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The terms ‘calendar’ and ‘gender’ are discussed in relation to the reckoning of changing patterns of behaviour deemed timely and the determination of timeless characteristics conventionally associated with taxonomic classes.  The coming together of calendar time and gender type is instanced in literature and in Irish vernacular calendar custom, especially as set down in The Year in Ireland.  Two accounts, male and female, of aspects of Brídeog custom at February 1 are commented on and the traditional reckoning of calendrical quarter days is examined to reveal the patterning of the gendered personifications associated with them.
Any aspect of Traditional Calendar one cares to address will already have had light thrown on it in the writings and scholarship of Dr. Caoimhín Ó Danachair, in whose honour, the lecture out of which this paper has emerged was delivered.  Dr. Ó Danachair’s work, on every side, was marked by clarity in both conceptual and expressive terms and it is perhaps with this characteristic of his scholarship in mind that we can begin with a consideration of the meanings inherent in the two chief terms of our title: calendar and gender. Calendar essentially has to do with the reckoning of ‘time’ or, better, perhaps, of timeliness in regard to the performance of certain behaviours.  It is the perception of timeliness, in individuals, and in groups or community, that triggers actions such as, for instance, those of ‘going to bed’, ‘celebrating Christmas’, ‘studying for exams’.  Of all such actions and behaviours it can be said that there is a differential appropriateness – depending on age, for example in the case of children versus adults ‘going to bed’; religion or ethnicity in the case of Christians versus non-Christians ‘celebrating Christmas’; educational aspiration in the case of students versus non-students ‘studying for exams’.  At different times, different individuals and different groups perform different actions so that the passage of time always involves a course of change.  In calendar we register such course of change in the various aspects of our lives – religious, civic, recreational – and our environments – physical, social and symbolic.

Gender, on the other hand has essentially to do with the reckoning of ‘type’ or kind, with categorical class and genus.  Here, whether we are pondering the types and kinds in the physical, social or symbolic contexts of our lives, what we do amounts to a determination of ‘identity’ and the conventional recognition of ‘fixed’ and indeed ‘timeless’ characteristics that we associate with that gender identity.  Again here a differential in gender characterisation can be envisaged, which is a kind of appropriateness that relates to the behaviours and modes of being we associate with and expect regarding various female and male roles in human society, in the animal and plant worlds and in the symbolic worlds of artistic creativity and religious myth.

This perception of change and passage of time, on the one hand and that recognition of gender identity, masculine and feminine, on the other are, of course, matters of consciousness on the part of the perceiving and recognizing human mind and human agency.  As humans we are conscious of distinctions in respect of the registration of the passage of ‘time’ and conscious of distinctions in the recognition of ‘kind’.  The consciousness of such distinctions is directly reflected in language structure and in language use, as when we speak, in English, of now and then, of past, present and future time and of mice and men, boy and girl, female and male, in ascending orders of subjectivity and abstraction.

The Ó Danachair Lecture takes place annually near February 1, the Feast of St Bridget, in recognition of the abiding contribution to traditional calendar scholarship that Caoimhín Ó Danachair’s work entails.  The combination of time-reckoning and gender identity recognition involved in this particular point of the traditional year in Ireland is paralleled in Scottish tradition in respect of January 25, Burns’ Night with its customary meal of ‘neeps and whisky’ and its ritual ‘Toast to the Lasses’ enjoined on those partaking of the male fare.  The celebrated poem by Robert Burns ‘To a Mouse’ seems to me to offer another significant instance of the combination of the registering in consciousness – the heightened consciousness of the poet – of the passage of time and its tragic human implications and the recognition not only of the generic separateness of mice and men but of a basic creaturely commonality in the condition of worldly existence.  The final two stanzas of the poem have the poet directly addressing his fellow creature, the mouse, whose nest lies destroyed under the poet’s plough.

‘But, Mousie, thou art no thy lane,

In proving foresight may be vain:

The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men

Gang aft a–gley.

An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain

For promised joy.

Still thou art blest, compared wi’ me,

The present only toucheth thee:

But och! I backward cast my e’e

On propects drear!

An’ forward, tho’ I canna see,

I guess an’ fear.’

Burns here highlights a crux of consciousness; how it confers freedom to transcend the present in reflection and imagination and delight and yet brings the realisation that grief and pain, regret and fear are the human lot for much of time.  One thinks of the lines Auden threads through his poem ‘Spain 1937’:

‘_ _ _ Yesterday all the past _ _ _

_ _ _ Tomorrow, perhaps, the future _ _ _

_ _ _ But today the struggle _ _ _’

Behind the surface implication of political struggle, there is, as always with Auden, the potentially metaphysical.

There is surely a sense in which much of culture and tradition, art and artefact, is a coping mechanism developed by conscious humans to reduce, albeit symbolically, the guesswork and the insecurity of life and to assuage, somewhat, in symbolic containment, the fear and the terror of existence attendant on consciousness.

Time is a somewhat elusive concept in the scholarly study of culture and tradition.  The great Emile Durkheim held that the only way we can conceive of time is in terms of the ‘collective representations’ that come to us as our social and cultural traditions, whether as ideas, patterns of behaviour or modes of experience.  Ideas about the passage of time are represented in the ways a) time is envisaged as being divided into units of various length, b) the sense in which the rate at which time passes is perceived to vary and c) the degree to which the organisation of the temporal is regarded as more or less structured (‘seasonality’, for instance versus notions of ‘24/7’ and ‘365’.  Patterns of behaviour held to be appropriate to different times are, perhaps, most vividly expressed in the words of the first eight verses of Ecclesiastes, Chap. 3 that begin: ‘All things have their season: and in their time all things pass under heaven:…’

Modes of experience of the passage of time amount to the ordering of reality within some temporal framework as, for instance in the case of people’s common perception of the reality of such as ‘the run-up to Christmas’, ‘the darkest hour before the dawn’, ‘the season of mists and mellow fruitfulness’.

Time, it thus appears, is both a human imaginative construction and a subjective experience in individual consciousness.  As imaginative construction we project it outside ourselves onto our surrounding environments and also internally onto our lives within these environments.  The outside projection yields the various annual cycles in nature, society and ideology while the internal projection gives rise to ideas of a life-cycle for both the individual and the community.  As subjective experience, the indispensable ‘now’ is inevitably accompanied by memory and imagination with both of these subject to the potential vagaries of creativity.  Projection and subjectivity combine to induce the sense of time flowing by our consciousness of being ‘in the moment’ and the sense of there being a linear succession or progression of ‘nows’.  Virginia Woolf envisaged us as living our lives in what she termed ‘moments of being’ – each one of them, in a sense, eternal within the flow of the Great River of Being.  Examples of such moments can extend from my own personal teenage perceptive of being ‘always’ and ‘forever’ present with classmates at a soccer match at Turner’s Cross, Cork, on the day before our return to school after the apparently endless Summer holidays to the terrifying, revelatory ‘eternity’ of the look Orpheus gives behind at his wife Eurydice as she moves back from him forever and forever.  Something of the power of that mythic moment is repeatedly found within our human experience of presence at a deathbed – at the moment of an individual’s passing – and especially here it is true to say that we experience “time” and its passage as something that is at once truly repetitive and uniquely non-repetitive at one and the same time.

On the repetitive or cyclical side of time we find ideas like Eliade’s ‘myth of eternal return’ (Eliade, 1954) while on the non-repetitive, linear side we have notions of progress and the ‘march of history’.  When gender is added to this duality of consciousness regarding the passing of time we can consider ideas like Kristeva’s opposition of Women’s Time (cyclical/repetitive) to Men’s Time (linear/progressive) in the symbolic expression and representation of time and the perception of its passage (Kristeva, 1986).

Women’s Time, in this perspective, contains serial birthings and renewals at biological, social and symbolic/cosmological levels of life of the immortal female.  Men’s Time involves the progressive carrying forward of the male, from the single creativity of origin of one birth, to an attempt at leaving an heroic if mortal mark on the world.  Mythological stories of goddess and warrior/king in Irish and in other Indo-European traditions yield numerous examples of the applicability of Kristeva’s ideas.

Gender too involves the recognition of an oppositional polarity which is projected onto the contents of consciousness as these derive from our perception of our physical and social environments and our imaginative construction of symbolic ones.  The basic case of grammatical gender is instructive where words assigned masculine and feminine genders are accompanied by a further category deemed of neutral gender and where the gender assignment varies across languages cf. cailín, ‘girl’ in Irish being a masculine noun while stail, ‘stallion’ is feminine.  Sure polarity is clearly a matter of culture rather than of nature – where continuum rather than sharply-defined opposition is the reality.  ‘Day’ shades into ‘night’; ‘black’ shades into ‘white’; ‘hot’ shades into ‘cold’; ‘young’ shades into ‘old’ and ‘winter’ shades into ‘spring’ shades into ‘summer’.  We can understand that, by contrast with the culturally absolute of masculine and feminine genders there are overlapping commonalities and continua in the maleness and femaleness of human individuals at both the biological and psychological levels so that the question of sex and gender produces a situation somewhat akin to the perception of time and its passage as both repetitive and unique.  The either/or of cultural assignment is countered by the possibility of a both/and alternation/duality/ambiguity.

We can illustrate this contrast of the culturally clear-cut with the naturally less clear-cut in the case of both body and mind.  In respect of the level of the anatomy of the human body a very definite sharing of features underlies the polarity of a “Charles Atlas” figure vis-à-vis a ‘Miss Universe’.  In terms of biochemistry also any polarity between the sexes is more complicated than a simple 100% testosterone vs oestrogen divide.  In respect of mind much has been made of the Jungian ideas of a joint Animus/Anima constitution of every psyche.  ‘Showing one’s feminine side’ can be a major concern for some males while women’s liberation issues include the dismantling of an emotional stereotyping of the ‘feminine’ woman.

Levi-Strauss (1969) holds that, in totemic societies, taxonomic categories derived from a conventionalized perception of nature serve to structure culture overall. Thus, at the level of cognition in totemic societies 'animals are good to think with'. Similarly, in respect of Irish vernacular cultural tradition, it appears to be the case that, at the level of cognition, a conventionally polarised perception of gender is good to think with.  We can illustrate this in terms of a wide range of examples from what is regarded as common knowledge in our own society.  Firstly there is the kind of animism involved in attributing gender identity to inanimate objects such as the tongs (female) and the poker (male) of the fireplace and the widespread attribution of female gender to boats and cars.  There is an interesting metaphorical extension of this in the Irish language where male discussion of female attractiveness can take the form (in coastal fishing community discourse) of apparently talking about a boat e.g. ‘Nach deas an bád í sin? _ _ _’ / ‘Isn’t she the good looking woman?….’  Then there is the mind-set underlying the social division of labour into constituencies of men’s work and women’s work with the stereotypical attribution exercising a considerable degree of social control over the behaviours of individuals.  Furthermore, in popular cosmology the universe and its ruling energies are envisaged in a gendered fashion to produce such terms as Mother Nature, God the Father, Lady Luck/Fortuna – whom one would placate – together with her opposite whom one would execrate – ‘Life is a bitch’.  Time also is gendered in the terms of popular cosmology in the case of ‘Old Father Time’ contrasting with the Baby who represents ‘New Year’.  While it appears to be generally accepted that the baby New Year is male we can note that in Irish literary tradition an óige, ‘youth’ is personified as female, as in the celebrated Teach Cuana episode of the medieval tale Feis Tighe Chonáin and the Fenian tale of Diarmuid and the ball seirce, ‘love spot’.

Thinking in such oppositional polarities gives rise, of course, to ideas of the dangerous liminal status of phenomena that are perceived as being ‘in-between’ the identities of conventional taxonomic classification.  Two classics of the scholarship of such liminality and its cultural and social consequences are van Gennep’s Rites de Passage (van Gennep, 1960) and Douglas’s Purity and Danger (Douglas, 1966).  One should also mention the work of Turner (1982) who develops the idea of liminality and its functions into a theory of ‘communitas’ wherein social structure is being continually challenged and overthrown in cycles of anti-structure and re-structuration that continue endlessly in the lives of communities.

Coming to the matter of gender identity within the calendar of Irish vernacular tradition we can note, at the outset, how so much of our information appears to come out of what is, largely, the world of male perception.  Informants and collectors for the Irish Folklore Commission were predominantly male.  Caoimhín Ó Danachair (1972) and Séamus Ó Catháin (1995) are major analysts and commentators on calendar organization and calendar custom in Irish tradition – though they are joined in this regard by Máire Mac Neill (1962) and her exhaustive and meticulous study of the harvest festival and its rituals.  We are able to compare two accounts of the spring festival customs at February 1, Lá ‘le Bríde ‘St Bridget’s Day’ that come from elderly male and female informants, respectively, and there would appear to be some gender-specific aspects involved.  One account comes from the South Kerry district of Uíbh Ráthach and was collected by Professor Séamus Ó Duilearga from Seán Ó Conaill of Cill Rialaigh (Ó Duilearga, 1948).  The other is from Corca Dhuibhne in West Kerry and was collected by Pádraig Tyers from Mrs Bríd Granville of Paróiste an Fhirtéaraigh (Tyers, 1973), who lived nearly a half-century later than Seán Ó Conaill.

Bríd Granville reports that girls only visited from house-to-house in the festive Brídeog custom and that such visitation took place on St Bridget’s Day itself.  She says that eggs and pennies were collected in the course of the visitation by the girls and that all such proceeds were given to parents at home.

Seán Ó Conaill, on the other hand, tells us that both boys and girls processed in house visitation and that this took place on St Bridget’s Eve.  He reports that some of the visiting groups were masked (boys?) in his youth and that “nowadays” boys only go in the Brídeog.  The house visitation of the Brídeog involved carrying around an effigy of St Bridget and Ó Conaill reports that a turnip stump was sometimes used for the head of the effigy – surely a male touch? – as is his comment that while no money was collected in the visitation of his youth, it is money for drink that is wanted by the (male?) participants in the ‘contemporary, Brídeog.

Bríd Granville goes on to describe the custom of the Brat Bríde, ‘St. Bridget’s Mantle’ whereby a piece of cloth is said to acquire healing powers and claims that the Brat Bríde of a woman whose own name is Bríd, ‘Bridget’ would be of greater efficacy.  She also describes the use of the Brat Bríde in the case, not of human illness, but of the mare and the sow who will not suckle their new-born young.  This female account of the female-derived promotion of lactation in the animal realm is consistent with the ‘fertility of flocks’ symbolism of St Bridget Day customs and its concern with milk and butter.

Caoimhín Ó Danachair’s important book, The Year in Ireland, a calendar of custom and belief has many examples of a gendered, hierarchical division projected within the social mind-set of the pre-modern community throughout the phases of the year.  In pre-Lenten Shrovetide marriage divination (by females) and in the patriarchal arrangement of marriage in the ceremonies of the match and the dowry we find prominent preliminaries to weddings with their detailed patterns of customary behaviours so well described in the Ó Danachair book.  Something of the masculinist social tyranny of marriage is caught in the unkind, and sometimes, cruel jokes, verses and pranks of Chalk Sunday and the Skellig Lists where the unmarried are pilloried and humiliated.

At St Patrick’s Day, March 17 there is gender distinction in the way the two major customs giving expression to the patronal celebration are reported.  The Pota Pádraig celebratory drink of (mostly) whiskey with one’s companions presents as a largely male affair with women, as at Christmas, associated more with the consumption of tea.  The other major Patrick’s Day custom, the wearing of an emblem, has males wearing a square of material, most often stout paper or cardboard, on which cruciform patterns have been coloured in while females wear a single small cross of paper or wood to which multi-coloured ribbons are attached.  On Palm Sunday it is males (men and boys) who are reported as wearing the blessed palm.

Easter involves a clear division of labour in the preparations of the home for celebration of the feast.  The cleaning and decoration of the house and its surrounds has women concentrating on the interior, domestic sphere while men attended to the public sphere of the yard and the haggard.  For Good Friday it was customary for males to have their hair cut – understood to be a protection against headache in the future, while women, on the day, let their hair down loosely – the traditional accompaniment of mourning in ritual (e.g. the wake) and in literature.

Christmas, and the twelve days of its traditional season, shows the clearest gender division in the separation of Christmas (on Dec 25) – taken to be the male, solar solstice celebration, involving the festive consumption of beef and whiskey – from Nollaig na mBan, ‘Women’s Christmas’ on Jan 6 when cake and tea were understood to constitute the festive fare.  It has been argued that there are strong lunar associations at Jan 6, with the end of the twelve days of symbolic darkness into which traditional cosmology gathers the dark days of the interlunium periods (days/nights on which there is ‘no moon’) throughout the year.  With Epiphany and its enlightenment, on Jan 6, the female world is restored out of the dead natural world at midwinter, just as the male activities of Dec 26, centring on hunting activities, and especially the hunt for, the death of and the symbolic waking/resurrection of the wren in the ceremonies and festivities of Lá an Dreoilín and its Wren Boy celebrations, marks a male reawakening at the dead time of the natural year.  The Year in Ireland is a very rich source of evidence for much more that could be said on calendrical gender division in the social sphere, and it suggest very many topics for further research relating to this subject.

Moving from the social mind-set to the realm of cosmology we can see how a gendered projection accompanies the overall organization and structure of the various layers of the traditional calendar.  This way of reckoning the yearly round derives from a mixture of the calculations and conceptions of Roman and Celtic antiquity, medieval Christendom and early modern Enlightenment in astronomy and other sciences, as these converge with an underlying system that pre-existed from pre-historic times.  That ‘indigenous’ calendar of the annual round was based on the perceived rhythms of fertility and reproduction associated with earth and sea as observed and reflected on by those engaged in pastoralism, agriculture and fishing.  The “incomer” calendars, Romano-Celtic, Christian and Enlightenment, were based on the observation and measurement of the movement in the heavens of sun, moon and stars.  
Both indigenous and incomer calendars have a basic model or system that is applied to human affairs and the business of life at both instrumental and symbolic levels, to keep track, so to speak, of timeliness and its appropriate behaviours throughout the annual cycle.  Both models have point/period, festival/season structures with four pre-eminent points/festivals giving two quadripartite calendars, each with its own set of ‘Quarter-Day’ hinges, to use Caoimhín Ó Danachair’s terminology.  The two calendars, incomer and indigenous, that underlie the seamless surface round of custom and belief whereby the year continually proceeds in the civil, ecclesiastical and technological orders of the actual experience and practice of life are well caught in the account (Ó Duilearga, 1948) Seán Ó Conaill of Cill Rialaigh gives of what he describes as the ‘True Quarters’ and the ‘Crooked Quarters’ of the year.

The True Quarters / Ráthaí Fírinneacha na Bliana

A quarter from Lúnasa to Samhain,
 

Ráth ó Lúnasa go Samhain;

A quarter from Samhain to St. Brigid’s Day,

Ráth ó Shamhain go Lá Fhéile Bríde.

A quarter from St. Brigid’s Day to Bealthaine,

Ráth ó Lá Fhéile Bríde go Bealthaine,

A quarter from Bealthaine to Lúnasa.

Ráth ó Bhealthaine go Lúnasa.

The Crooked Quarters / Ráthaí Cama na Bliana

A quarter from St. John’s Day to St. Michael’s Day

Ráth ó Lá Fhéile Shan Seáin go Lá Fhéil’ Mhíchíl.

A quarter from St Michael’s Day to Christmas
Ráth ó Lá Fhéile Mhíchíl go Nollaig.

A quarter from Christmas to St. Patrick’s Day

Ráth ó Nollaig go Lá Fhéil’ Pádraig.

A quarter from St. Patrick’s Day to St. John’s Day

Ráth ó Lá Fhéil’ Pádraig go Lá Fhéil Shan Seáin.

The quatrains can be reproduced as two diagrams that illustrate both the structural organization of the two calendars and the way in which a gendered personification has been projected onto them that combines figures from both Celtic and Christian mythology.  One is also able to see how the indigenous calendar is oriented to the rhythms of earth; the incomer calendar to the rhythms of sky.
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        The gender associations of the structure of the incomer calendar of the ‘Crooked’ Quarters are predominantly male and Christian: St Patrick, St John the Baptist, St Michael the Archangel and the Infant Jesus placed at the quarter-days.  The gendered personification of the forces associated in custom and legend with the ‘True’ quarter-days of the indigenous calendar are, on the other hand, predominantly female, and involve a mingling of Christianity and pre-Christian/Celtic figures.  The Christian Mary and the Celtic Mongfind can be found to represent the two ‘True’ quarter-days that focus on the sacred otherworld, each surrounded by less personified associations deriving from Christian and Celtic tradition.  The two ‘True’ quarter-days focused on fertility in the animal and vegetable worlds respectively are personified in figures that again mingle Christian and Celtic mythology.  The Bríd of Feb. 1 is both Celtic goddess and Christian Holy Woman and at Aug. 1 the Celtic god Lugh is present along with the Christian Holy Man, Patrick, in the rituals and the legends so comprehensively studied by Máire Mac Neill in The Festival of Lughnasa.  One should note, gender-wise, here, that Máire Mac Neill, in treating of what she calls “The Myth in the Legend” of the harvest festival, points to the presence of the feminine at this quarter-day also, in the person of a cailleach, an elderly sacred female, who is associated with the male hero of the winning of the harvest of corn (Lugh) or the harvest of souls (Patrick) in the struggle with the primeval forces that the mythological import of Lughnasa signifies.
Caoimhín Ó Danachair, in the Foreword to The Year in Ireland claims that calendar and calendar custom reach into every corner of life and culture.  A discussion of the topic of gender in the traditional Irish calendar, undertaken as a tribute to his memory, shows the truth of this and the soundness, as ever, of his scholarly judgement.
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