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Rituals in Europe,

Durham (NC): Carolina
Academic Press 2023, 270 s.

ISBN 978-1-5310-2673-8.

Ritual is one of the perennial subjects of
religious studies or indeed of all social
studies, since ritual does not belong to the
province of religion alone. Further, anthro-
pologists and ethnologists like Alessandro
Testa have lately paid more attention to
European societies, expanding their sights
beyond the conventional bounds of “tradi-
tional” or “indigenous” peoples. Indeed,
Testa has been writing about rituals and
festivals in Europe for well over a decade,
and much of that material is reproduced and
updated here in a timely and welcome “sys-
temization” of terms and concepts in this
field.

The result is a short book (around
60,000 words) drawing on previously-pub-
lished work dating from 2014 to as recently
as 2020. The book is thus a sort of sum-
mary and capstone for nearly a decade of
research (2010-2019) on questions of “heri-
tage-making”, re-enchantment, and ritual-
ization in general. The book consists of
nine chapters, including an introductory
chapter and a concluding chapter. In be-
tween are chapters as brief as 1,700 words
but most around six thousand words, di-
vided into two parts (the second, third, and
fourth chapters constitute the first part).

As Testa humbly but accurately con-
fesses, the second part, which is more eth-
nographic, not only comprises the bulk of
the text but the “better informed” and
“more mature” section. The chapters of the
first part, by comparison, are more general
and preliminary. The second chapter, based
on a 2014 article in Method and Theory in
the Study of Religion and by far the longest
of the essays, introduces the issue of power

and politics in regard to public rituality,
initially identifying the terrain of the vari-
ous “dimensions” of public ritual (the pub-
lic, the ritual, the festive atmosphere, the
festive behavior, and the high rate of cul-
tural codification)—a useful scheme for
analyzing any ritual performance. It also
acquaints the reader with major figures in
the history of ritual studies like Durkheim,
Eliade, Gramsci, Bakhtin, Turner, Geertz,
Bourdieu, and Handelman. For scholars
who are already familiar with this litera-
ture, there are additional references to
lesser-known researchers who focused on
European festival activity.

The third chapter presents what Testa
calls his personal theory of rituality.
Drawing again on august figures like
Durkheim, Turner, Sahlins, and Handel-
man, he emphasizes such factors as formal-
ization, tradition, transmission, and repeti-
tion, as well, of course, as symbolism and
symbolic density. Also, as a form of com-
munication, ritual action—which may and
usually, if not necessarily, does entail ordi-
nary objects, words, and gestures—must be
an “extra-ordinary” form of action, setting
the ritual moment apart from everyday be-
havior and thus instilling it with new and
added meaning.

None of this is particularly earth-shat-
tering, but it is put to good use in the fourth
chapter and beyond, as we begin to dig into
the ethnographic material, drawn from
three major research projects that Testa has
pursued throughout his career. Two of these
case studies appear in the fourth chapter on
the process of conversion from “folklore”
to “cultural heritage,” namely, an Italian
and a Czech festival. Now we finally hear
what will be the primary theme of the rest
of the project: how academic ideas and
practices get absorbed into and circulated
within the emic or local level of thought
and action. For the moment, he raises the
issue of UNESCO’s shift from a folklore
discourse to an “intangible culture heri-
tage” discourse—a discourse that local
players listen to, adopt, and exploit in their
own development or invention of “tradi-
tional” festivals.

This approach begins to pay dividends
in the fifth chapter, which, despite its ex-
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traordinarily short length (1,700 words),
lays the groundwork for an understanding
of contemporary “traditional” festivals as
works of “reinterpretation, re-functional-
ization, and manipulation of all sorts.” The
sixth chapter is the richest in the book, not
only for its detailed historical and ethno-
graphic descriptions of the two cases (the
carnival of the deer-man in Castelnuovo al
Volturno, Italy and the mumming festival
of Masopust in Bohemia, Czech Republic)
with a hint of a third case from Catalonia,
Spain, but also for Testa’s fundamental no-
tion of “popular Frazerism.” This is the
clearest and most important process in his
vision of the transformation of academic
theorizing into vernacular thought and ac-
tion. James Frazer, the renowned author of
The Golden Bough, has apparently saturat-
ed local festivalization, especially his hy-
pothesis about the relationship between
much pre-modern festival activity and fer-
tility. In agricultural societies, fertility is
naturally a main preoccupation, but as
Testa reminds us, agriculture has long been
abandoned in many communities in Europe
and around the world. Yet, in the Italian and
Czech cases, fertility persists as a theme of
the local festival, and Testa establishes that
actors are explicitly conscious of Frazer’s
writing. The result is a kind of post-secular
re-enchantment, functioning through many
processes including the reappropriation of
things that were (or are believed to have
been) believed and practiced in pre-modern
times, the revival of paganism and magic,
the appearance of “religinoid” or novel reli-
gion-like forms of “civic rituality”, the rise
of “spirituality” versus religion, and in
some instances the outright invention of
traditions and religions.

If for no other reason than Chapter 6, the
book is worth reading. However, the final
two chapters, each in the six thousand to
seven thousand word range, extend the dis-
cussion. Testa risks granting festivals agen-
cy in the central question of the seventh
chapter: “why do certain events want to
become heritage?” Fortunately, he is refer-
ring to the “heritage sensibility” acquired
by actors—from festival organizers and par-
ticipants to political officials, tourists, and
of course observant scholars—that gener-

ates the current Frazerian festival form.
Another way to speak of this process is the
“vernacularization of the heritage discourse
and practices”, transferred from academic
and institutional sources to local societies.
The eighth and final chapter (not counting
the conclusion) returns to three of his core
concepts—re-enchantment, ritualization,
and heritage-making—and applies them to
his three ethnographic cases plus another
brief fourth example (the famous Krampus
tradition). While most of his book is fo-
cused on ritual, here he also highlights
myth and its relation to a past or even pri-
mordial time and its symbolic creation and
mobilization of a community’s or society’s
imagination and self-identity.

Ritualising Cultural Heritage and Re-
enchanting Rituals in Europe, as 1 said at
the outset, is something of a summation of
a decade of Testa’s research on European
festival culture, which has taken him from
pre-modern carnival to contemporary pub-
lic rituals. Built out of previously-published
material, it is slightly constrained by what
he has written already, which affects the
distribution and the flow of the book. On
my first read, I thought there was too much
preliminary material and not enough case
detail, although on a second read I could
see some point to the structure. However, if
an all-new manuscript had been provided
instead, the weight of the preliminary dis-
cussion could have been reduced in favor of
the ethnographic discussion; alternatively,
the book could have been expanded signifi-
cantly with case material and still been of
manageable length. A final question is the
audience for the book. Scholars who spe-
cialize in ritual and religion will be well
familiar with the surveys of the opening
chapters, although they will still benefit
greatly from the analyses of the second
part. Of course, scholars who work in other
areas can learn from the first chapters, and
university students might find the book
quite useful in courses on religion, festivals
and public rituals, and European culture.
Testa’s discoveries about the vernaculariza-
tion of professional and international heri-
tage discourse, and specifically about pop-
ular Frazerism, are by far the most impor-
tant theoretical contribution of the book
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and to scholarship in general. I hope that he
develops these ideas further and that other
academics pick them up and exploit their
potential not only in religious studies but in
politics and beyond.

JACK DAVID ELLER

Religio: Revue pro religionistiku
32/1, 2024, 238-240.
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Lukas Dirga — Jan Vané,
NabozZenstvi za mrizemi:
stale(é) i nestalé,

Brno: Lukas a syn 2023, 224 s.
ISBN 978-80-7364-156-6.

Kolektivni monografie s nazvem Ndbo-
Zenstvi za mrizemi: stdle(é) i nestdle pred-
stavuje velmi zdafily pokus o organické
propojeni témat penitenciarni sociologie
a sociologie nabozenstvi formou editované
antologie prispévkl prednich ceskych od-
bornikl a odbornic — piedstavujicich riizné
pohledy spolecenskovédnich disciplin — se
spole¢nym zdjmem o penitencidrni temati-
ku. Ceské kriminologické obci dobie zna-
ma dvojice sociologli ze Zapadoceské uni-
verzity v Plzni oslovila odborniky z oblasti
historie, prava, penologie, antropologie,
politologie ¢i religionistiky a umné sestavi-
la na vice nez dvou stech stranach zajima-
vou mozaiku pohledii na rizné aspekty Zi-
vota za miiZzemi vézenskych zafizeni.

Uvodni piispévky zabyvajici se dopo-
drobna historii vézenské duchovenské
a pastoracni sluzby a jejim instituciondlnim
legislativnim ukotvenim poskytuji ¢tenari
dobry zakladni vhled a kontextualizaci pro-
blematiky od doby Habsburské (potazmo
rakousko-uherské) monarchie az k soucas-
né podobé stavajiciho vézenského systému.
Pavlovo ,,kde se rozmohl hfich, tam se jesté
mnohem vice rozhojnila milost* (Rim 3,

20) presné ilustruje temné obdobi obou to-
talit, kdy se vézni nezfidka stavali samotni
duchovni pastyfi.

Autorky kapitoly vénované kriminolo-
gické perspektivé ,,nabozZenskych progra-
mu“ se nenechaly vlakat do pasti kvantita-
tivné evaluativniho méfeni efektivity, ja-
kozto na vyzkumnickych datech a (pfirodo)
védecky orientované evidenci zaloZené le-
gitimizaci evangelijni zvésti a jejich hlasa-
teltl v prostfedi véznic, a spiSe se soustiedi-
ly na §ifi moZnych kriminologicko-metodo-
logickych pfistupt k danému tématu.

,.Nebudete sva téla zjizvovat pro mrtvé-
ho ani si délat néjaké tetovani* (Lv 19, 28)
je darazny prikaz z Bible, ktery nejenze
neni za zdmi véznic pfili§ znam, ale byva
zpravidla Casto porusovan. Tetovani vlastné
k vézenskému prostiedi a kriminalnim sub-
kulturdm od nepaméti neodmyslitelné pat-
fi. Jeho identitotvornym ¢i krypticky emic-
kym vyznamem a symbolickou rovinou
neverbalniho pfiznani se k (pfinejmensim)
urcité ,,privatizované* formé religiozity se
obsédhle zabyva samostatna Ctvrtd kapitola.

Ve shodé¢ s autory kapitoly k ndbozenské
radikalizaci a extremismu ve vézeniském
prostiedi 1ze konstatovat, Ze otazka nébo-
Zenského extremismu je v nasem lokdlnim
penitenciarnim kontextu zaleZitosti spiSe
izolovanych jednotlivet” (s. 132) a celkové
se z hlediska zavaznosti nejednd o nepalci-
véjsi problém ceského vézenstvi. Na dru-
hou stranu se — coZ lze ndzorné vidét na
mnoha piipadech z Francie, Némecka nebo
Velké Britanie — miiZe situace velice rychle
zménit. Soucasnou situaci, predev§im
s ohledem na zcela zasadni (pfedevsim zna-
lostni) nepfipravenost persondlu Ceskych
a moravskych véznic, nelze povaZovat za
uspokojivou. S diraznym apelem autort
kapitoly na ,,potfebu vzdélavat vybrané
[sic!] pracovniky v otdzkéch riiznych extre-
mistickych projeva“ (s. 135) se bude s nej-
vétsi pravdépodobnosti muset Vézenska
sluzba CR rozhodné naleZité vyporadat.

Posledni dvé kapitoly vénované katego-
ridlni pastoraci komplementarné propoju-
jici poskytovatele a pfijemce duchovni péce
a vedeni elegantné ramuji a citlivé zasazuji
téma ,,nabozenstvi“ do realné kazdoden-
nosti vézetiského Zivota v 21. stoleti. S po-
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zorovatelnym ubytkem véficich ve farnos-



