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The Madonna and the Cuckoo:
An Exploration in European
Symbolic Conceptions

FRANCISCO VAZ DA SILVA

University of Lisbon

AN ETHNOGRAPHICAL PROBLEM

This paper means to suggest that it is good at times to step out of the glare of
modern frames of intelligibility in order to perceive in ethnographic data dim,
or subtle, signs of worldviews no longer apparent. It proposes to show, in this
strain, that humble attention to folklore allows us to make sense of seemingly
pointless trivia. Overall, the article is an experiment in interweaving ethnolog-
ic and folkloristic approaches to expand the relevant contexts of problematic
cultural details and thus attain theoretical generalization.

The chosen pretext is an intriguing discrepancy | found in the northern Por-
tuguese sanctuary 8enhora da Abadi@ur Lady of the Abbey. The main stat-
ue of this old Marian sanctuary, probably dating from the early fourteenth cen-
tury, is a depiction of the Madonna and Child. The standing Virgin dresses in a
red tunic bearing floral motifs, partly covered by a blue mantle. In her right
hand, the Madonna used to hold a flower stem that has long since been broken;
in her left arm, she holds her baby. The child Jesus, conspicuously blond, in turn
uses his left hand seemingly to feed a golden bird resting on his lap.

As if to emphasize the importance of this bird motif, another statue standing
on a lateral altar, dating from the nineteenth century, offers the corresponding
image of St. Joseph holding Jesus in his left arm, the child in turn holding in
his left hand a golden bird that he feeds on greenery with the other hand. Giv-
en the well-known role of the Holy Spirit, often represented as a dove, in the
begetting of Jesus, the identification of the birds in both statues might seem ob-

Acknowledgments: | have presented a draft of this paper at the University of California, Berkeley
by invitation of the Portuguese Studies Program and the Folklore Archives Lectures Series. In
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found on the cuckoo. My trip has been funded by the Portuguese Studies Program and the Luso-
American Foundation for Development (FLAD). Most importantly, this article owes more than |
can say to the uncommon intelligence and sensitivity of the edit@S%fiThomas R. Trautmann

and David W. Akin. Let all be warmly thanked here.
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vious. But even though the bird on the main altar might be a dove, the bird on
the lateral statue definitely does not look like dff@s discrepancgyavowedly

a subjective impression of strangeness, has provided the pretext for-the fol
lowing exploration.

It is important to stress that | have not been able to clear the mystery-by ask
ing. So farall informants that seem to care about the identity of the birds have
told me they must be doves, since the Scriptures mention such Ariarelk
though not one informant has disagreed with my remark that the feathered biped
on the lateral statue does not look like a dove, some locals have suggested that
this must be the artistfault. Given, howevethat nothing else in the statue in
guestion is faulty or undetermined, the consensual fact that the artist fashioned
a bird that does not look like a dove suggests the intention of depicting some
thing else altogetheWhile | cannot be sure that my informants were not-actu
ally withholding information concerning the birddentity, | did get this im
pression after talking to two knowledgeable men at the sanceamd it be,
| have then asked myself, that the mysterious bird has become for some reason
unpalatable; that, for the sake of the prestige of the sanctuary in the contempo
rary bougeois mental setting, locals would proceed to disguise a bird become
a source of embarrassment under the traits of the canonic dove? But then, of
course, it could be that locals were giving me their best anstvsdd. could
simply be wrong in my assessment of what a dove should look like.

Plainly, to go on in this way would carry the research into inextricabllie dif
culties Alternatively, | submit, the solution for this sort of problem requires tak
ing the inquiry into an altogether fiifent level. Since the issue is symbolic,
for the birds stand for something else (whatever this may be), the way to go is
to reconstitute-beyond the morass of subjective impressions and ad hoc state
ments—the context where each bird is bound to make sense. In this perspec
tive, the issue of the informantscerity or lack thereof becomes irrelevant.
Since in symbolism one thing stands for angtbereening and revelation tend
to appear inextricably bound. For the interpretdrat eventually turns obfus
cation into signification is command of context. In other words, interpretation
in a symbolic realm requires that we follow the thread of any given problem in
order to reconstitute, as far as possible, the underlying mental fabric. ©nly af
ter this does an assessment of the reseaschiginal intuition—that bird is
not a dove—and of the informantsesponse-think again, sk—become pos
sible. Of course, this assessment could turn out to be the least interesting part
of the whole matter in case the following of the thread, as hinted, should open
up hitherto unsuspected vistas.

In any case, let us say for the moment that we have a problem: the identity
and the semantic import of birds in the hand of Jesus seating in the arms of Mary
and of Joseph-birds at the heart of the Holy Familyet us examine each stat
ue in turn, and follow whatever links may prove relevant.
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ST. MICHAEL, AND THE MADONNA AND CHILD

To start with the main statue of the sanctubatyus go from basic$he sane

tuary is on a hill called, of old, Mount St. Michael. Legend has it that Moorish
invasions in the eighth century have interrupted a longstanding devotion to Our
Lady on this site. Supposedihe statue of the Madonna, previously hidden
from the Moors, reappeared in the twelfth century by a water spring under a
boulder and a small sanctuary was afterwards built on the present-dayhsite.
statue of the Madonna and child we are concerned with is supposedly the self
same hidden-and-found treasury of dld.

Note a pattern in the connection between the archangel and the Madonna on
this hill. St. Michaek identity as the fighter of the Dragon of #ygocalypse
fits the fact that Senhora ddbadia, up to the present ddwas a special cen
nection with snakes. (This Madonnafes$ “protection against poisonous
ophidians” and a huge serpent skin used to figure prominently in the storeroom
of votive oferings.) MoreoverSt. Michael has replaced at least one pagan wa
tersource divinity nearby in northern Portugal; and the Madaenstatue has
supposedly reappeared in a cave where a water source springs from a boulder
The placing of the twelfth-century abbey under the joint patronage of St.
Michael and St. Mary seemingly prolongs, therefore, an ancient mountaintop
cult centering on boulders and springs, somehow related to shakes.

Granted, this is flimsy evidence. But is does suggest that the connection be
tween the Madonna and Child on the one hand, and St. Michael on the other is
anything but casuarlo explore this lead will require a comparative procedure.
Let us first take up the link of Mount St. Michael andiyin. In the twelfth
century Geofrey of Monmouth describes in Hifistory of the Kings of Britain
how KingArthur tried to rescue a maiden abducted by a giant ondatefa
mous Mount St. Michael in Franc&lthoughArthur valiantly fought and de
feated the giant on the mountain summit, the maiden, Helen, was by -then al
ready dead and buried at the twin peak, named for this réastda Helenae-
hence, its extant nanfembelaineThis legend brings to light the motif of the
abducted bride, fundamental in dragon-slaying tdles.anthropomorphic gi
ant must not fool us here; indeed, the dragon that St. Michael fights often ap
pears as a giant. (Such is the case, for example, of the statue at the St. Michael
source in front of the cathedral of Our Lady in Paris, another famous instance
of the link between the Madonna and St. Michaghyway, the relevant point

1 The data in this paragraph are taken fedrindo Ribeiro da CunhaSenhora daAbadia:
Monografia Historica-DescritivdBraga: Edicdo da Confraria de N. S Admdia, 1977), 54, A
72, 79-81.

2 CarlosAlberto Ferreira dalmeida, “Senhora dabadia,” Separata da Revista de Etnografia
4 (n.d.): 3; Cunh&enhorab, 36-37, 135; Paulo Ferr&®eal Santuario de Nossa Senhoraidbea
dia na 22 Metade do Século X\{imares: Confraria de Nossa Senhor#&Hadia, 1998), 105.
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here is that oombelaine a church has been bdiko Geofrey says—directly
over Helens tomb, and it has been dedicatetNtire-Dame-la-Gisanté'Our
Lady the Laying One,” understood to & gésinein childbirth. On Mount St.
Michael itself, originally called “Mountomb,” a chapel has been built in hon
or of Notre-Dame-sous-teg, “Our Lady Undeground.” The parallelism be
comes striking if we note that, according to Gexyf the giant$ origin was
Spain—which, in the twelfth centurypespeaks a Moorishfgifition. Likewise,
the Portuguese statue of the Madonna supposedlygetheut of a boulder
from the Moorish period-and | may add here that in modern Portuguese tra
dition, “Moor” is code for pre-Christian. In both the French and Portuguese
cases, then, on a mountain dedicated to the dragon-slayer archangel the Madon
na with child symbolizes an ancient scene of childbearing from the -under
world 3

What could such chthonian childbearing standAarGther version of events
on the French Mount St. Michael, preserved in Jacopodayines thirteenth-
centuryGolden Legendpnay help us understand what is at stake here. In this
version, St. Michael himself orders thatTmmbelaine a church be built where
a bull lays abducted under boulders, on the one hand, and that water is to be
brought forth from hard rock, on the oth8p, an unearthed bull is an allomo
tif for a delivered child. Here we hit one recurring trait of legends concerning
the dedication of mountains to St. Michael: the archangel exerts some sort of
magical control over the cattle grazing on his mounidiis is relevant in light
of the Indo-European assimilation “of the empire of the dead to grazing
grounds,” ad/iatcheslav lvanov andladimir Toporov put it. Indeed, Claude
Gaignebet shows that Mount St. Michael and its twin peakbelaine, appear
in literature and folklore as isles of the dead as well as grazing gréudi
this that in the conservative realm of European fairy tales, from Portugal to
Greece, the dead mother of Cinderella becomes a grazing kewame no
tion surfaces in other guises in northern Iberia, where cows are supposed to see
the dead and so-called second funerals, at the anniversary of sarEath;
used to consist in the sacrificial killing of cows. Overall, St. Miclsaglle as
protector of such beasts is then to be connected with his well-recognized func
tion as protector of souls and their arouser for resurrection. Indeed, the
archangek inconography throughout Portugal emphasizes his related roles as
dragon slayer and protector of souls, which supposedly the archangel rescues
from the netherworld Pgatory*

3 Geofroy de MonmouthHistoire des ois de Betagne(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1992), 231
35. On Notre-Dame-la-Gisante, see Claude Gaignalgtis hault sens:'Esotérisme charnel et
spirituel de Rabelai§Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1986), 1:144, 2: 376 n. 497.

4 Jacques d¥oragine,La légende dorééParis: PointsSeuil, 1998), 54546, cf. Henri Don
tenville, Mythologie frangais¢Paris: PaydRivages, 1973), 8384.The connection of cattle with
the mount of St. Michael is clear in Dontenviléythologie 82—-83; GaignebeRlus hault,1: 196-
99; Voragine,Légende545-46. GaignebetPlus hault,1: 196-97, 298. Regarding the tumulus
connotation of mountains associated with St. Michael, see Luis Chaves, “Sao Migerebrzor
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While I know of no mention of released cattle concerning the Portuguese
sanctuaryit is sure that the hidden bull motif found in the French case is part
of a wider theme of stray cattle indicating the spot where a Madonna statue has
been buried or a chapel is to be built. Of course, in the Portuguese legend a di
rect link exists between water springing from hard rock and a buried image of
theVirgin with child, on the spot where a church is to be built. Seemingly then,
the legend of the Madonna and child appearing under a boulder on Mount St.
Michael prolongs a tradition of release of souls in connection with dragen slay
ing.>

Again, this is not quite enough for our purpoBelearn more, we must turn
to the link between St. Michael and Miegin in the broader light of Christian
tradition. Let us consider the fundamental t&kie Book of Revelation, chap
ter 12, describes a vision by St. John the Evangelist. In this vision, the archangel
Michael and his angels rescue from the dragjattack “a woman, adorned with
the sun, standing on the moon, and with the twelve stars on her head for a
crown,” then in the process of giving birth to a male child who is to rule all the
nations.To a longstanding exegetic tradition, this woman and her child are the
Virgin Mary and the Christ; and the explicit identificationRievelationpf the
dragon with the “primeval serpent” entails that Yfiggin is the new Eve de
feating the serpefst.

To understand what is at stake here, we must look on the side of Eden. In the
third book of Genesis, after womankind is doomed to yearn for men dad suf
in pregnancythe primal mother of all the living receives the ndfagva,which
means “life” and a longstanding exegetic tradition has related to a name for
“serpent.” MoreoverYahweh curses thefspring of the serpent to strike the
heel of the dkpring of women and, in turn, have its head crushed. In light of
the recurrent connection in folklore of snakebite with the onset of menstruation,
and account taken of the continuing folk tradition in moderatolia that men

tuguesa e nélma dos PortuguesesSeparata da Revista de Guimar&eq1956): 20; Dontenville,
Mythologie,76—79, 112, 14-17, 122, 146; Gaignebd?|us hault,1: 144;Voragine Légende545.
Viatcheslav Ivanov andladimir Toporoy “Le mythe indo-européen du dieu de I'orage poursuiv
ant le serpent: Reconstruction du schémaEé¢hanges et communications: Mélanges tefar
Claude Lévi-Strauss a I'occasion de son 60eme anniversais. J. Pouillon and ®aranda (The
Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1970),91-92. Concerning the horned guise of Cindersltabther

see FranciscWaz da SilvaMetamorphosis: The Dynamics of Symbolism iroRean Faiy Tales
(NewYork: Peter Lang, 2002), 163, 193-99.The data concerning cows and the dead is in Maria
Catedraromas,This Wrld, Other Wrlds: Sickness, Suicide, Death, and &feerlife among the
Vagueios deAlzada of SpaifChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992),-283, 268-70, 326,
330. Regarding the Portuguese iconography of St. Michael as dragon slayer and rescuer of souls,
see Chaves, “Séo Miguel,” 283.

5 GaignebetPlus hault,1: 199. Marléndélbert-Llorca,Les \erges miraculeuses: Légendes et
rituels (Paris: Gallimard, 2002), 2280.

6 | am quotingRevelationfrom Alexander Jones, edThe Jeusalem Bible: Read&r Edition
(Garden CityN.Y.: Doubleday1968), and | am drawing for this analysis on the fine exegetic an
notations ir_a Bible: Taduction oecuméniqu@aris and Pierrefitte: Les Editions du G8dciété
Bibligue Francaise, 1989), 30448.
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struation derives from Hawsact of disobedience in Paradise, the essence of
the situation seems cledfter the fall, that irreversible transition from the
timeless eternity of heaven to the sublunary living quarters of accursed hu
mankind, there is equivalence under the shifting moon between the sloughing
shake and womankingltyclic bleeding. In this perspective, to defeat the-drag

on amounts to overcoming the moon and the associated procreative fate of
women, most visible in shed bloeethat of the hymen, of course, and implic

itly that of menstruation and childbirth as well. So, defeat of the dragon amounts
to being the new Eve in that Mary is above the shedding of blood that became
the lot of Eve under the spell of the serpdife so-called Protevangelion of
James, dated to the mid-second centugkes this connection clear in having
Joseph inform us that the serpent of Eden deflowered Eve even as he fears that
Mary, then showing the first symptoms of pregnars been defiled-only

to conclude, of course, that he was wrdng.

The link between defeating the dragon, being above the moon, and blood
lessly conceiving of celestial seed has received much attention in European art.
In an early seventeenth-century painting now held at the National Gallery in
London,Velazquez has depicted St. Jehwision of theVirgin adorned with
the sun, standing on the moon, and wearing the crown of stars as the-very im
age of the “Immaculate Conceptioi\’statue at the cathedral of Lisbon, like
wise depicting Our Lady of Conception standing on the crescent moon, adds to
the moon an image of the serpent with the forbidden fruit of Hdensame is
true of an eighteenth-century drawing by Ubaldo Gandolfi, now held at the Uni
versity of Michigan Museum d&rt, which actually depicts the serpent coiled
around the horned mooA.late fifteenth-century panel painted in the immedi
ate circle of the Master of tihensterdam Cabinet, entitled “Thé&rgin of the
Apocalypse” and now held at the Metropolitan Museum in Nevk, shows
the Madonna holding her child, standing on the moon, against a solar back
ground. In this picture, an overall golden radiation permeates the cosmic region
comprising the moon belgwhe sun at the central background, and the shining
halos and hair of the mother and child in the upper part of the pithedat
ter may be compared with the twelve stargetazquez afteRevelationstand
ing in all likeness for the twelve parts of the ecliptic in the yearly eyélence,
for the whole fixed sphere of the starry heavéns.

7 Concerning the identity between the female bearer of life and the serpent, see Claude Gaigne
bet, “Véronique ou I'image vraieBulletin de la Société de Mythologie FrangalS® (1985): 14
15;Alain TestartDes mythes et desogfances: Esquisse d’une théorie géné(Bleris: Maison des
Sciences de 'Homme, 1991), 2893. Regarding the link between snakebite and menses, see
Gaignebet, “Véronique ou I'image vraie,” Wexander H. Krappe.a génése des myth@aris:
Payot, 1952), 29492. For a fuller analysis of the events in GenesisVagela SilvaMetamor
phosis,76—82. Carol Delaney'Mortal Flow: Menstruation iTurkishVillage Society’ in Blood
Magic: TheAnthmopology of Menstration,eds.T. Buckley andA. Gottlieb (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1988), 79. “Le protévangile de JacqueEyangiles apogrphesged. F Quéré
(Paris: PointsSeuil, 1983), 77.

8 Artworks mentioned in this paragraph can be viewed online at, for example, the following
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Here we have an important clue to the golden hair of Jesus in the statue of
Senhora dAbadia. Michael Baxandall, to convey what he calls the “tradition
al view” on the complexion of théirgin, finds it suitable to quote a fifteenth-
century Dominican, Gabriel Barletta, who in turn quotes thirteenth-century St.
Albert the GreatAccording to this layered viewhe Madonna “was not sim
ply dark, nor simply red-haired, nor just fhiaired. For any one of these
colours by itself brings a certain imperfection to a persoiMary was a blend
of complexions, partaking of all of them. And yet this, say#lbertus, we
must admit: she was a little on the dark sidéis conclusion has for itself com
mendable commonsensical premises, such as, Jews tend to be dark and Mary
was a Jewess; St. Luke, an eyewitness, made three picture¥mfthevhere
she appears brown-complexioned; and Christ himself was dark. It is in refer
ence to this battery of seemingly self-evident premises, enlightened by the ra
diant picture of the Master éimsterdam cabinet, that we may h&&ddimir
Propps insight that the blond hairs of divinities, of the dead, and of initiates
as well as of fairy-tale heroines and heroes, which was Rropgih point
are symbolic of their belonging in the otherworldly realm of the Aatually,

I must add here that fairy tales consistently link the otherworld not only with
the sun, but also with the moon and the stargl we need only consider
Grunewalds sixteenth-century Resurrection (held at the Unterlinden Museum
in Belgium), depicting the head of Jesus involved in a radiant halo that gradu
ally shades into the impassible background of the stars, to understand that the
seeming blondness of Chrsfafter birth, as well as after resurrectieis re-

ally the fiery token of a heavenly origin.

An eighteenth-century painting by Giovanni BattiSiepolo that again
shows the immaculatéirgin above the moon and the serpent further depicts,
on the celestial end of the scene, the Madaim@éad involved in a yellow scarf
underneath the Holy Spirit dovEhis depiction of the Immaculate Conception
is structurally identical with the twelfth-century depiction of the “Annuncia
tion” in a German manuscript now at the Getty Museum, which shows a dove
descending upon thérgin’s head while the Madonna keeps the serpent under
her left footAlso, inTiepolo’s painting an angel holding a white flower while
facing the serpent of Eden invokes the theme of Mary the New Eve, which for
example thénnunciation by Fréngelico, held at the Prado Museum, depicts
by setting in parallel the expulsion of Eve from Eden and the impregnation of
Mary. These associations are synthesized in an early nineteenth-century paint
ing by Leopold Layer‘The Debt is Paid,” held at the Slovenian Religious Mu

sitesVélazquez: httgiwww.kfki.hu/~arthphtml/v/velazquél620Q'; Gandolfi: http//www.si. umich
.eduHistory_of_Artdemoareédetaild1970_2.43.html; Master of tensterdam Cabinet: httfi:
www.metmuseum.gytoah’hd/glasho_1982.47.1.htm.

® Michael BaxandallPainting and Experience in Fifteenth-Centutaly (Oxford: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1988), 5Vladimir Propp,Les racines historiques du conte nateux(Paris: Gal
limard, 1983), 388, 393. Grinewadsenheim altarpiece, held by the Unterlinden Museum in Col
mar, Belgium, can be viewed at: htthyww.ibiblio.org/wm/paint’auttgrunewaldcrucifixion/
christ.jpg.
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seum in Stina. Here the dove and God, togetteenanate iridescent rays to
wards theV/irgin's head, which appears surrounded by twelve stars amidst fiery
light. All the while, the Madonna stands above the horned moon and on-the ser
pent of Eden, which an angel facekvatile another angel holds a white flower

to Mary. Yet another angel erases the scene of Eden on a tomb slate, for the debt
is paid insofar as the spiritual impregnation of the New Eve through her ear
(conspicuously in sight in this painting) erases the red sin of Eve, here repre
sented by the apple associated with the challenged dtégon.

Ernest Jones has marshaled an impressive array of evidence regarding the
notion that the breath of God impregnated\tirgin through the eadacopo da
Voragine, in stating that thérgin on theAnnunciation “was troubled by the
words of the angel, not by the sight of him,” delicately alludes to this tradition,
of which Christian art in the early fifteenth century gives beautiful instances.
For example, thAnnunciation by van Eyck, now held at the National Gallery
of Art in Washington, displays théirgin’s bare ear receptive to the stream of
words by the angel as well as to the celestial light that streams along the plung
ing course of the dova@heAnnunciation by Robert Campin, now held at the
Metropolitan Museum dirt in NewYork, conjoins the angalwords and a de
scending iridescent breath that actually carries the incarnating Jesus bearing the
cross of his passiofogetheythe two breaths on their gusty way to the ear of
theVirgin blow of a candle and réle the pages of an open bodlhe Mador
na all the while piously readé/hile her ear engages in conceptiehence, the
resilient notion of “pleasures of the earher eyes, intently staring at the serip
tures, indicate the transcendent import of the theophany about to take place. St.
Augustine has made the sexual connotation of the event unmistakeably clear by
stating that the Incarnation of tkidord happens “by a marriage which it is-im
possible to definel®

Some of this difculty of definition may perhaps be dispelled if we note that
a celestial impregnation through the ear both sublimates and inverts regular
down-to-earth copulatiols Lévi-Strauss has shown in another context, the
position of the ear in the coordinates of body openrinrgbove, posterier

10 Artworks mentioned in this paragraph can be viewed online at, for example, the following
sites:Tiepolo: http//www.kfki.hu/~arthphtml/t/tiepold/gianbatt7_1760¢11limmacu.html; Min
iature in the Stammheim Missal: hitfwww.gettyeduart/collectiongobjectg0112579.html; Fra
Angelico: httpi/cgfa.sunsite.dlangelicdp-angelic4.htm. | visited the Museum of Religion at the
Stitna monastery on 7 June 2003, thanks to the kindness and hospitality of Mirjam Mencej, of the
Department of Ethnology and Culturahthropology of the University of Ljubljana, and her hus
band, the sculptor iiBezlaj. Let them be warmly thanked hefée photo of Leopold Lay&s
painting is printed by permission of the Slovenski verski muzejoniSti

1 Ernest Jonegssays impplied Psycho-Analysispl. 2, Essays in Folkla, Anthropology
and Religion(New York: International Universities Press, 1964), 288.Artworks mentioned in
this paragraph can be viewed online at, for example, the following g#asEyck: httpt/www
kfki.hu/~arthphtml/e/eyck_varjan/02pagél8annunc.html; Campin: htiffcgfa. sunsite.dic/
p-campin3.htmVoragine L égendel96. StAugustine Sermons for Christmas and Epiphdiyest
minster Md., and LondonThe Newman Pre#isongmans, Green, and Co., 1952)51
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thoroughly inverts the belgwanterior body coordinates of the vagina. In
anatomical terms, then, the spiritual conception of Mary is an inverted image
of the carnal acAdd to this the assimilation of the top half of the body to heav
en and of its lower half to earth, to which Leo Steighesightfully draws at
tention, throughout centuries of Christian art. In this light, there is a perfect fit
between the male divin&ord proceeding from the upper part of cosmos and
a receptive ear at the upper part of a female .Hddte that men are somehow
close to divinity in that their seed supposedly contains a spiritual principle.
Thomas Laqueur hints that this notion, emphatically stressadistptle and
much repeated in subsequent centuries, implies that males put an idea-in the fe
male bodyThis is in line, of course, with the persistent double meaning of the
word “conception” up to the present time, even to the title of this pBpeér
women respond with a deaf eas it were, for on the human level conception
happens through that lower opening related to earth and blood. Eve, of course,
inaugurated this state offairs because she did not heed the word of Gad. In
versely the New Eve preserves her intactness even as she welcomes the divine
Word. In Mary “the incarnaté/ord deigned to gestate. and exited without
giving injury,” as Steinbeg puts it suggestivelyvhereas in Eve the serpent has
started the blood of human procreatién.

In short, if Eve has been doomed to yearn for men and share with the serpent
a cyclic power to renew life, then the specificity of Mary is that she is above
such sublunary destinkjor the New Eve, as we have seen, to be above the moon
and the shedding of procreative blood amounts to keeping the serpent in check.
This entails, of course, a concentration of fruitful powers. GeoDumézil,
working on Indo-European data, has realized that the mystic valugoiityir
stems from the inherent unspoiled plenitude of feminine “creative golies
remark has a more general application. Insofar as feminine blood is supposed
ly the stuf of motherhood, its maximum concentration in a womb creates the
appropriate medium for a divine incarnation; even more so since the fate of this
incarnation is to shed blood for the redemption of humankind. Interesting im
plications follow but here | must halt this train of thoug#t.

The main point here is that to be receptive to the fiery sphere of heaven and
to tame the lunar dragon are two inseparable dimensions vfirtdjia Mary.
The success of the resultant theophany receives emphasis in the main statue of
the Portuguese Mount St. Michael both through the blondness of the child and

12 Claude Lévi-Strauss, “The Deduction of the CraneStinctural Analysis of Oral Tadition,
eds. PMaranda and E. K. Maranda (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1971), 10
17; Mythologiquesyol. 2,Du miel aux cendrs(Paris: Plon, 1966), 2621; Mythologiquesyol.
1,Le cu et le cuit{Paris: Plon, 1964), 145. Steingeteo.The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance
Art and in Modern Oblivion(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996)-28, 149-51.
Thomas LaqueuMaking Sex: Body and Gendeoffin the Geeks to Feud(Cambridge, Mass., and
London: Harvard University Press, 1992), 35, 42. Steq!®axuality of Christ94.

13 Geoges DumézilMythe et épopéepl. 2, Types épiques indeeurpéens: Un hés, un sor
cier, un oi (Paris: Gallimard, 1986), 368.
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by his holding the bird that represents the begetting spirit. In the only other case

I know, besides the Portuguese statue of St. Joseph and Jesus, in which the child
feeds with his right hand a golden bird he holds in his left kaau early fif
teenth-century German sculpture now held at the Louvre musehi® bird

with spread wings could be a dove. So could the bird on the Portuguese statue
of the Madonna and child; at least, | have found no reason so far to think oth
erwisel4

THE MADONNA, THE CHILD, AND THE BIRD IN THE CALENDAR

Now that we have acquired a sort of basic understanding of what a statue of the
Virgin with Child in association with St. Michael stands fet us look more
intently at the actual cult in the Portuguese sanctiiéigy main statue has,-be
sides its rather innocuous main nam@ur Lady of theAbbey—a more sig
nificant one:Senhora da Gomélady of Sap.” Local cultivators still say to

this day that in springtime crops staragpomar—literally, to “en-sap™~—mean

ing to swell up with milky stdf This brings out the agricultural import of this
denomination concerned with the rising sap of crops. | have found notice that
a procession used to take place on the first Saturday of Lent, called forthis rea
son in this region “Day of the Lady of Sap”; but, even so, the main celebration
of Senhora da Gomis on the so-called “Segunda-Feira de Pascoela,” mean
ing “Monday of Small Eastérthat is, the Monday in the week after Easker
nearby parishes, the same festivity goes under the Games de Nossa Sen
hora, “Joys of Our Lady or Senhora dos Prazes,“Lady of Pleasures.Ac-
cording to a tradition very much alive in Portugal, the first of these pleasures
or joys—seven in al—is theAnnunciation and the consequent impregnation
of theVirgin. Hence, in thézores to this dgyPascoelaSunday goes by the
name oDomingo da Pombinhdlittle dove Sunday One clear implication is
thatSenhora da Gomlinks together the swelling of vegetables with milky sap
and the swelling of a womb with celestial emanatitmns.

Note that the homology between the milky sap of crops and celestial seed is
actually pre-ChristianVirgil wrote long ago in hi$eogics,as modern Per
tuguese peasants still say to this,dlagt in springtime “the corn. . swells with
milk” (Geogics 1.313-15). This is not just a poetic expression, for Pliny lets

14 The Madonna and Child with a bird image held at the Louvre may be conveniently seen at
http://www.photo.rmn.fffr/f_recherche.html by searching the phrase “Chapelle Cardon.”

15 OnSenhora da Gomand its relation to the sap of crops, along withGlozos de Nossa Sen
horaandSenhora dos Prazes,seeAlmeida, “Senhora,” 6; Cunh&enhoral127, 215. OrPas
coelaMonday see José Leite dasconcelofitnografia Potuguesa: €ntame de Sistematizacéo,
eds. M.Viegas Guerreirdj. da Silva Soromenho, and @aratdo Soromenho, vol. 8 (Lisboa:Im
prensa Nacionat-Casa da Moeda, 1982), 242. My source for the procession on the first Saturday
of Lent and the “Day of the Lady of Sap” is Leite\sconcelog:tnografia 8,180.The main cel
ebration ofSenhora da Gomia onPascoelaccording tAAlmeida, “Senhora,” 6, and Cuniaen
hora,127; cf. CunhaSenhora215; FerroReal Santuariol04.The other “pleasures” of Our Lady
are: hewisitation to Elizabeth, the NativittheAdoration of the Magi, the Presentation to Teenr
ple, the Resurrection, and her own Coronation.
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us know in the eighteenth book of INatural History that this “genial milky
juice” comes from the MilkyWay, whence supposedly “crops derive milk as
from an udder” (18.28482). Likewise, Macrobius reports that newborns drink
milk because “the first movement of souls slipping into earthly bodies is from
the Milky Way,” where souls return after deatbdmmentay on the Deam of
Scipiol.12.3).The implication being that all milky life fluids proceed from the
realm of fixed stars and go back there, the link of the Lady of Sap with the white
juices of life takes us back to the halo of stars around the Madonead as
she expects her child and also, at times, before her dead son proceeds to resur
rect. One such image of the bereaved Madonna holding her dead son, on dis
play at the cathedral of Lisbon, shows oventirgin's head seven small stars
around a bigger oreclearly, in accordance with stable pre-Christian symbol
ism, the seven planetary spheres and that of the fixed stars, emphasized over
the otherg®
This link between the conception and the resurrection of Christ calls atten
tion to the fact that Jacopo ®faragine discusses both events under the same
calendar entry25 March.This date certainly relates to the equinox, in older
days conceived more as a series of days than as a singularity intirsg/ar-
ro reckons the vernal equinox on 24 Mar@m@griculture 1.28.1), Columel
la locates it on the 24th and the 25th.81), and Pliny likewise places the end
of the equinox on the 25th (18.24%he correspondence of 25 March with the
equinox is important in that the ideal date for Eastdrich of course com
memorates the Resurrection of Jesus, is a Sunday falling on a full moon co
inciding with the equinox. By the end of the fourth centegme Christian
groups who opted for a fixed date on the authority of the apocryphal Gospel of
Nicodemus actually celebrated Easter on 25 March. Nevertheless, the €hurch’
victorious insistence on the complicating lureanrd week-cycles factor has-im
plied that Easter always falls later than the ideal date; which helps emphasize
the imperfection of the sublunary realm where humans dwell since th€ Fall.
This being so, it is all the more remarkable that Jacopo links not only the res
urrection but also the conception of Christ to the time period when the sun ris
es above the celestial equatorlinking the two events, this author expresses
the symbolic identity of the tomb and the womb as he writes that, “just as Our
Lord could leave his motherwomb without opening it. . so he could leave
his tomb without opening itThis identity is interesting because, according to
the same Gospel of Nicodemus that was the authority for placing the Resur

16 | am using H. R. Fairclougd'translation invirgil, Eclogues. Gegjics.Aeneid +VI (Cam
bridge, Mass., and London: Harvard University Pi&skiam Heinemann, 1935), 103, H. Rack
hams translation in PlinyNatural History, vol. 5,Books XVHI-XIX (Cambridge, Mass., and Len
don: Harvard University PreA#&illiam Heinemann, 1950), 366n.a, 367, and H. Stahls
translation inAmbrosiusAurelius Theodosius MacrobiusCommentay on the Deam of Scipio
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 134.

17 Regarding Easter on 25 March, see Rémi Gounelle and Zbigniew IzydorczyK, Eés.,
vangile de Nicodem@ruxelles: Brepols, 1997), 168, 124.
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rection on 25 March, Jesus while buried actually visits the netherworld and res
cues souls therghe twofold implication is that the netherworld is like a womb,
whence the deceased may issue anew; and that, conyerdsdyborn from a
womb is akin to issuing from the realm of the dead.

Again, artworks may be of help in understanding puzzling notirate
fourteenth-century French altar cloth from the Narbonne cathedral, held at the
Louvre, shows that the descent of the Christ to the limbos amounts to keeping
the dragon in cheekjust as, so we saWuis conception does. In this altar cloth,
Jesus overpowers the dragon with the crobs makes sense, of course, for
through the crucifixion the Christ enters the netherwdidearly sixteenth-
century depiction of the crucifixion by Josse Lieferinxe, also held at the Lou
vre, makes a straight association between the crucifixion and the dragon fight
by St. Michael, under the heading of soul deliverance. Recall that in Sts John’
vision the very birth of Jesus hinges on the dragon-slaying act. Overall, the suc
cessful trips of Jesus to the womb and the tomb are then homoldbmiex
plains, on the one hand, that in some paintings the incarnating baby already
carries the cross of His passion (the exam#matlinciation by Campin and the
fifteenth-centurAnnunciation aBainte Madeleinehurch, inAix-en-Provence,
show this motij; and, on the othethat Jacopo conflates the conception and
the resurrection of Christ. From point zero, the descent into the womb; the di
vine incarnation was a Passion bound to culminate in the redeeming ascent from
the tombThis overall sacrificial path of multilayered death and resurrection is,
in part, what the consistent symbolism of dragon slaying stané for

I am well aware that this statement actually raises more problems than it
solves.While | do mean to stress the complexity of the symbolic field we are
visiting, | have to shy from heavy-duty links that would lead us astray of our
theme This is a humble ethnographic problem, to which we must presently re
turn. Therefore, let us look the way of the second statue at the sanctuary

ST. JOSEPH, THE CHILD, AND THE CUCKOO IN THE CALENDAR

One obvious element of congence with the foregoing discussion is that 19
March is the day of St. Joseph. Cleathys places his statue in the same cal
endar context as that of the Madonna and child image. Morenv&® March

or else on the 21stlocally considered the first day of sprirghe cuckoo is
supposed to arrive from its winter abode. In Portugal as in other European re
gions, this “bird of spring” purportedly announces marriages as well as the agri
cultural bounty of springtimé.herefore, the calendar context presents us with

a migratory bird that makes its appearance at the very time of year in which the
dove is supposed to have conveyed the Holy Spirit into Marthis light, it

18 Both the Narbonne altar cloth and Lieferisainting may be conveniently viewed at
http://www.photo.rmn.fffr/f_recherche.htmIThe Aix Annunciation may be viewed at http:
www.kfki.hu/~arthp'highlight.cgi?file=html/m/mastefaix_anndannunci. html&find=aix. Vor-
agine,Légende202-3.



FiGgure 1. Statue depicting the Madonna and Child with B8drihora d#badiasanctuaryPor
tugal).



Ficure 2. Madonna and Child with Bird, detatbénhora da\badiasanctuaryPortugal).



FiGUure 3. Statue depicting St. Joseph and Child with Bird, deBghfiora da#\badiasanctuary
Portugal).



FiGUure 4. Site of the Madonna-and-child statue apparit®anhora daAbadiasanctuaryPor
tugal).
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Ficure 5. Our Lady of ConceptiorSenhora da Conceigahisbon Cathedral, Portugal).



Ficure 6. Leopold Layer“The Debt is Paid.” 1825 (Slovenian Religious Museum ién@ji.



FiIGURe 7. Pieta Genhora da Piedadéisbon Cathedral, Portugal).



Fig. 11 —0 cuco

FIGURE 8. The Cuckoo. In, José Leite ¥asconcelosEtnografia Potuguesa: €ntame de Sis
tematizagcdoManuelViegas Guerreirddlda da Silva Soromenho, and Paulo Caratdo Soromenho,
eds. Lisboa: Imprensa NacioralCasa da Moeda, V, 1980, p218.
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may be relevant that a drawing of a cuckoo taken from Leiwadeoncelos’
Portuguese Ethnographyresents a bird not unlike the one we see in the stat
ue (figure 8, cf. figure 3)rhis, in itself, is not compelling evidence. But let us
check whether a cuckoo could relate to this statue as, indeed, the calendar con
text suggest$?

What may look like compelling evidence is that the cuckoo is supposed to
bring children from its winter abod&his notion shows in several congent
sayings. In northern Portugal, one used to ask a pregnant woman whether she
was already making the baby clothes for her little cuckoo. Indeed, people used
to call small children “little cuckoosAnd Leite deVasconcelos, the turn-of-
the-century ethnographer from whom | am taking this information, specifies
that people would advise childless couples to “go take the clothes to the cuck
00.” That couples would, if only symbolicalliake baby clothes to the cuckoo
to obtain babies, called for this reason “little cuckoos,” seemingly implies that
cuckoos are child providers. Even though this may seem strange at first sight,
we are all familiar with the kindred idea that babies come by way of storks, or
some other migratory bird, from a watery or umggleund realm. | will get back
to this shortlyFor the time being, | would like to note the close fit between the
Christian notion that a dove brought Jesus to Mamndmb and the folk idea
that cuckoos bring babies to ordinary women. In the cultural context of north
ern Portugal, this naturally puts the child Jesus in the position of a little cuck
00. In this light, the possibility arises that the bird in Jeksast resembles a
cuckoo for the good reason that it means to depic®ne.

Another reason for thinking that the cuckoo relates to the statue of St. Joseph
is that, to put it bluntlythe foster father of Jesus has incarnated a cuckold for
many centuries navwClues are extant ever since the Scriptures. Both Mathew
and Luke specify that Mary became pregnant after being given in marriage to
Joseph, but before their having started to live together (Matt. 1.18; Luke 1.27,
34). Jacopo, using other traditions, lets us know that Joseph had experienced
misgivings about becoming at his age the husband of a fourteenigtear-
gin; moreoverhe specifies the consensual point that Joseph had been out of

19 José Leite d¥asconcelositnografia Potuguesa: €ntame de Sistematizac&als. M.Vie-
gas GuerreirdA. da Silva Soromenho, and @aratdo Soromenho, vol. 7 (Lisboa: Imprensa Na
cional—Casa da Moeda, 1980), 2180; Tradigcbes Populaes de Paugal, ed. M.Viegas Guer
reiro (Lisboa: Imprensa NacioralCasa da Moeda, 1986), 1832; cf. Jacob GrimmJeutonic
Mythology vol. 2 (London: Geae Bell and Sons, 1883), 6788; AleksandrV. Gura,Simvolika
zhivotnykh v slavianskoi nadnoi traditsii(Moscow: Indrik, 1997), 699.

20 | eite deVasconcelogitnografia 7,221. For the timing of the cuckagpresence, see Grimm,
Teutonic 2677, 679-80; Paul Sébillot.e folklore de Franceyol. 5,La faungParis: Imago, 1984),
177-79; Leite devVasconcelostnografia 7,222. Claude Gaignebet and Marie-Claude Florentin,
Le Carnaval: Essais de mythologie poputdParis: Payot, 1974), 1333, understand that theim
age of storks bringing babies is one modern instance of the idea that this bird brings back souls from
the netherworle-which of course supposes the notion, found throughout ancient European repre
sentations by Carlo GinztmrEcstasies: Deciphering theiddhes’SabbathNew York: Pantheon
Books, 1991), that the realms of the dead and of the unborn coincide.
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town when his bride became pregnaie apocryphéabtory of Joseph the Car
pentey probably composed in the fourth centusts us know that Joseph was
ninety-two by the time Mary became pregnant and that, owing to his sadness
on seeing her pregnant, he could not bring himself to eat or drink. In the same
trend, the Protevangelion of James tells how Joseph, returning home to find
Mary six-months pregnant, threw himself down on the floor crying bittenig
decided to repudiate her in secret. In the same vein, Matthew has it that,
“Joseph, being a man of honor and wanting to spare her pubdiettided to
divorce her informally” (Matt. 1.19); and the apostle agrees with apocryphal
texts in specifying that the archangel Gabriel had to talk Joseph into playing his
selfless role. Latter paintings, such as Raphlatdpictions of the Holy Fami
ly, suggest the melancholy of this role. On a less subjective note, we have in
formation that Catalonian men who would dare to marry on 19 March were sup
posed to become cuckold&his relates, of course, to the idea that the cuckoo
starts singing on this day; for this reason, they say in Portugal, “St. Joseph gave
it speech.’"What such “speech” means is plain. In northern Portugal, to state in
jest that in some neighboring hamlet the cuckoo starts singing early carries the
implication that men there get horned early in the.yleathe same region, so
Leite deVasconcelos tells us, “one calls a man whose wife is unfaithful a cuck
00.721

So, all three components of the second stat8e Joseph, the child, and the
bird—connote the cuckoo. Joseph, the meritorious cuckold (a cuckoo in fact,
for a single termguco,designates in Portuguese the bird and the cuckold) holds
the child Jesus, that incarnation of the godhead in the guise of a little cuckoo
(to speak in the terms of local folklore), who in turn holds and feeds a bird
cuckoo.This surprising pattern requires that we have a quick look at the se
mantics of cuckoos and cuckoldry

THE CUCKOO HYPOTHESIS

When dealing with folklore problems, it often pays to ask Shakespeare. In the
present case, the master folklorist puts in a $aolbuth, addressing King Lear
the saying that “the hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long that it had it head bit
off by it young” King Lear1.4.214-15).A Portuguese nineteenth-century al
manac both reiterates and clarifies this lesatinr stating that cuckoos eat the
eggs and hatchlings of other birds in order to place their own eggs in the nests,
this source adds, “They say that the cuckoo, on leaving the nest, thanks its fos

21 Alan Dundes, “The Hero Pattern and the Life of Jesudyi iQuest of the Her(Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990), 213, has made similar points long agoragine Lé
gende195, 497. “Histoire de Joseph le charpetitierEvangiles apogrphesged. F Quéré (Paris:
PointgSeuil, 1983), 98, 102. “Protévangile,” #B7. | am quoting Matthew from Jones, ed.,
Jerusalem Biblel am taking Catalonian data from Marléheert-Llorca,L'ordre des choses: Les
récits d’origine des animaux et des plantes erRa(Paris: Editions du Comité desalvaux his
toriques et scientifiques, 1991), 24465. Leite de/asconcelos:tnografia 7,220, 222.
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ter father. . . in oh a so characteristic way. by gobbling it.” In this light, we
understand that the feetthat conspicuous “wisefool'hforosophé figure, to
borrow Rabelaisexpression—was telling Lear that his thankless daughters
were like “degenerate bastard[s],” as the king himself recognizes a little later
(1.4.253), and that consequentlgar was like the cuckoldnother Shake
spearean clown explains “cuckold” as one who has taken in someorse else’
“crop” (All's Véll that Ends Wl 1.3.42-43), and a Portuguese late nineteenth-
century author clears up this metaphor by sayingp“designates the husband
who sufers the unfaithfulness of his wife, unwittingly sustaining hdr of
spring.”?

So, the cuckold is the caretaker of the cuckadspring insofar as his wife
is implicitly equated to the female cuckeavhich, as another Portuguese
source makes cleareportedly “has no stable companion, no nest, and shows
no motherly or wifely tenderness: she wanders through the woods and there
consorts with several male§herefore, we find a model of the cuckoo seduc
er, the fickle wife—assimilated to a female cuckoo due to her wantorress
and the cuckold husband, ultimately equated to the seducer as a metaphoric
cuckoo insofar as, so the pervasive notion goes, this bird “does not know his
children.”23

It needs no saying that conjugal unfaithfulness per se does not concern the
Holy Family, where carnal marriage has long been ruled out; and, of course, the
moral character of théirgin is not an issue. Rathan order to understand how
the theme of cuckoldry relates to the Holy Familg have to grasp the meta
physical dimension of the cuckoo triangle beyond the trivial uses of this mod
el for the shortcomings of matrimonial steadfastness. One way to go is to relate
the seasonal character of the impregnating cuckoo, the surprising fact that St.
Joseph is the patron of married folk despite his cuckold connotation, ane the re
lated assertion by Rabelais that “cuckoldry is one of the natural attribptss [
nage$ of marriage” (iers Livre 32.7-8). Recall the calendar situation of the
cuckoo and its implications. From Portugal, where on 19 March a man dis
guised as a cuckoo used to be ritually captured for the sake of agricultural and

22 | am quoting fronWilliam Shakespear&he Complete Wks,ed. PAlexander (Glasgow:
HarperCollins, 1994). Francois Rabelaiss cing lives: Gagantua. Pantagrel. Le tiers live. Le
quatt livre. Le cinquieme lie,eds. J. Céard, G. Defaux, and M. Simonin (Paris: Le Livre de Poche,
1994), 828-29; Gargantua and Pantagrel (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1955), 4Ad-
manaque de Lembrances 1880, p126, cit. in Leite d&asconcelog:tnografia 7,216. Joaquim
Tedfilo Braga,0 Povo Potugués nos Seus Costumesr@as e fadi¢cdes,vol. 2 (Lisboa: Dom
Quixote, 1986), 102.

23 |eite deVasconcelositnografia 7,219.The cuckoas ignorance of its children isfaimed
in a Pomeranian tale alludedAlpert-Llorca,L'ordre,251.As far away as Russia, the female cuck
oo is deemed to consort with males of several other species and her overall connotation is that of
broken family or marriage ties or relationships, see Giimayolika zhivotnykli§83-84. (This in
formation is among a wealth of data kindly communicated to nfnbyeas B. Johns, a keen spe
cialist of Slavic folklore | had the good fortune of meeting at the University of California, Berke

ley.)
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human fertility eastwards up to at least Romaniahere young people dis
guised as cuckoos by Carnival used to ritually soil everyone they-thetar

rival of the cuckoo indicates the overall return of life forBeis includes, as

we have seen, the notion that cuckoos bring babies from their winter abode; that
is, from seasonal antipodes, which are none other than the netheivhs .
manifest in the recurring idea that the cuckoo reappears riding a bird pf prey
which echoes the fairytale theme of the heascent from the underworld af

ter having acquired there new means of ferilgych as golden fruits and
brides. If we look further eastwards, we see that throughout Siberia, the spring
time return of migratory swans is supposed to bring back the “life force.” Here
too, the connection with procreation is clear in that the souls that swans bring
to incarnate in newborns are supposedly birds, just as in Portugal babies, pur
portedly brought by cuckoos, are caltadjuinhos;little cuckoos.’?*

In this framework of ideas regarding the supernatural origin of babies, the
Rabelaisian assertion that cuckoldry is a fundamental of marriage reveals its es
oteric senserhis is fully compatible with the notion that women are generally
under the spell of the variable moon as well as of a fiercely irrational “animal”
(Livre Tiers 32). If souls cyclically come to incarnate from the otherworld, car
ried by migratory birds or other mediators, then the sexual-ft which
craves, or so Rabelais says, the “animal” in women that men can hardly satis
fy—is only the physical dimension of a widenetaphysical process that in
volves the cuckoo. Given ideas regarding the impregnating cuckoo, which car
ry the implication that newborns are little cuckoos, husbands blessed with
offspring cannot but be cuckolds in a cosmological sense (if hopefully not in
the trivial one involving human rivals). Of course, no ignorance of the relevance
of the physiological act to conception is involved in these representations.
Ratherwe are again dealing with the notion that sperm carries a spiritual prin

24 Leite deVasconcelosstnografia 7,221-22; MichelVulpescoles coutumesumaines péri
odiques: Etudes descriptives et compar@esis: Larose, 1927), 1340. Both SébillotFolklore
5,179, and GrimmJeutonic 2,679, pinpoint the idea that the cuckoo metamorphoses in winter
into a bird of preyW. Schulenbug, Wendische dlkssagen und Gebrauche aus deme8pald
(Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1880), 262, also refers this idea among the Sorbs, a Slavic populatien if East
ern Germany; and Gur&jmvolika zhivotnyk§96, states that this is a widespread belief among
the Slavs. (Again, | owe information on these Slavic dafentireas R. Johns.) Moreoy&ébit
lot, Folklore 5,179, 226 n. 6, finds in France the idea that the spring cuckoo returns on the shoul
ders of a carrion bird and adds, “this belief goes badntmuity and is much more widespread
in England than in France.” On the fairytale side, this is motif F101.3: “Return from lower world
on eagle” and it appears most often in the plot classifidédase-Thompson type 301. SAatti
Aarne and StitfhompsonThe pes of the FolktaleA Classification and BibliographgHelsin
ki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1961)-9Q, as well as Paul Delarueg conte popula&
francais: Catalogue raisonné des versions de France et des pays de langue frangaisentputr
vol. 1 (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1985),488 for the classification. Regarding the €on
nection between bringing forth golden items from the underworld and the return of springtime, see
Propp,Racines371-93, andvaz da SilvaMetamorphosis36-42, 94-105. For the more explic
it Altaic representations, see Roberte Hamay@nchasse a I'ame: Esquisse d'une théorie du
chamanisme sibérigiNanterre: Société d’ethnologie, 1990), 3156, 766 n. 20.
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ciple, which we now understand to revolve between this world and the other
world. This “folk theory of procreation,” to take up a term introduced by Carol
Delaney has come down to us in at least two versions, as does all faiRlore.

One version has been seriously upheld until fairly recemgnislaw
Malinowski, while famously grappling to come to terms with a South Seas ver
sion of the metaphysics of procreation in the late 1910s, expounded to natives
of theTrobriand Islands what he calls “the embryological view of the nyatter
namely “the simile of a seed being planted in the soil and the plant growing out
of the seed.” By the same epoch in 1929, Otto Rank spelled out in similar terms
the “truthful answer” to give a child interested in the origin of children, name
ly, that “the child grows in the mothHerbody somewhat as the plants grow in
the earth.” Delaneywho reports having heard this answer by the mid-twenti
eth century and later conveying it to her own daughtes gotten around to-re
marking that this view-entailing that “men . . provide the creative spark of
life ... while women, like soil, contribute the nurturant material that sustains
it”—has been “the predominant folk theory of procreation intast for mit
lennia.” Delaney ayues that this has continued to be so even after the discov
ery of the ovum and of genetics; that, in other words, the knowledge that women
are co-engenders has had littiéeef on explanations about procreation in
everyday language and even in academia. In short, the ancient view that pro
creation consists in placing in the nurturant media of females a spiritual seed or
divine principle, as Platolimaeus73c, 90a, 91a-b) andAristotle (Genera
tion of Animals716a, 728a, 730b, 731b2a, 736a—7a) had it long before
Christianism, has proved remarkably resilight.

Just as Malinowski has opposed this seemingly self-evident view to the soul-
reincarnation theory thd@robriand Islanders held to in spite of (as he thought)
better evidence, so Rank has opposed it to “the renofabéxlof the storkto
which, he fancied, children hold on in spite of being taught the “truthful” plant-
and-earth explanation. Remarkabilye tacit equivalence between so-called
primitives and children is here making enlightened Europeans impervious to
the possibility that their own certainties are every bit as mythological as the
ideas they are examining. Consider Rarddse. Freud'observations led him
to strongly maintain that the “stork fable” is actually not one of the sexual the
ories of children but is rather a view that children meet “withgeter doubts,”
and generally “refuse to believe,” while learning the facts of life from the scruti
ny of humans and the sexual life of animélihat is more, Freud granted that
the stork story imposed on children is a “mythologically significant piece of in

25 Carol DelaneyThe Seed and the Soil: Gender and Cosmologwikish \illage Society
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 8.

26 Bronislaw MalinowskiMagic, Science and Religion, and Other Esgagsmdon: Souvenir
Press, 1982), 223. Otto Rarlkhe Tauma of Bith (Mineola, N.Y: Dover 1993), 30. Carol De
laney “The Meaning of Paternity and thérgin Birth Debate,Man 21, 3 (1986): 50910; De
laney Seed8, 12-13.
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formation.”This entails, | think, that the sexual education of European children
has lagely consisted in exposing them to the culturally relevant metaphysics
of procreation while pretty much leaving them to find for themselves the
physics of it.The importance of such culturally relevant metaphysitsthe

point that, as Delaney pertinently remarks, it has withstood the shock of scien
tific evidence—seems clear in that even scientists feel tempted to relafise.
ness Carl Sagan, commenting on the ethnographic trials and tribulations of Ma
linowski: “If some peculiatooking stranger came into my town and askesl
where babies come from, I'd certainly be tempted to tell him about storks and
cabbages?”

With the benefit of hindsight, we may regard Rarikiuthful” answer re
garding the origin of children and the stork answer he attributes to children as
equivalent versions of a single, pervasive folk model of procredttmnfun
damental assumption of this model is, as it seems, that of a soul prineiple ac
tive in semen, which migratory birds cyclically replenish from the otherworld.
In this light, it is clear that the cuckoo of Portuguese ethnography is an allo
motif of the stork of pan-European lore and of the swans of Siberian belief, on
the one hand; and it seems fair to speculate that these fertilizing birds roughly
correspond to the dove imago of the impregnating Holy Spirit, on the bther
deed, there is a remarkable fit between the Christian admission that-the im
pregnating Holy Spirit may embody as a dove and the folk notion that incar
nating souls come with birds, the nature of which they partake.

CONCLUSION

If so, we seem at last to have the proper context to understand the correlation
in the Portuguese sanctuary between a statue of, Merychild Jesus, and a
dove on the one hand, and a statue of Joseph, the child Jesus, and a seeming
cuckoo, on the othemn this sanctuary we find, juxtaposed, the catholic tenet
that it was the Holy Spirit embodied as a dove, not Joseph, who impregnated
theVirgin and the local idea that it is the migratory cuckoo, not the husband
man, that is ultimately responsible for the soulful seeding of wombs and fields.
In the same frame of mind, the cuckold connotation of Joseph fits the corollary
that all husbandmen are essentially cuckolds.

As noted above, this is not just a ribald conclusion by Rabelais. Shakespeare,
too, draws on the metaphor between wombs and fields to say why cuckoldry
makes for happy husbandmés.the clown irAll's \Well that Ends WM puts it,

“He that ears my land spares my team, and gives me leave to in the crop. If |
be his cuckold, he’my drudge. He that comforts my wife is the cherisher of
my flesh and blood. . Emgo, he that kisses my wife is my friend” (1.3-4%7).

27 Rank,The Tauma of Bith, 30-31. Sigmund Freu®n Sexuality: Tree Essays on the The
ory of Sexuality and Otherdhks,ed.A. Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1991)-190
93. Carl SagarBrocas Brain: Reflections on the Romance of Sci¢NesvYork: Random House,
1979), 80.
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So the peasant of old might s#ye returning cuckoo is my drudge and | am his
happy cuckoldAgain, according to the same logic, St. Joseph is the patron of
married folk. For this reason, people pray to the statue of the exemplary cuck
old, honored on the day of the return of the cuckoo and holding the child Jesus
in association with a little cuckoo, for the success of marriages and for peace
in the family?®

In short, the statues of the child Jesus in the arms of his mother and foster
father holding the bird of his conception, represent the Holy Family and, in
deed, all familiesThis means that they symbolize a metaphysical view of pro
creation not reducible to Christian dogma. Indeed, the complementarity
between the statue of Mary with Jesus holding a presumed dove, on the main
altar, and the statue of Joseph with Jesus holding a presumable cuckoo; on a lat
eral altay enact the mutual fit between the paradigmatic Christian theophany
and a cyclic view that sets procreation in the context of a round of souls. Over
all, contemporary interpreterssuch as local people at the sanctyand the
writer of the present pieeedo have a legitimate choice between at least two
possible interpretations concerning the problematic Witile the dove read
ing emphasizes catholicjtyhe cuckoo hypothesis unearths persistent-tradi
tional notions that the dove reading would remit to oblivion. Even though some
at least among the local folks may justifiably choose the first path, the folklorist
setting a price on the richness of symbolic thought is likely to go for the sec
ond. But no alternative is at stake, redlty the two variants correspond, and
they imply each other

28 “protévangile,” 74-75; Voragine Légende196, 497.



