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      Introduction

      
      “Let’s Go Girls!”

      
      Kelly, a young bride-to-be has just returned home from work and, unbeknown to her,
            a surprise lies in wait. Just as she puts the key in the door, her close friends and
            family appear from nowhere dressed in old clothes with buckets of what can only be
            described as “gunge” ready to blacken her.[1]  No matter how vigilant you think you are being in the build-up to the wedding, they
            always get you. That look of resignation now dawns on her face. She has been dreading
            this for weeks. It is the day of her blackening. Her friends take her, dress her in
            old clothes, bundle her into the back of a van, and transport her to the village green.
            When she gets out of the van, she makes a valiant attempt at escape, but this is quickly
            thwarted and, to make sure it doesn’t happen again, she is tied to a goalpost before
            being covered in gunge. Following her blackening, she is paraded round the village
            for her embarrassment and for the amusement of passers-by. Once the blackeners have
            had their fun, she is released from captivity and taken home, where she can get cleaned
            up before enjoying a drink or two with her friends. 

      
      Two weeks later, Kelly and twenty friends are out on the town in Edinburgh for Kelly’s
            hen party. The group is dressed in pink tutus, pink cowboy hats and cowboy boots,
            but the bride stands out, dressed, as she is, all in white. You can hear them long
            before you see them, as they attempt to make as much noise as possible to draw attention
            to themselves and to the bride-to-be. The hen party is, and is meant to be, hyper-visible
            and hyper-audible. The group strides confidently down the main street, engaging in
            banter with those they encounter. Kelly stops to chat and have her photograph taken
            with a policeman; he is good-humored and plays along. He has seen it all before. Before
            he moves on, she plants a kiss on his cheek. It is still early, and the group move
            on to a nearby club to dance the night away.

       

      These two prenuptial rituals are routinely celebrated by women in the north of Scotland,
         though their form has changed much in the past thirty years; the hen party, in particular,
         has undergone a massive shift with the recent development of commercialized, “package”
         hen parties. Yet despite their popularity, neither ritual has received much attention
         from academics.
      

      
      I had noticed groups of hens while I had been out and about in various Scottish cities;
         who could fail to notice them? I found them fascinating. Loud, rowdy and funny, but
         what struck me most about them was their camaraderie. They presented as a strong,
         solid team, out on the town, having fun. It had never been my intention to research
         the blackening; I set out to study hen parties, but many of the women I spoke to also
         told me about their blackenings, and the more I heard about them the more interested
         I became. The blackening seemed to be a uniquely Northern Scottish tradition[2] and when I looked for more information about its origins, I found very little. It
         seemed that a definitive history of the blackening had not been written. And while
         much had been said about hen parties in the media, the blackening turned out to be
         a bit of an enigma. In comparison with the highly-visible hen party, the secretive
         nature of the blackening makes it extremely elusive. You have to be lucky to witness
         one. Prior to conducting my research, the closest I had come to witnessing one was
         viewing the aftermath: feathers, flour and other products on a corner of our village
         green. I had not been blackened myself (though my brother had—an all-male affair)
         because at the time of my marriage, my family had moved to a part of Scotland where
         women did not get blackened.
      

      
      It amazed me that two such different pre-wedding rituals could co-exist, and furthermore,
         they are not mutually exclusive; you can celebrate both, and many women do. The ‘secret’
         nature of the blackening versus the commercialized hen party was a rich and fertile
         ground for analysis.
      

      
      My initial interest in hen parties and blackenings arose during an undergraduate lecture.
         The topic was life cycle traditions and my tutor, Professor Bill Nicolaisen, talking
         of prenuptial rituals, such as the blackening and the hen party said, as an aside,
         “Of course, no one’s looked at them in any detail.” My first thought was, “now that would be interesting.” I must have locked it away somewhere in the deepest recesses
         of my mind because I didn’t think about it again until four years later when I arrived
         at the Elphinstone Institute to discuss a possible PhD topic. It was then that his
         words came back to me. But why had I found this topic so intriguing? After all, when
         I got married back in 1982, I had not wanted to have a hen party, but was given one,
         rather tame by today’s standards, fortunately for me. Back in 2006, I had noticed
         a headline in the Daily Star newspaper about the behavior of groups of women on hen
         parties in Benidorm, suggesting that there should be a crackdown on “slag nights”
         (Partasides 2006, 8). It immediately caught my eye. Why is it, I wondered, that pre-wedding
         rituals for men should be called stag parties—the very name implying individuality,
         strength, majesty and virility, whereas women are termed “slags,” implying they are
         acting like prostitutes? That set me thinking about the usual name for the female
         equivalent to a stag party, the hen party, and although considerably more favorable
         than the term slag, the image conjured up by the word hen elicits thoughts of collectivity,
         stupidity, clucking, breeding and mothering—very different images to that of the stag.
         It seemed all right then for men to engage in wild behavior in the run up to their
         wedding, but women were judged differently. Indeed, Skeggs (2005, 965) writes that
         the hen party has become a demonized phenomenon in the UK, with moral outrage directed
         at “the loud, white, excessive, drunk, fat, vulgar, disgusting, hen-partying woman.”
      

      
      I wanted to learn more about these rituals, and to share that knowledge with others.
         Yet when I told people the subject of my research I was often met with, “You’re researching
         the blackening and the hen party? Why on earth are you doing that?” No one could believe
         that there could possibly be anything much to say about either. Mention of the hen
         party, in particular, evoked titillation and was generally met with, “You’ll have
         to go on lots of hen parties then, and do lots of fieldwork, won’t you? What a hardship!”
         The accompanying facial expressions and body language said it all; they did not consider
         this a serious research topic. I generally responded by asking them if they thought
         that funerals or weddings would have been a subject more worthy of study? Some got
         the message, others did not. Sometimes our traditions are ignored because they are
         considered too light-hearted, or, like the blackening, too ordinary, and therefore
         thought to be insignificant.[3] As Christensen (2011, 176) says of the American tradition of scrapbooking “it is
         so ubiquitous as to be off critical radar screens” and Driver (1991) notes that in
         the West we take rituals for granted. Either we don’t question them, or we simply
         ignore them. Henry Glassie quotes historian E. P. Thompson as saying that historians
         know how to handle the big events of life, but the “routines of daily life baffle
         them, and it is the folklorist who knows how to handle things when nothing happens”
         (Glassie 2014, 78). He goes on to say that our main mission as folklorists is “to
         describe in honorable ethnography how people make nothing happen, again and again,
         satisfactorily” (Glassie 2014, 78). The principal aim of my research was to produce
         one such “honorable ethnography” of the blackening and hen party, which would act
         as a baseline study for future research. It is certainly affirmation that close inspection
         of two seemingly unimportant pre-wedding rituals have much to tell us not just about
         how the vernacular traditions themselves are practiced (although this constitutes
         the core of the book), but about a whole variety of topics.
      

      
      A number of authors have written about prenuptial rituals in Scotland (Gregor 1874,
         1881; Livingstone 1996; King 1993), and Bennett’s chapter “Love, Courtship and Marriage”
         in Scottish Customs from the Cradle to the Grave (2004) is invaluable for providing a Scottish context to the study of pre-wedding
         rituals. Using a mixture of written historical accounts, and transcriptions of interviews
         conducted by herself and others Bennett describes a plethora of prenuptial rituals,
         such as the blackening, the feet-washing,[4] jumping the chanty, the bosola, and the hen party. In this book, I want to examine
         some of those pre-wedding rituals in greater detail and unpack their relationship
         to today’s hen party and blackening. Bennett, for example, mentions both the feet-washing
         and the blackening, but does not state that the one evolved into the other. My research
         does this and shows how it happened.
      

      
      There is no detailed study of the hen party, though it and its foreign variants the
         bachelorette party and the Swedish möhippa have received some attention (Westwood 1984; Hellspong 1988; Tye and Powers 1998;
         Montemurro 2006; Knuts 2007a and 2007b).[5] However, the blackening has been largely ignored until McEntire (2007) and Young
         (2017a). 
      

      
      This is a multi- and inter-disciplinary ethnography whose intention it is to bring
         a new understanding of Scottish traditional and popular culture. It is also an ethnography
         rich in material culture,[6] an area sadly lacking in recent scholarship (Williams 2017). Richard Dorson encourages
         scholars to look beyond “conventional folklore” such as folktale and song to other
         areas such as personal history, material culture, the spoken word, or foodways (Dorson
         1970, 207–8). Thus, as Toelken (1996) notes, the folklorist’s range of reading has
         had to be extended. I have thus drawn on a wide range of other disciplines, such as
         History, Scottish Cultural Studies, Sociology, Criminology, Social Geography, Gender
         Studies, Casual Leisure, Travel and Tourism, Social Psychology, Philosophy, Law, Event
         Management, Fashion Studies, and Foodways.
      

      
      The Blackening and Hen Party in 
Popular Culture
      

      
      It is evident that a new fashion has been accepted into mainstream popular culture
         when it starts to appear in books and on our TV screens. The hen party has been featured
         as part of the storyline in all of the main soaps on British TV, such as Eastenders and Coronation Street. It has formed a background to book plots, usually involving some form of drama around
         jealousy or broken friendships, not uncommon themes to be found in real hen parties,
         as we shall see.[7] There have also been plays, for example, The Hen Night Epiphany (Murphy 2011) and Stags and Hens (Russell 1985). Playwright Jimmy Murphy explained to me that he chose to write his
         play, about domestic abuse, around a hen party, because he wanted to find a situation
         “where four or five women of disparate ages, and not necessarily the best of friends
         or knowing each other, could have an excuse to get together.” He thought a hen party
         “fitted the bill” (Jimmy Murphy, Skype conversation with author, January 15, 2012).
      

      
      There are also TV series based around weddings and hen parties, such as Don’t Tell the Bride, a reality TV show which was first aired on BBC 3 in 2007 and which is now in its
         tenth series.[8] Each episode includes footage of the hen/stag parties. There was also a series on
         Channel 5 called Hen Parties, which followed several groups of hens out on the town in British cities. 
      

      
      The hen party has even featured as part of a televised Party Political Broadcast on
         behalf of the Scottish National Party (SNP) in 2015. A group of hens are seen getting
         into a pink limo and the bride leans over and blows a kiss to camera. The voiceover,
         speaking of the Scots says, “And we’re gallous as hell on occasions.” A spokesperson
         from the SNP explained that the broadcast is a collection of footage showing a broad
         range of Scottish life today, and that “hen parties are a common event which the broadcast
         tried to reflect” (Gillian Slider, Engagement Officer, SNP, email with author, October
         23, 2015).
      

      
      Then there are guidebooks, produced annually, to assist people in planning and organizing
         hen parties, such as The Hen Party Handbook (Gordon and Hughes-Gough 2010; 2012) and The Alternative Hen (Rowson and Hayman 2003). Hen parties are often mentioned in the press (though frequently
         in a negative light), and their popularity and topicality are seen in the many instances
         where I have been contacted by the media for comment. Celebrity style magazines such
         as Hello! and OK! frequently feature photographs and articles of celebrity hen parties, as do tabloid
         newspapers, particularly when they are newsworthy. Hen parties, then, are mainstream
         and as a result, they deserve more attention.
      

      
      Contrast this with the blackening. I know of one poem written in the Orkney Isles
         about the blackening (unpublished), and I am not aware of any references to it in
         any works of fiction. I have only seen one reference to it in the media recently,
         and that was in reference to it being a public nuisance (Courier 2011). There are
         no guidebooks explaining how to plan and organize a blackening, and apart from my
         contribution to Our Story, a series on North East Customs, for BBC Radio Scotland broadcast in 2013, there
         has been little media interest in the blackening.
      

      
      The Field and the People

      
      This study relates to “the North of Scotland” or “northern Scotland,”[9] which looks easy to define, but in practice this proved not to be the case, as others
         have also found (Porter 1999). Porter makes the point that these terms can be different
         things to different people, both a geographic and cultural description. The North
         of Scotland/northern Scotland could simply refer to the Grampian region, or it could,
         as is the case in this study, encompass everything north of the Highland Boundary
         Fault, including the Western and Northern Isles, a vast area, geographically but also
         an area replete with cultural diversity. What can be said is that it is a predominantly
         rural area, with two cities, Aberdeen and Inverness, if the latter is applied.
      

      
      The main industries of this area are agriculture, fishing, and since the 1970s, oil
         and gas. The discovery of oil in the North Sea off Aberdeen in the 1970s has affected
         the region enormously. It has been likened to the North American Klondike Gold Rush,
         in that significant numbers of people became wealthy very quickly. However, like the
         Gold Rush, it was not without significant hard work, and it did require personal sacrifice.
         Although there has been a recent downturn in the oil and gas business, the North-East
         of Scotland remains a particularly affluent part of Scotland (and indeed the UK),
         due to oil, farming and fishing.
      

      
      I wanted to conduct an in-depth study into how a group of women in a particular geographic
         area (the North of Scotland) celebrate the blackening and the hen party, but I also
         wanted to find out the extent to which the contemporary hen party is ubiquitous in
         the UK, and conversely whether or why the blackening is limited to a specific region.
         To find answers to the first and third questions, I needed to work in the North of
         Scotland, but to answer the second question, I needed to move out of the area, and
         travel to other cities in the UK.
      

      
      I also regarded the internet as “the field” and would therefore describe this as a
         multi-sited (Marcus in Candea 2007) or multi-locale ethnography (Marcus and Fisher
         in Candea 2007). However, I was both “bounded” by a field-site, and at the same time
         free, “to follow movements of people, ideas, and objects, to trace and map complex
         networks” (Candea 2007, 168). I had the best of both worlds, since critics of the
         “multi-sited” methodology believe its weakness lies in “its lack of attention to processes
         of bounding, selection, and choice” (Candea 2007, 169). I was able to give attention
         to select a meaningful group to interview, but at the same time I was able to follow
         my contributors to wherever they took me; the home site, and its embedded roots in
         the world around it.
      

      
      In the end, I decided that the geographical boundaries needed to be somewhat elastic,
         and that, in terms of the hen party, they were not important anyway, since the hen
         party is ubiquitous in the whole of Scotland, and indeed the whole of the UK. I do
         not consider Northern Scotland to be unique in this regard; I could just as easily
         have chosen Argyll, or Fife, or any other part of Scotland. However, the blackening
         is a different matter entirely. While there is considerable evidence for men being
         blackened right across Scotland, it is limited to a specific region in Scotland for
         women and is literally unheard of in other parts of the country. Today the blackening
         is commonly practiced in the northern part of Angus, the whole of Aberdeenshire, Banff
         and Moray, the eastern part of the shires of Inverness, Sutherland, Caithness, and
         the Northern Isles.[10] 
      

      
         The shaded area represents where the blackening is commonly practiced by women today.
               
            

            Credit: Created by Jenny Johnston, Cartographer, University of Aberdeen.

         

      

      The field area covered in this study encompasses urban and rural communities, and
         although these could all be classed as “Northern peoples” that is where the similarities
         end. Each area it seems, has its own culture and behavior, yet any attempt to find
         recent scholarly work on the cultural differences across Scotland drew a blank. There
         are several texts on being Scottish (McCrone 1992; Devine and Logue 2000; Craig 2003;
         Scotney 2010), but far fewer on “localisms.” Earlier writers (Martin 1703; Pennant
         1772; Johnson 1775; Boswell 1785) did comment on regional variations in culture and
         behavior,[11] and there are more recent examples too, but they certainly do not cover the entire
         field area. For example, the typical Aberdonian at the turn of the twentieth century
         was “dreading innovations, resisting agricultural novelties, and disliking ecclesiastical
         changes” (Mackie 1911, 73). Speaking in the 1930s about the fisherfolk in the North-East
         of Scotland, Leatham says, “The true fisher class are a people by themselves, living
         in coastal villages, born to the calling, and having largely a language, dress, outlook,
         and habits of their own” (Leatham 1937, 2). He adds that there is an “evangelical
         hysteria” about them (Leatham 1937, 18). And the North-East farmer according to Buchan
         is, “Canny and not in the least given to gushing. He has an extreme dislike to superlatives
         in conversation, and prefers to state his opinion in moderate language. The Nor’East
         is and always was the centre of Moderatism” (Buchan 1997, 15). While some of these
         descriptions might be relevant for some of my older contributors, they do not reflect
         contemporary society as I have observed it. However, such fine-grained descriptions
         are sadly lacking.
      

      
      Beyond These Shores

      
      I had to look elsewhere in Scotland for clues as to the history and development of
         the blackening and hen party, but also further afield, to Europe, certainly, but predominantly
         to the English-speaking world. I was also interested in whether the feet-washing had
         emigrated to the New World in the nineteenth century; however, ethnologists in Canada,
         the United States, Australia and New Zealand had no knowledge of this ritual. It appears
         then that, perhaps after a generation or so, it died out. Why that should be it is
         hard to say; Scottish music and dance traditions continued, and still do today, but
         pre-marriage customs seem to have not been retained. Inter-marriage may have put an
         end to it, or it could be that it did continue but there are no written accounts or
         visual representations of it surviving, for much the same reason it is not written
         about today: it goes beneath the radar.
      

      
      In a post-modern world, it would be remiss not to consider the blackening and the
         hen party in global terms. For instance, certain hen party artefacts have been appropriated
         from North American culture and, conversely, there is some evidence to suggest that
         North American bachelorette parties are appropriating certain hen party fashions from
         the UK.[12] There are certainly more similarities between hen and bachelorette parties than there
         are differences.[13] When examining the blackening in global terms, a very different picture is presented;
         it seems unaffected by globalization.
      

      
      One final thought about “the field”; like Gupta and Ferguson, I think it is useful
         to think of the field as “habitus rather than a place, a cluster of embodied dispositions and practices” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997, 199). Many of my interviewees
         were highly mobile; their stories rest within them regardless of where they may reside.
      

      
      The Stage on Which the Hen Party and 
Blackening are Played Out
      

      
      To understand performative rituals like the blackening and hen party, one needs to
         understand contemporary society and culture, the stage on which these rituals are
         performed. Very quickly I realized that I had little understanding of the leisure
         night time economy (henceforth NTE), since it generally gets going at around 10 or
         11pm, with young people continuing to party until around 4am—a time when I am normally
         tucked up in bed. Part of my fieldwork, therefore, involved going out into the streets
         during these hours. On consecutive nights I accompanied the Police, and the Street
         Pastors out on patrol.[14] One particular benefit of these trips was that they enabled me to observe young adults
         “at play.” This was to prove important when comparing hen-party-related liminal behavior
         with normal weekend, night-out behavior. I was also able to observe how hen parties
         interacted with the police and other agencies which work together to keep people safe:
         Street Pastors, CCTV camera operators, taxi marshals, and pub and club doormen and
         women. My visits to Edinburgh, Glasgow, London and Liverpool were invaluable in helping
         me form a general image of how hen parties are celebrated in Britain’s city centers,
         and particularly assisted with my chapter on journeying, as I was able to observe
         groups of hens walking around the city centers, going between venues, and engaging
         in banter with men, especially stag groups.
      

      
      In the period covered in this study, Scottish/British society has moved from modernity
         to post-modernity (Winlow and Hall 2006). In post-war Britain roles and identities
         were fairly static. Within the working classes in particular, people tended to go
         into similar jobs as their parents and grandparents, to live in the same community,
         and to have similar aspirations for the future. Society was perceived as collectivist
         and communal. By the 1980s British society had changed significantly, with the decline
         of manufacturing industries and the rise of the service and leisure industries, “The
         commitment to manufacturing, full employment and welfare provision
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