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[bookmark: _GoBack]Dissertation Report

The subject of animal disguise has always been a fascination of mine since a visit to the Welsh History Museum, St Fagans as a child over two decades ago. The Sinister, terrifying, skeletal figure of the Mari Lwyd stared, hollow-eyed from her glass casing, daring the onlooker to gaze into them, but the question that very few people will be asking themselves is, what is the secret behind this figure? Was this disguise just mere entertainment, or perhaps a long forgotten heathen ritual? This visit to St Fagans, a love of the folk horror genre and an avid interest in the history of folklore and folk practices in general, has led me to animal masks and animal disguise as a dissertation topic. A topic that is under researched, with very few books on the subject, and most of the actual books in question were written over forty years ago. It appears that while there is still animal disguise used in entertainments and repeated rituals today, the real reason to their creation, seems to have lost its meaning. The people who perform these rituals, do so out of habit, rather than a true purpose. There is something rather sinister about the appearance of a human being in the guise of an animal, the question is why has this been continually done throughout the year for centuries? They could be enacted as a celebration for the coming of the Spring and Summer, or perhaps they were a fertility ritual, a ritual to ensure a successful harvest, or maybe even as a use for ritualistic celebrations such as All Souls and All Hallows eve for the souls of the dead (such as the horse disguise of the mari lwyd), or perhaps they encompass all of these rituals and ceremonies. There are many ways in which these disguises could have been used for.
What I aim to gain some understanding of while doing my research is what secrets could be hidden behind the disguise of animals? What were certain animals represented as in the Medieval period? On reading a large number of books on Calendar Customs and the only two books dedicated to animal disguising itself, it seems that not enough research has been done to try and discover the intended purpose to these ancient rituals. Indeed, it seems that there is a dirge of information on the the way that animals were viewed in medieval times, and indeed before, with very little exploration of their symbolic significance. There might be some hidden clues to their creation if one were to explore these disguises more thoroughly, looking beyond just the exploration of these Calender Customs, and looking into beliefs that were important to the Medieval people at this time. These are the books that I found most pertinent to my enquiry thus far are Violet Alfords The Hobby Horse and other Animal Masks, an insightful book that explores not only masked celebrations on the British Isles, but also over the rest of the continent, and Ritual Animal Disguise, an interesting read, with medieval records that will be of great use to me during the writing of my dissertation.  
Initially, the intension was to focus my investigations solely on the British Isles, but on further reading I found that it would be a limitation to do so. Whilst reading for this dissertation, there were fantastic examples of animal disguising overseas, which would perhaps give a clue to the origins of these ancient practices. The problem at this time is the haphazard nature of my research, I want to organise my research for my dissertation into segments, to put in place what will be discussed in each chapter of my independent project, which will make a better and clearer and coherent picture to the reader. Much thought has been given to the title itself, and what has been decided is ‘Tracing the Visual Image: is it possible to trace a narrative from Medieval animal disguise design? 
Ancient Shamanic practices could hold a clue to these masked celebrations, finding scholarly work on this might be a challenge due to modern shamanism books being predominant, but with journal websites such as Jstor and of course the National library at Aberystwyth, I am highly likely to find academic books and journals that may be of use. This is certainly worth further investigation. Obviously an expansion to my bibliography is needed, and much more Journals and Articles and books relating to my subject will need to be investigated.
The materials used in the making of the outfits in animal disguises, such as bells and ribbons, individually these were seen as devices to ward off the Evil Eye,1 could this be why they were used together in many of these rituals? Again, this is not discussed in any of the books that I have consulted. Then there are Medieval songs, folk songs that also might hold some clues to their creation, especially songs sung in celebration of the seasons, perhaps they hold some secret behind the words, some analysis of this will certainly be considered. The Church condemned the use of Stags, Bulls, calves and goats,2 why these particular animals? Why were they considered heathen, whilst hares and horses were not? There is much evidence as to the embracing of Pagan celebrations as a way of pacifying the villagers who lived in the more remote areas of the British Isles, due to the remotest spots being the last to be converted to the Christian faith. That the hobby horse was used by the Clergy used as ways of gaining funds for the repair of their beloved places of worship. As many European countries were late to the conversion of Christianity, not being fully converted until the late fourteenth Century. It might be interesting to focus some of my research on the customs of these particular places. Perhaps in so doing, one can indeed glean much more of an understanding as to the motives of their origins in the British rituals.
As there is very little in the way of documental evidence, and many of these traditions are oral, it makes it much more difficult to be getting conclusive evidence for my research. The issue that I have found on my reading, is that most of the evidence dates back to the 19th century, with a few dating to the 17th century. As for medieval evidence, There are examples such as the Hobby Horse depicted in the Betley Window in Staffordshire, and wonderful manuscript illustrations of animal mask celebrations such as displayed in the fourteenth century manuscript Le roman d’Alexandre. There is yet another ancient medieval practice that holds perhaps a secret to the familiar Calender Customs, and that is the Charivari ritual, a terrifying spectacle of peasants chasing their victim through the village , their faces hidden behind crude animal masks, the Charivari ritual was intended to humiliate the victim.3 What I aim to discover is why animals were used in disguising in this particular way, was it because animals were seen as creatures of lesser intelligence? Or perhaps there was a more sinister reasoning to this horrifying, barbaric ritual. There are manuscripts with illuminations relating to this ritual, so it would certainly be worth further investigating. Also, the toy horse, which hales back to the ancient Greeks, will certainly be interesting as to the invention of the hobby-horse itself, indeed it could be stated that it was the first hobby-horse, and perhaps largely influenced the creation of the Hobby-Horse itself. There are depictions of this child’s toy in medieval manuscripts that will certainly be interesting in relation to this research.
I have also yet to encounter more theoretical approaches to these ceremonies, perhaps the way dance is interpreted theoretically would provide a useful lens to examine these phenomena? This has yet to be touched upon in any of my readings and may prove to be a fascinating insight into these intriguing practices. The history of dance is certainly a very important aspect to my research, and could hold some very important clues. The man-woman and the fool, whilst not being animal guisers are often seen in these dramatic dance rituals, prancing around the hobby-horse. To decipher their purpose, may shine a light on the guisers purpose in these dance rituals. The Abbots Bromley Horn Dance is a fine example of ritualistic dance, and indeed, one of the horns (which became damaged and sent for testing in the late seventies),4 was discovered to have dated back to the tenth Century. So, there is a high possibility that the Horn Dance and the Sword Dance (which often involves animal maskers) is indeed very ancient and dates back to a pre-Christian era in our history. It is certainly worth investigation, and through research will of course be involved. Again, this will be the most frustrating aspect of my research, the lack of documented evidence, but this is where looking into the symbolic significance of particular animals, will prove to be of great import to this investigation.

My supervisor Harriet Webster suggests that the use of bestiaries would be extremely useful in my research for this dissertation topic, as of course it would give a fabulous insight as to how the medieval people viewed animals as almost hybrids. As of course half human and half man, would indeed be classified. Harriet also recommended the use of classic medieval literature, I was thinking along these lines myself, as of course there are links between the mari lwyd and the white horse of Rhiannon’s in the Mabinogion. There is also the wolf in the lais of marie de France and perhaps a link with the wolf mask of Bavaria, perhaps looking into how the medieval mind viewed wolves could help gain some insight into the creation of these masked disguisers. The Roderic Bowen library and Aberwytwyth archives, will be of great use to me, and will help with my research for this particular topic, with the abundance of medieval books and journals that are available there.
Over the years animal masking has become almost a curio. A strange practice that most people would presume dates back mainly to the nineteenth century. There are plenty of photographic evidence dating back to the Victorian age, but it is sadly more difficult to get conclusive evidence for the era of my studies, but, thankfully for me as a medieval historian, with the existence of Church records, manuscripts, artwork and journals, I hope to gain a different perspective on these ritualistic practices. There is sadly little documented evidence, it is known that animal disguise has been in existence since at least the thirteenth century, but what is not known due to the lack of evidence is why. Obviously, the lack of books relating to my topic does make the research more difficult, it can make for a much more exiting and interesting investigation, than say if I were to rely on the readings of others. These customs were and are performed throughout the year, it is my aim to explore why they were performed on specific dates of the year, as these dates will hopefully give some clues as to their purpose, further exploration of these festivals are certainly a necessity. 
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