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The idea of lime in oral poetry expresses mythical time - thc circular, the recurrent - birth,
life, dcmh _ aiming at the upholding of tradition. At first sight an oral poem seems
isolated, even opposed to the verticality of historical time. Yet reality, historical evetns and
social changes arc reflected in tJw narration process. On the basis of examples from
Scrbo-Croat.ian and Bulgarian folk narrative poetry a structural analysis will be attempted
in \vhich the complex and very oftell implicit tics with reality will be diseussed.

The research into the representation of time in oral poetry is closely connected
with the question of the connection between historical reality and oral narrative. The
cllltural heritage of thc Middle Ages stressed myliJicallime, a cyclic return to the
pasl, nor a multitude of pasts but a mythical, ideal pasL 1 The 18th and 19th century
idea of time began to differ from the mythical idea of cyclic retllrn and more ofte:n
bistorical timc was introduced, a linear projection from past t.ofuture.

The category of time IS, of course, closely related to that of space in all forms of
lilerature (oral or wriuen). If wc consider thus movement as t.he ce:ntraJ expression
of time, what then is the cnd point to\Vards which the epic narrative moves? In the
oldest heroic songs2, it is a mythical return to the ideal state before the intr\Jsion of
the enemy, or it ends with the wedding of the hero.

In general the songs contain scarce references to time. Thc historical relevance
is a complex interaction between historical references (names, places, bauIcs) ,social
infonnation (wedding rituals, folk customs, family behavioural code) and formulaic,
symbolic language.

Epic is thus not concerned with new begilU1ings but with the preservation of the
existing order. The future in the true sense of chronological order dOe:s not exist,

. only as the certainty of the renovation of the cycle.
The function o[lhe narrative is not a historiographic rendering of certain events

(even in the case of the Kosovo battle), but an esthetic one. The moral behaviour of
the dr.amatis personae and lheir victory is of primary importance.

Time references in oral poetry are not elements of real historical fact, but rather
a fr:UrlC,a background carrying esthetic connotation.

In contrast with the fairy talc, which distinguishes between day and night
activities, the aClion in the epic songs takes place: in a sort of perpetual day. It starts

1A. Ja. Gurcvic _ tlo 'csl vrcmja? " Voprosy litcratury, 1968, No.11.
2Thc matcrial used he:rc has been studied from two 19th ccnlllry colleclions:
V. St. Kawdtit _Srpske narodnc pjcsmc - v. 1, II. m, eel. V. Ncdic, Belgrade, 1969.
Brolhcres Miladinovi - 13·tgarski narodni pcsni, fotocopy cd. Sofia, 1981.
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in most cases at early dawn: "rano ram pnje Jarkog sunca" (early before the hot
sun...). The hero's geuing up early is seen as a poslive clement ll1 his behaviour: a
symbol of activIty, energy, doing things as one should. It also promises the
audience a day of action ann action ISwhat we get, but III a fascinating way action
suspended abo"vethe level of realistic time sequence.

This separation from realistic chronology allows a "play" with time. A time
outside time, or as Lichacev calls It an "island" in the sea of hictorical time.' This
attitude allows Lhe singer to usc time m;l,;ording to the emotional rules of the
narrative - to acccierate (for ex. the budding of a church overnight), or to slow
clown between actions - waiting periods vary from 3 days ... 3 months ... 3 years ... 9
years ... to 30 years.

What is of central imporlance in the narrative is not the accuracy of portrayal,
but the moral justification that u1ingsare as they should be - "nostalgia for Paradise,
ule desire to find again a transfigured and invulnerable Nature, safe from the
cataclysms brought by wars, devastatIOn and conC]\Jesls".4

Two conflicting tcndencics with regard to time are at work in the epic narrative:
a) the static "outside lime" C]\Jalilyof the narrative;
b) the historical credibility, brought about by the use of historical names, places,

cvents. It is not just a mcans. Hcrc is a gcncral belief in the singer that he/she
is telling the story as it was.

The same can be noted ,in the c;:tseof biographical [ime. Only certain ages are
mentioned and the dramatis personae seem to be "frozen in age".5

Some songs deal wllh the supernatural strength and intelligence of child heroes
and t.hetragic inability of the grown-ups to appreCiate them. But mostly the hero is·a
young man in the full blossom of physical prowess. He is a static, mythical age. He
won't grow old and feebeI.

It takes a really legendary hero figure hke the great Kraljevic Marko to be gIven
a "death". But even ulis is a mythical story - after 300 years of glorious baules,
Marko throws his maee in the sea, takes his f;:trewellof "this deceiving world" and
falls asleep forever.6

Compared to the hero, the other dramatis pcrsonac are given only one age
refcrence, If any. His faithful sistcr, who looks after his sword, horse and falcon, is
a young gil"!or rnalTiageablc age.7 His wlfc is young and \vh;:t[is more important
faithful- "vjerna ljuba". The hero's mOlber is old and wise.

The hero is the central figure, which dominates the plot and only in relation to
him the other characters arc givcn a biography.

The enemv is the lowest on this scale of reference - he is most orten denied
"hfelike" qualfties by not being given any age. Only a WOrlJ1Y adversary such as
Musa Kesedl.ijaS is allowed more. It could be also due to the fact that in the story hc
is also the Sultan's foe. We arc given 1Oknow more about him. He is given a sort of
a biography albeit a lesser one. This respect for Musa becomes obvious in the
COUfseof the battle between Marko and himself. Different weapons break withOLlt
the clear win and it is almost by accident that Marko manages to hit him mortally
and is almost crushed by dying Musa, who appC<Jrsto have had 3 hearts - a truly

3D. S, Lic!Ja(';ev,I'oclika drevnerusskoj litcraiury, Leningrad 1971 .
4Mircea Eliade - Myth and RealilY. N,Y. 1959.
5S. Jll. NcklJudov draws a nlltnber of J'ineparalleh on the subject of biographical time between
lhc bylina and theepic. S. Ju. Nckljudov - Zcilllnd R~!umin dcr Byline, in Scmioti~a Sovielic~
1 - Aachen 1986.

6y. SI. Karad2ic - Srpskc narodne pjesme, vol. IT,No. 73.
7y. Sl. Karadiic _Srpskc narodnc PJcsmc, vol. n, No. 24.
8y S1.Karad2ic _Srpskc narodne pjesme, vol. Tl. No. 00.
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mythical a!tributc. This ISa fine example of the best of1he cpic tradition of the SouLh
Slavs and rcml1lds of the chlv3lrie tournaments in the Middle Ages.

As time passes by and wc appl"Oach the 19th centmy, cpic themes acqUJrc more
a regional charactcr - the exploits oCthe "hajduci", the rebels of the 19th century and
the wars rot" the jibCl"atlon [!"Omthe Ottoman yoke. More historical facts - references
to places, names. The cnd of thc 19th century also shows a marked individualization
of oral poetry, which has become the product of indlvidlWI singers without the
earlier possibilitics of national scattering and gradu31 transformation through oral
performance by different Singers. Oltcn the artistic quality of SllCh songs is of a
lesser degree, since they were not slowly moulded as ill the case of the older heroic
poctry.9

Finally we come to modern times. It seems th:1t If any new songs arc being
madc, they arc purely an inclivldual Tl:lrratrve. Many time references and everyday
language dom1l1ate the narrative, but in thc casc of gifted, expericnccd singers, a
blend of the old formul<\ic language can bc achieved. I would like to quote hcre an
interesting example of a modem folk song. This song was reponed by Manha
Forsyth at the Vth Congress of Southeast Eu[·opcan studies In September, 1984 in
Belgradc.lO

Apparently this song was sponlancously crcatcd by cight Bulgarian grannies-
folk singers on their way to a folk song festival In Zagreb in 1977. The song was
"born" out of their frustration at havlIlg arnved al thc wrong stalion (Pi rot) and not
bcing mct by anyone. So tlley sal dow!1 on their bags at tIle train station of Pirot (!TId

bit by bit composed their song. In the view of the above discussion reg;lfding time
referenccs, onc is struck by thc rcalisLlc IIncar storytclllllg In timc:

They went 10 the lInin station
The), gOlon Ihe Irain
The), lOok the wrong train

The), wailed all day lill noon

It was fainy
lhe {\grannies gOI frozen.

UIllil a young man comcs to thcm and rides with thcm on the right train to their final
destination.

The song cnds with thci r drcssing lip fm tIle fcslival and thei r pcrf"ornancc at Ihe
festival hall. This bit rcminds strongly or the colourful descriptions of the dressing
of the hero before the IMtle. And in their victOI'ious singing, thc exultation aftcr the
hero's victory ISechoed.

Old r·Ol"muimc language has crept up hcre also, only this time with modern
connOlaLions. The young man, who comes to "savc" the grannicsis a young man
"unshavcn" ("mlado momcc ncobnccno") and the girl who meets them al thc house
is a young girl With her "hair unbraidcd" ("mlada mom:t ncpletena").

Thcsc epilhcls used to deIlote boys and girsl not yet of marriagcablc age. Here
lhe modcrn connotation is just what the words mean - a young man With a beard
and a yOLlnggid with her l13ir let loose.

In conclusion, folk poctry has become more individualized, more a product of a
pcrsonal cx prcssion, a pcrsonal n:lrrati ve. Realistic Iime sequences show a strong lie

~P. Dinckov tl'lg~rski fotktor, vol. I. Sofia 19(>0. Prof. ])inckov Jiscusses in detail llle
developmenl of Ihc Butgarian historical oral ~OTlgsuntillhe 20lh century and remarks Oil the
regional it)'.

IOM:irtha Fors)'lh _A new IraJitional Butg:lrian song. Papers for Ihe Y(h Congrcss or SOLithcaSl
European Studies. Siavica Publishers, 1984, I'P, 158·]69.
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with the historical reality. The "escape from time", the fabulous, the trans-historical
in the narrative belong to previous ages, when this was the only way out of an
oppressive reality.

Pojarn vrernena ujuznoslavenskoj usrnenoj poezijj
SAZETAK

Ideja vremena u usmenoj poeziji izraJ;wa mitsko, cirkularno vrijeme (rodenje, ZiV01,smrt),
a sluzi odrzavanju tradicije. Na prvi se poglcd usmcna pjesma Cini iwliranom, cat
suprotstavljenom vertikalnosti historijskog vrcmcna. No, historijski dogauaji i dru~lvcnc
promjcnc ipak se oCituju u procesu naracije.

Na temelju primjcra srpskohrvmske i bugarske usmene naralivne poezije autorica
razraduje strukturalnu analizu kojom otkriva slozcne i testa implicitnc veze usmene
poezijc ihistarijskezbiljc.
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