SHORT DESCRIPTION OF THE”BOES E MERDULES” FROM OTTANA  

       The “BOES E MERDULES” are traditional Carnival masks from Ottana, a small town situated about 20 kilometres from Nuoro at the start of the Tirso valley and the foot of the Barbagia di Ollolai upland.                                                                                                                                                

        The “Boes e merdules” are the oxen and their owners and represent life in the town when it was of great importance if not vital to own an ox and yoke' in order to show wealth. This continued to be so up until the opening of a petrochemical industry near the town in the early 70s, which radically changed many local customs. Fortunately the tradition of the wooden “boes and merdules” masks was left intact and they are still worn during the carnival period today. The heavy bells hooked on a leather strap and worn over one shoulder by the merdules can be heard as they run and jump around shaking their heavy load throughout the day.                                                                                                  

      Most masks are made from wild pear wood because of it's light weight and fine smooth texture. The star carved on the ox's forehead was a good omen, whereas the mask worn by the hunchback, ”merdule” or “gobbeddu” was carved with a deformed expression to ward off the devil and misfortune.
      Another mask seen at the parade is that of the “ILONZANA”, an old hunchbacked woman dressed in black. The woollen thread she carries represents life and will be cut bringing misfortune to anyone who refuses to offer her a drink.
       If you are in Ottana during the Carnival period you may well find yourself offering drinks to groups of “merdules” in order to be released from their ropes, they in return will act out scenes showing rituals where the oxen not wanting to work are brought under control by their owners using ropes and sticks.  

       On the last Sunday of the carnival period it is the “merdules” who offer drinks which cannot be refused! 
