. 
A social criterion based on temporality is “cultural heritage”. 
The Nineteenth century was the cradle of the concept of “her-
itage”, which emerged in the Twentieth century and called 
for the creation of special protection and regulation of ob-
jects and activities valued by small and large human groups. 
The “inheritance” category dates back to Roman times, when 
jurists created the concept of patrimonium to indicate the in-
heritance that passes from father to son. This device is equiv-
alent, but not entirely, to that of hereditas (heritage).
The great success of the concept of “heritage” born with Ro-
man law but overflows from it, because it satisfies the need 
for “continuity” of modern times. 
The “duty to preserve”, in fact, characterizes many cul-
tures as the duty to preserve something while time passes 
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and consumes everything and everyone. For many systems 
of thought, western and non-western, the transmission of 
goods (material or abstract) is a foundation of the family 
and of the larger social group, which from this transmission 
receives precisely a sense of continuity and identity. Intel-
lectuals of the nineteenth century consolidated the idea of   
heritage as “national heritage”, able to build the nations, and 
elaborated the idea of   tradition as an element of the past 
that persists in the present, by an erroneous analogy with the 
processes of filiation. Currently, common sense still has this 
idea of   tradition (Lenclud 1999: 123-124), basing the idea 
of “patrimony-festivals”.

4. “Historicity regimes” and heritage process
The french historian François Hartog (2003) recently pro-
posed the idea of   a “historicity regime” to describe the dif-
ferences in the concept of time that exist in relation to soci-
eties. According to this author, the traditional societies were 
mostly oriented towards their past, placing at the center of 
their beliefs the cult of ancestors, big men, kings or famous 
people. Modernity, on the other hand, inaugurated a pe-
riod in which time was illuminated by the future, and for 
Christianity the passage of time is aimed at the advent of the 
Messiah. This “futurist” vision of time has influenced both 
rationalism, with its tension towards individual progress, 
and Marxism, mobilized in the search for a bright future for 
humanity. Contrary to these conceptions, the time of our 
postmodern societies would be “in crisis”, characterized by 
doubts and uncertainties. Traumatized by the enormous vi-
olence of the recent past, suspicious of an uncertain future 
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that must strive to protect, people can no longer trust neither 
the past nor the future.
The “study on memory” has become fundamental for anthro-
pologists interested in the phenomenon of identity claims, 
communitarianism, indigenous rights and cultural rights of 
regional or national minorities. Faced with the “time of the 
other”, the anthropologist must evaluate both how there are 
similarities, and how the time of the other is different from 
his idea of   time and calendars. The existence of such sub-
stantial debates in the discipline probably explains the recent 
emergence of fields of study that concern time, near or far. In 
fact, many anthropological focus on capitalization processes 
and on commemorative dynamics.

5. Ethnography of seasonal ceremonial rituals in Venosta 
Valley
Each year the community of Stilfs, a village in Venosta Valley 
(a north-western valley in the Province of Bolzano), organiz-
es a festive cycle during the winter period: the main actors of 
this ritual process are the young males only. The performance 
is interesting as it is related not only to the dimension of 
seasonality and time, but also to the strategies of recognition 
and affirmation of the collective identity (Villa 2017).
The ritual events, closely related to the agricultural landscape, 
are performed in order to obtain abundance and wellbeing 
for the field products and domestic animals, even though a 
large part of the community no longer depends on agricul-
tural practices for its survival. All the characters of the rituals 
are connected to the peasant world that, in this part of the 
Alps, is closely linked to the economic and social structure of 
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the farmstead. These carnival-like events can be attributed to 
the sphere of fertility and most probably originated in ancient 
times, from pre-Christian cults of an agricultural nature. 
Some similar rituals have also been studied and described in 
other European regions in relation to the transition from the 
winter to the spring season: the annual temporality related to 
the seasons is a fragment of folkloric time that Christianity 
was not able to cancel (Grimaldi 2003: 11-12). 
The rituals are organized by the young generation and con-
trolled by the older members of the community: it is exact-
ly in these marginal areas that the emotional investment in 
the festive aggregative rituals seems to be deeper (Porcellana 
2011). The municipal territory presents some peculiar geo-
morphological characteristics: the residential area, located on 
an elevation (1300 m), is distributed along the main road 
axis; there are isolated hamlets and farmsteads, the main ag-
ricultural cultivations are vegetable patches, meadows, apple 
orchards and vineyards. Peasant families who are owners of 
farmsteads constitute most of the population; until 1970 the 
community counted 1,600 inhabitants, while today there are 
approximately 1,200 with an evident majority of native Ger-
man speakers.2 Many people have left in search of work as 
workers in the Meran and Bozen areas.

Here, when we finish compulsory schooling, we all go to work as 
workers. However, we still like to work the land. The farmstead is 
my home; I help my father and even my grandfather.3 I would like 
to be a secretary, so I will go to a school for secretaries and then my 
uncle will hire me in his company. Instead, my friend, L., wants to 

2. The figure dates back to 2013 (when the four-year ethnographic re-
search was carried out).
3. I1, male, 19 years old (interview collected in April 2012).
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work in a shop in Malles.4 I am a maths teacher; I went to university 
in Innsbruck. For me it was important to study. But there was a time 
when I refused this life, these peasants… Then I understood and 
came back; now I take care of the farmstead, with my brother. We 
have reunited.5

6. The ritual of Klosen: secret nocturnal initiation and di-
urnal public ceremony
During the winter period three community rituals are cele-
brated. One of these, for males only, consists in a violent ini-
tiation used to transmit all of the organization’s knowledge 
on the rituals and the sense of belonging to the congregation 
that preserves its traditions (Lévi-Strauss 1985: 43; Remotti, 
Scarduelli and Fabietti 1989: 60-61). Females are totally ex-
cluded from participating, though involved in the sphere of 
fertility of the land and women.
The ritual ceremonies begin between the 5th and 6th of De-
cember, on the occasion of the celebration of Saint Nicho-
las. Masquerades that occur on this occasion, and not during 
carnival time, are used as a means to build the aspired world 
in the real world and are true activators of the transformation 
(Bargna 2004: 144).
The Klosen ritual consists of two distinct moments: the secret 
nocturnal initiation ritual for 14-year-old teenagers, to grant 
them entrance into the youth association, and the diurnal 
ritual ceremony for the entire community.
The initiation ritual, similar to some presented by Van Gen-
nep (1981), takes place at 8 p.m. in the church square. The 
Klaubauf masquerades perform the ritual on the young ini-

4. I2, female,17 years old (interview collected in November 2010).
5. I3, male, 26 years old (interview collected in January 2011).
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tiates: they appear from the side streets, screaming loudly in-
side the masks and clinking the chains with which they will 
perform the act. The young boys run away but they cannot 
leave the sacred ritual fence of the churchyard. The Klaubaufs 
chase them, capture them with their chains and screaming, 
swirl them around. The entire ritual lasts about an hour and 
is always done in the same place. At the end, all the young 
boys reach another indoor venue where the entrance of the 
neophytes in the association is celebrated with music, food 
and beer until daybreak. Some of the boys we met in a Gast-
hof before the ritual, opened up:

I am scared and have no idea of what could happen tonight. I’m 
afraid, for sure, but I have to do it. Nobody wanted to tell me what 
will happen, not even my brother, S.; he is older than me and did 
it three years ago. Now he will also be there, but silence… nothing, 
not a word. I didn’t really want to take part but if I don’t it would be 
a disgrace to my family. I have to do it.6

The second part of the ritual takes place the next day. The 
very strict timing followed marks three different moments. 
There are also three characters that perform all the actions: 
the Klaubaufs, dark demons; the Esels, donkeys; and the 
Weissen, Saint Nicholas with the acolytes. Each character 
makes specific gestures which were handed down through 
oral narration and direct observance, according to the boys 
organizing the event.
Unlike the initiation ritual which is performed before very 
few people of the community (the fathers of the boys), there 
are hundreds of other spectators (young people, especially 
girls from the valley).
6. I4, I5, I6, males, 14 years old (interview collected the 5th of De-
cember 2010)
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The characters in the parade cross the streets of the village, 
from west to east. At 2 p.m. the Esels, wearing colorful cos-
tumes and material masks, are the first to arrive from the 
woods and can be divided into two groups: those marking 
the movement of the parade accompanied by many cowbells, 
and the more agile who, bursting into the crowd running 
and doing somersaults, begin the superstitious act. They look 
for the girls and pinch them on their arms and buttocks, 
screaming and yelling. On the bridge they meet the Klau-
baufs wearing wooden masks with exaggerated traits, goat 
horns and fleece, who with menacing ways swirl their chains 
trying to trap the spectators, making them, then twirl while 
hooked to the metal links. The parade continues along the 
streets until it reaches the churchyard where, at 5 p.m., the 
second ritual act takes place. The Weissens recite the prayer, 
“Hail Mary” in Latin and German, and Saint Nicholas gives 
an extemporaneous educational sermon out loud. All the 
characters, with their faces uncovered (the only moment the 
disguise is removed), kneel in the square while they listen. 
When the saint pronounces the Amen, a paroxysm of sound 
is triggered: masked Klaubaufs and Esels stage an acoustic 
trance that only ends when the last figure falls to the ground 
exhausted. The noise caused is a good omen for the spring 
season that still has to arrive (Villa 2017).

We make noise and it’s lovely. When you’re in the middle of it all 
it’s sort of like a drug, it’s euphoric! The community counts on us, 
and if we make noise then everything will be okay! We cannot fail, 
everybody gains from this. Everyone is waiting for this moment, 
and we are the promise for the country: everything must work per-
fectly. If we don’t do it well, the elderly will then scold us. I drink 
until I’m almost drunk. It’s a party, but when the race with the bells 
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is on, then I am sober… each and every one of us wants to be the 
last, that’s how you really impress girls7.

At 8 p.m. all the masquerades get together in small groups 
and pay visits to the houses. This pilgrimage dominated by 
tricks, lasts all night; it is only at the first light of dawn that 
many characters return to their own homes.

7.The ritual of Pfluziehen: the struggle of good against evil
On Shrove Saturdays biennially the ritual event of the Pflu-
ziehen («to pull the plough») takes place: there are no mas-
querades acting out split personalities or contrasting roles.
The ritual begins at 11.30: the youngsters gather at the up-
per eastern part of the main street. Even though the char-
acters represented are both males and females, all the parts 
are played only by men. The ceremony is preceded by the 
recitation of the Angelus sung by the baüer (the owner of 
the farmstead) when the clock strikes midnight. Behind the 
donkey mask, there are six oxen, impersonated by children 
of different ages, who drag a wooden plough, used for at least 
one hundred years exclusively for this ritual. The plough is 
driven by a couple of peasants, surrounded by several helpers 
in traditional costumes and with agricultural tools in their 
hands. The parade is closed by extravagantly dressed charac-
ters with completely black faces: some represent crafts once 
practiced by wanderers; others are dressed in old rags and 
carry broken umbrellas. 
At the end of the prayer, with a shout the peasant starts 
ploughing in the streets of the village: the helpers sow and 

7. I7, I8, I9, males 20, 23, 22 years old (interview collected the 10th of 
December 2010).
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beat the street with sticks. Two peasants push a wheelbarrow 
with cages and chickens and distribute hard boiled eggs, as 
a sign of prosperity for all unmarried women. The black-
faced characters called witches, yell without meaning, try-
ing to impede ploughing and sowing and are beaten by the 
peasant’s helpers. A negative role is also played by the trade 
representatives: shoemakers, watchmakers, tinkers, chimney 
sweepers, and street vendors of postcards or household lin-
en. Before it is all over, in the church square the traditional 
«theft of the canederli» takes place to end the ceremony: the 
more dumplings, canederli, the peasant will have saved, the 
more prosperous will the year be.8 The audience at this event 
is mostly composed of unmasked inhabitants, and there are 
no tourists.

8. Flashes of light in the night: the haruspices of Schei-
benschlaghen
After the carnival period, the last ceremony, the Scheiben-
schlaghen, is organized. Its main purpose is to chase away 
winter. In the ritual space next to the woods, a male man-
nequin and female mannequin are set up. Full of straw and 
dressed in peasant clothes, these are hoisted on wooden 
crosses, inscribed with concentric diamonds and planted in 
the ground (Gorfer 1973: 52).
In the middle of the path there is a large pile of burning 
wood and the entire community gathers around it for a ritual 
where fire is seen as the uniting element (Frazer 1965: 712). 

8. The theft and defense of the canederli takes place with bare hands around 
the large steaming copper cauldron where these simple meat and bread 
balls are immersed in the broth. Furthermore, with regard to the rela-
tionship between food and fertility rites in the Eastern Alps, see Villa 2013.
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The ritual takes place in silence. Each inhabitant holds a long 
stick made of hazelnut wood and a twine necklace with many 
wooden blocks, the karsuntaschaibs, pyramid sections with a 
central hole, made of stone pine wood. The disc placed at 
the top of the stick is heated in the fire until it turns red. 
Then they go closer to a platform, and moving the stick to 
the rhythm of an ancient chant,9 force is applied to the disc 
so that at the right time it touches the platform and shoots 
up into the night towards the valley, drawing a hypnotic trail 
of light in the air.

See, let me explain, the throw is fundamental, and you cannot make a 
mistake. It all depends on the trail, you throw and then you look at it. 
The light that sparks tells us the future. Those old people there, do you 
see them? They know everything and can tell you the message of the 
trail. You go to them and they spit out the verdict: well, bad, so-so.10 

When nearly everybody has finished their throws, the man-
nequins are set on fire. The community stays to look at the 
bonfire while it burns in the night, whispering formulas in 
the dialect to drive away the demons of winter.

9. Conclusions
The recent “overdose” of heritage and folk festivals by cultural 
anthropologists are sometimes criticized as a nostalgic escape 
9. «Oh Reim Reim,/ Fiu wein soll diaschai so sein,/ Dia Scheib und mei/ 
Knia scheib soll firein,/ Hofer tone sein,/ geat sichs guat,/ hol siohs guat,/ 
Kourer in du Kischf,/ Geld in der tasch,/ Wein in du flash,/ Pfluag vertut 
Eart./ Oh Reim, Reim/ Schaug schaug wier/ Di scheib ause geart!» The 
nursery rhyme invokes the disc of fire so that its sparks are long and the 
launch good so that you can have luck, your pockets full of money, the 
wine in the barrels, the well-functioning plow in the earth, the fruits 
ready for harvest.
10. I10, male 31 years old (interview collected the 24th of February 2009).



Open Journal of Humanities, 4 (2020)
issn 2612-6966

64

to the past, and scholars who deal with them are often re-
proached for neglecting the observation of the most lively as-
pects of today’s societies (Bromberger 2014). In the Western 
societies, however, analyzing the “heritagization” processes 
(because heritage is a dynamic process) allows us to illumi-
nate vast fields; for example, the relationship of the present 
with the economic environment, the commemorations of 
industrial heritage, the recreational practices, the historical 
re-enactments. To observe the “heritagization” process also in 
this case allows us to understand how time and history have 
become malleable in contemporary societies, strategically 
elaborated by large-scale collective projects, very significant to 
understand the transformations of current societies. This new 
fields of research reside in the intersection of anthropology 
and history, and make possible the study that today societies 
make of the social uses of time (Bonnet-Carbonell 2004). 
Therefore, the feasts and rites of the different regions of Eu-
rope, as the rite we analyzed, are an excellent material for 
understanding the transformations of the conceptions of the 
time in contemporary societies.
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Fig. 1. Stilfs. Klosen Rite. Esel with 
cowbells (photo Villa M.)

Fig. 3. Stilfs. Klosen Rite. Prayer (photo Villa M.)

Fig. 2. Stilfs. Klosen Rite. Klaubauf 
with chains (photo Villa M.)
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Fig. 4. Stilfs. Pflugziehen Rite. Farmer's family and helpers 
with plow and oxen (photo Villa M.)

Fig. 5. Stilfs. Pflugziehen Rite. Negative characters (photo Villa M.)
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Fig. 6. Stilfs. Scheibenslaghen Rite. 
Mannequin burning in the night (photo Villa M.)

Fig. 7. Stilfs. Scheibenslaghen Rite. Throwing fiery discs (photo Villa M.)


