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Mamuthones and Issohadores
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Mamoiada’s festival of the Mamuthones and the Issohadores is a folklore celebration that
is Sardinia’s richest and fascinating in terms of archaic meanings and folk memory. The festi-
val is characterized by two archetypal characters, very different from one another in terms of
their dress and movement, but characters who perform together and are an integral part of a
single ceremonial event.
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(1962) The Dressing (fiftyes)
The names

The name Mamuthone is an enigma, and opinion is divided on its origins. Some maintain
that it simply stems from the village’s name, originally linked to a spring, or to some other
place names; others think it goes back to earlier civilizations and their ancient rituals; while
still others claim it calls to mind the names given to scarecrows, or to Bacchic idols and other
fear-inspiring creatures that are part of the folk legends common throughout Sardinia.

One interesting hypothesis is that it’s connected to the Mycenaean term used by Sardini-
an Mycenaens to refer to Phoenicians, i.e., Melaneimones, which means “Black Faces”, and
which gave rise to the words Maimones and Mamuthones, referring to “Devils” and “Black
Masks”. Another has it that the name is linked to ancient water rituals, and, in this particular
case, to ritualistic entreaties to bring on rain; the name is made up of the root words mam and
muth plus the suffix ones. The first word stands for “rain”, the second comes from the Greek
muthéomai, meaning “to call”, and the third root word corresponds to the group ones, an Indo-
European and Basque suffix also related to the Greek ontes (oi ontes, Polybius, = the living);
and in conjunction with eimi (“being”) you arrive at the standard term for “men”; thus, our
Mamuthones would be “the men who call for rain”. Yet another hypothesis holds that the
name derives from maimatto, meaning “stormy” or “he who flies into a rage”, an epithet refer-
ring to Zeus the rain god, an underground deity associated with Dionysus, who would die and
be reborn each spring, bringing fertility to the fields as part of the annual cycle of the “eternal
return.” Another etymological researcher has referred to the Ugaritic root word “Motu”, which
in the Near East denotes a god with demonic qualities who puts an end to living things: i.e.,
“Death”. From “Motu” the entire Mediterranean world adapted names with countless phonetic
nuances, such as in Sardinia, where it became Mommoti (a doubling of the term to give it a
superlative connotation characteristic of Semitic languages, viz. Mom-moti, indicating its feroc-
ity). Mammutthone, Mummuthone, Mommothone are really nothing more than the augmentative
of “Mommoti”, which has now become the renown scarecrow famous throughout the world as
a figure of Mamoiada's Carnival.

Issohadore in Sardinian literally means “he who goes about with rope”, i.e. someone who
carries the soha, which is the particular kind of wiry rope he has in his hand, and which is a
root word contained in the name of that character.
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The Characters

The leading figures in this extraordinary event are all male, and there is no evidence or even
vague recollection that women ever participated in the event in the past.

The costume worn by the Mamuthone currently consists of the following:

Su belludu, a suit of clothes made of dark velvet, sas peddes la mastruca, a dark, heavy coat
of sheep-skin, typical of Sardinian shepherds; on his feet he wears sos hosinzos, hand-made
leather shoes, over the sos piuncos, heavy cotton and wool socks; over his face he wears sa
visera, a black anthropomorphic mask; on his head he has su bonette, the Sardinian beret
(cap) and su muncadore, a woman’s darkly colored kerchief, which is wrapped around the vis-
era and the beret and tied together under the chin.

To the back of the Mamuthone are attached six or seven leather straps with cowbells of
various sizes and names, and which, until about four decades ago, were taken directly from
the necks of sheep or cows; now all of the elements of Mamuthones attire are preserved and
stored at the headquarters of the various groups committed to keeping this tradition alive.
The bells’ clappers are made of sheep bone, with the exception of the smallest ones, which are
made of iron. The heavy bundle of cowbells, which hang down all the way to the sacral verte-
brae, is tightly wrapped around the ribcage with an intricate harnessing arrangement; while
another smaller set of bronze bells is placed in front, at the level of the sternum and the stom-
ach.

The whole set of rattles and bells is called sa carriga, which refers to the “sound equip-
ment” that is part of the Mamuthone, and referred to in slang as su erru (“the iron”).

The Mamuthones Costantino Atzeni and Paolo Mercuriu

The entire outfit weighs approximately 22-25 kilos (or 48-55 lbs.), but it’s not just the weight
of the costume that puts a strain on the group members who participate in this event: it’s also
the “bite” that the tight leather straps take out of the shoulders and ribcage, making breathing
difficult. And, in point of fact, at the end of a performance the participants often have a num-
ber of black and blue marks on their upper body.

But while physical endurance is one of the main qualities required to be a Mamuthone,
without a deep-seated historical awareness of the historical import of this ritual the partici-
pants would not be able to put up with the brutal toll that the straps take on each of them.
Having the mask on one’s face, one enters into another dimension—it’s hard to explain: you
suffer, but it’s a suffering that makes the Mamuthone happy.
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Generations of Mamuthones

Father Son

The group of Mamuthones is accompanied by the Issohadores, typically dressed in a way
that contrasts with the dark attire of their fellow performers. In their hand they carry sa soha,
i.e., a special long rope made of reeds, expertly handmade and braided—though previously it
had been made of rawhide and was very thick and heavy. The name, sa soha, refers to the
kind of rope used for capturing and tying up livestock. The craftsman-like process of making
the reed ropes, called une de reste, takes a lot of time and requires a whole series of distinct
operations, going from the harvesting of the reeds (reste) to the selecting, cleaning and aging of
the reeds.

Sa Carriga ready to be set in place The reed ropes Sos sonajolos
on the backs of Mamuthones

The costume of the Issohadores is not at all like that of the Mamuthones-- nor do they
have to carry any of the heavy bundles worn by the Mamuthones. The elderly people of Ma-
moiada call it the veste" e turcu, the Turk’s outfit.



The Issohadores’ modern-day costume consists of: a black
Sardinian berritta firmly tied in place around the chin with a
multicolored lady’s kerchief; a white hammisa or shirt usually
similar in style to the rest of the costume and frequently featur-
ing embroidering on the collar and the cuffs; su curittu, the tra-
ditional red waistcoat of men; on their shoulders they carry
leather and cloth straps to which are attached small, round rat-
tles; sos carzones de tela, broad white trousers made of cloth
which are slipped on up to the knees over the sas carzas, black
leggings of coarse wool; wound around the waist is s’issalletto, :
a shawl or very broad kerchief made of silk, satin, or cloth, worn so as to d1sp1ay its colorful
patterns or beautiful embroidery in the front or along the left leg.

For the past 10 years, the local tourist board has opted to reintroduce the visera or mask
for the Issohadores, which had fallen out of usage at the end of the 50s and beginning of the
60s. This visera is light in color, with smooth edges, and was often called in the past the mask
de Santu or de Santa, or by others as the “clean” (limpia) or “beautiful” mask, or simply as the
Issohadores’ mask.

In old films and photos one can see that the material used for this mask varied, at times
hard like word or papier-maché, or else cardboard or cloth.

The Dressing Ceremony

The members of this exclusive ensemble all meet together at a designated location to put
on their ceremonial costumes—usually in a house with a spacious courtyard. There is a ritual-
istic quality to the group’s process of putting on their attire. Hinghere (to dress) is a verb
which, in the jargon of the members, refers not only to the entire process of getting dressed
but also to their participation in the procession through the town.

Whereas the Issohadore is able to get dressed by himself, the Mamuthone needs the assistance
of at least two other people: one person to put into place sa carriga on his shoulders, one step
at a time; another to cinch tightly all the straps with bells and clappers on his front.

Finally, after having tied into place sa trava, a thin leather strip which holds all of the
bells on his back firmly in place, and after giving a few test shakes to the back, the two help-
ers go over the entire costume and do some further tightening of the straps with rattles if they
think it necessary.




In the last step, the Mamuthone puts on sa visera, the black mask featuring a sneering
smile or a painful, tortured expression. It’s secured on the face with cord and very small, thin
leather straps—two on the sides and one over the upper part of the forehead, tied together ei-
ther behind the neck or on the side of the head.

The mask is made with a number of different kinds of wood, usually lighter woods such
as alder and elm, or, in times gone by, wild pear tree and cork. It is entirely hand-crafted,
thoroughly hollowed out—and while some are smooth and finely finished, others are more
coarse. Each Mamuthone makes adjustments to the mask so it fits his own face—if he is not
actually the one who has made it himself.




Before getting completely dressed, the Issohadore
soaks sa soha (the reed rope) in water and carefully lays
it out in a way that matches the pleating of the materi-
al; he then ties both ends to stakes in order to have it in
tira (stretched out) for a certain period of time. Unless
this procedure is followed, the rope will not take on the
particular form and body necessary for it to be used in
the performance.

To be a Mamuthone or a Issohadore is no simple
carnival frolic—it’s a calling, and there is no clearly de-
fined age limit as to when one can become a part of the
“big persons”™ group.

Once a boy has reached adolescence, he can take part in the performance as a Mamuth-
one, provided he is able to carry the weight of the bells—but he must also be able to shake
them loudly and walk in a way that is perfectly synchronized with the other members of the
group. To participate as a Issohadore, on the other hand, one needs not only a passionate
commitment to the task but also the ability to deftly handle the diffi-
cult-to-manage soha, including the ability to “lasso” people perched on
balconies or window sills. As a general rule, the people who are part of
the “official” equipe come from a well-supplied stock of volunteers
whom the town’s folkloric associations have carefully and assiduously
trained and brought into the fold.

The Performance

The people of Mamoiada have a saying: Without Mamuthones and Isso-

hadores there can be no Carnival. This saying sums up the true archa-

ic meaning of the performance: It is the most important event, the very

o : = symbol, of this town’s Carnival and, at the same time, represents the
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1994), the day he performed for | town’s joyful spirit and hopes for a prosperous future. The procession

ﬁg? first time Vi’;tyoi?fggzoup of| usually lasts from the afternoon to well into the evening, especially the
X PErSOnS. one on January 17, the feast of Saint Anthony the Abbot.

The members of the group get dressed well before or after any meal, and they eat and
drink very little during the course of the ceremonial procession through the town’s streets—
perhaps because the performance takes a lot out of them, due to the way the straps press in
tightly on the performers’ stomach and chest; or perhaps because, as some scholars have not-
ed, it is considered a matter of principle to fast—as is the case with many ancient mysteries
and rituals.

Although held primarily on festive occasions like Carnival, the performance of the
Mamuthones and the Issohadores does not call to mind the carefree and joyous mood of other
comedic, spontaneous groups. Rather, it invokes a ceremonial solemnity, both because of the
silence and decorum of the participants and because of their orderly and dignified way of mov-
ing—as if in a religious procession. Their way of carrying themselves and the musical cadence
one hears as the Mamuthones move forward, shaking the bells on their backs, calls to mind a
kind of dance or “dancing procession”, as the ethnologist Raffaello Marchi referred to it. In the
forties, he was the first scholar to observe this event up close.
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Traditionally, the group is made up of 12 Mamuthones and 8 Issohadores, and they move
forward arrayed in accordance with the following pattern:




® = Mamuthone

® = Jssohadore

The Mamuthones move forward in accordance with a rigid pattern of two parallel lines,
whereas the Issohadores are much more fluid and they take their places wherever they can: in
front, behind or to the sides of the two lines of their sad-faced companions in the procession—
almost as if they sought to keep an eye on them and protect them.

1962

The group proceeds at a very slow, but striking pace, and for those present it has all the in-
credible power of a hypnotic trance. The members of the group who are not taking part in the
ceremony but are on hand as spectators experience a range of ineffable emotions, from empa-

thy to deep regret at not being together with their companions as they shake the bells upon
their backs.



The gait of the Mamuthones is very different from that of the Issohadores, but they do not
contrast with one another. The former proceed with a clipped,
rhythmic step, almost little jumps—and there’s no single, uniform
pace or formula, each Mamuthone following his own personal gait.
They do, however, all have to comply with one requirement: despite
all the weight of their outfit, the mask’s obstruction of their vision,
the tight straps’ restriction on their freedom of movement, they must
move forward in such way that they all shake the bells in unison.
Above all, there is the simultaneity in the Mamuthones’ forward
movement: as they move forward, all of the Mamuthones together as
one swing their shoulders and twist their bodies, first to the right and
then to the left. This movement in two beats is executed in perfect
synchrony and each motion (right and left) is accompanied by a sin-
gle, resounding clanging of the bells. From time to time, the “leader” :
of the Issohadores will give a signal, and they do three quick jumps  The “leader”, Giovanni Mastinu
in place, followed by three sharp, powerful ringing sounds from their
entire outfits.

The Issohadores move with light, agile steps, and when they decide to throw sa soha to
snare someone they've picked out in the crowd (usually someone of the opposite gender), they
throw the rope ever so lightly, as if to show off their dexterity to one and all.

The Issohadore’s bravura lies precisely in his ability to catch
someone with this very unusual rope, which is exceptionally light-
weight. As opposed to traditional ropes made of hide or hemp, the
lightness and material of sa soha makes it much more complicated
to maneuver, making any attempt to “lasso” and capture the desig-
nated person all the more challenging. At the same time that they
are throwing out their ropes, the Issohadores talk and joke around
with the people in their area, whereas the Mamuthones remain silent
during the entire procession. It’s a silence that comes from the gru-
eling strain of persons who have been made docile and submissive
as a result of the ever-vigilant Issohadores.

As they advance down the streets of Mamoida, their sole natu-
ral milieu, the entrancing din of the bells and clappers, with their
rhythmic and loud cadence, reverberates in the narrow passage-
: ways of the streets. The result is an acoustical effect that is felt

Issohadore in action throughout the entire town, giving added emphasis to the solemnity
of the procession and imbuing everyone present with indescribable feelings. There’s not a sin-
gle resident of the town who doesn’t go to their window or doorway to see them go by. And the
people smile, and are happy that the Mamuthones and Issohadores have come to pay them a
“visit.” Many of the residents come out of their homes and follow the parade.

It’s in this atmosphere filled with mystery that the procession goes forward. Its austerity
reminds one of tragedy: the Mamuthones appear burdened and overwhelmed, silent like slaves
beaten down and humiliated, or like animals beaten into submission, while the Issohadores go
their colorful and light-hearted way, apparently freer in their movements. But for the people of
Mamoiada their destinies are forever linked. In this town, Mamuthones and Issohadores never
march one without the other.
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The meaning

Sardinia never ceases to amaze with all its mysteries hidden in its traditions. Even to-
day, in the 3rd millennium, this ancient and mysterious land keeps up fascinating ancestral
rituals which are reflected in events celebrated by the people such as in this one.

The Mamuthones and the Issohadores of Mamoida have not been investigated in depth in
the past, perhaps because the cultural importance of the performance was underestimated, or
perhaps because in Sardinia events such as this were present and in large number through-
out the island. Whatever the case may be, Mamoiada’s procession is a ritual that dates so far
back in time that its meaning has been lost, even to the tenacious memory of the oral culture
of the Barbagia. It’s impossible to pinpoint it with any degree of certainty, i.e. without the risk
of error.

The publications we have dealing specifically with the Mamuthones and the Issohadores

are generally of recent origin—the “oldest” dating back to 1951. This has undoubtedly made it
more difficult to determine the precise meaning and origins of the event.
It makes sense to raise the question of the relationship between tradition and innovation. It’s
inherent in the dynamic of rituals that they undergo continual transformation over time. Cer-
tainly it would be foolish to think, and especially in the case of special events which came to
coincide with Carnival, that they have come down to us unaltered over time. They have most
assuredly evolved as a result of the important role played by the Catholic Church in bringing
about a kind of recontextualization of ancient elements, beginning with the new rules and
regulations introduced by Gregory the Great. It would certainly be within the realm of the pos-
sible that major changes were introduced in the old rituals, including in their original mean-
ing.

There is no doubting that Carnival is the offspring of Christianity.

There are some who see in the representation of the Mamuthones and the Issohadores the last
vestiges of an ancient ceremony which long ago was carried out in honor of the God Dionysius
in order to propitiate the rain—and even if historical memory of the connection has been lost,
we still have the names and gestures that reveal that link to the ancient agricultural ritual.
The name Mamuthones was given to Zeus, god of the rain, an underground deity identified
with Dionysus. The latter would die and be reborn each spring, bringing fertility to the fields
as part of the annual cycle of the “eternal return.” When it mimes the sacred performance, the
group executes a sort of limping dance which, in keeping with this hypothesis, is presumably
the kind of reeling, staggering gait typical of the Dionysian celebrations designed to reawaken
the vegetation. Traditionally, the Mamuthones are twelve in number, like the lunar months
and the calendar months, and they are surrounded by eight Issohadores guards. Each one
carries a soha (lasso) for capturing the victim (the Mamuthone), in the event the latter should
attempt to escape from the death that awaits him. The apotropaic function of the bells dan-
gling from the shoulders and the front of the characters is to ward off the evil spirits during
the propitiatory ceremony.




Other research ascribes a satanic, inferno origin to the black masks of the Mamuthones,
and the entire procession is presumed to be a kind of ritualistic exorcism. In short, the ritual
represents the survival of primitive elements which, over the course of time, became detached
from their original functions: fertility rituals and rituals designed to establish a connection
with the dead—rituals typical of the lower, oppressed classes. The connection with the world
of the dead (seen as congeries of negative, satanic forces) served to guarantee the renewal of
fertility and the forces of life.

Another essay suggests that our ceremony began as a rite of exorcism in the Stone Age
and later, in the Mycenaean epoch, was identified with the opposition between Black Faces
(Melaneimones), the Phoenicians and Lacedaemonians, and White or Shining Faces (Lacent
Mones), the Mycenaeans. Still later, the Catholic Church, the Turks, and the Spanish all
claimed the role of the Issohadores. According to this theory, it is noteworthy that although
the rite was found in other parts of Sardinia, the procession of the Mamuthones takes place in
Mamoiada (or Mamujata), indicating that the word is associated precisely with Mamoiada, the
place where Phoenician prisoners were held. The name Mamujata indicates that Mamuthones
were found there together with Issohadores. Mamujata is used as an adjective to refer to the
place that contains the Mamuthones or Mamus, thus Mamoiada in Sardo or Mamujata in Lat-
in.

fiftyes

Beginning with the earliest source (1951) and proceeding in chronological order of the
publications, in the section “Theses, Hypotheses, Studies, and Essays” on this site, we provide
all the material we found on the origin and significance of our Mamuthones and Issohadores.
We include some texts that offer long discussions of the names and types of masks in order to
provide a comparative perspective. The many hypotheses are all fascinating. Some are in
agreement with each other, while others are not. Some texts rework the research of previous
authors, some offer an exclusively social and cultural analysis, and some focus only on the et-



ymology. Of course, we must emphasize that these are all only hypotheses and not definitive
scientific conclusions.

Paolo Pillonca, a good friend of our community, writes, “The observer of the spectacle of
Mamoiada can see the ceremony through whichever lens he prefers—or even through more
than one lens. Indeed, the most subtle fascination of the procession is based precisely on this
circumstance: The mystery of its origins shrouds its meaning and thereby gives everyone’s im-
agination the freedom to reconstruct the enigma as he wishes, linking it to tragedy, to a rite,
or—more simply—to the history of everyday life, to human labor, to yesterday’s toil of tending
the flocks and today’s labor of struggling with the monsters of modern urban technology.”

At Mamoiada the magic of the rite, the solemn ceremony canonized by the passage of
time, is punctually renewed each year and is jealously and proudly treasured, even if it super-
ficially appears to be relegated to an event of Carnival.

And the careful observer will understand that the solemnity of the spectacle reveals the
complete absence of the carnivalesque.

Viseras

The oldest visera in usage today. It's one of the Late eighteenth-century visera
first masks that the maestro R. Mameli crafed
in 1973-4 based on the ancient model to the side.

(Photo by Giancarlo Deidda)

Ancient Mamuthone viseras

(propriey: lIstituto Super. Regionale Etnografico — Nuoro —) (pubblished by F. Alziator 1957)

These two viseras were found at the beginning of the 1970s in an old, dilapidated barn that had been abandoned for decades.
The place, the meticulous way in which they had been stored there, and the signs of the workmanship involved in hollowing
out the interior of the masks all lead to the conclusion that the two pieces likely date from the late 1800s or early 1900s

(collection by Tonino Dessolis).



Various expressions of Mamuthone viseras (1950-2006)




Photos by P. Volta, F. Pinna, S. Monchi, R. Ballore, M. Vacca, P.Paolo Perra, M. Dessolis, archives G. Meloni, Ass. Atzeni-B., Pro-Loco, Esit.
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Photos - Working phases of visera (Mameli’s work shop)
Clich here

Document — The bells, the art of construction
Clich here

Document VIDEO — The bells, the art of construction
Clich here

Video - Performance of Mamuthones and Issohadores years (1952 — 2014)
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