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TRACES OF ORAL NARRATION
IN KONAVLE

The style of this article avoids the usual scholarly fashion. The author has
already written several studies about Bogisié's collection in a more
"scientific" way: In this text, M. Bogkovi¢-Stulli follows the paths of her
own wanderings and the stories she heard all over Konavle forty, and even
more than forty, years ago — she tries to conjure up at least something of
the narrators of that time, of the local stories, and of that landscape seen
through its legends.

Keywords: Croatian oral literature, oral prose, Konavle

I feel the presence of Konavle now, to use the words of Villon, as my
"snows of yesteryear" — as les neiges d'antan. Born and raised in
northern inland regions of Croatia, the encounter with the landscape and
history of that Mediterranean rural community near the City of
Dubrovnik, everything I got to know and accept in that part of Croatia,
was brought home to me in the family circle of my hushand, who was born
in Dubrovnik, and his relatives.

Most of my Konavle narrators — male and female — whose oral
narratives are the subject of this article, are long dead or in very
advanced years now. Many of the younger ones have probably emigrated
and also grown old — and I have never heard from them again.

Finally, the war at the beginning of the 1990s: Konavle devastated
and destroyed. People driven out, houses demolished and burnt to the
ground. Those houses which live on in my memory, the large kitchens and
the pergolas beside the houses where we usually sat and talked, no longer

exist. Nor do my narrators, the people who lived in them.
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I visited Konavle twice as a researcher "in the field" i.e. I listened and
recorded or wrote down folk narratives and ballads: in 1954 (in the
villages of (y]ilipi, Popoviéi, Komaji, Obod, the township of Cavtat), and
again in 1961 (in the villages of Pridvorje, Lovorno, Dunave, Picete,
Zastolje, Gruda, Uskoplje, Ljuta, Baéev Do). Turning the pages of my
collected material, I see that there is a lot that I have forgotten, while
there are some places, people and narratives which are still very much
alive in my memory. These collections and recordings are kept in the
Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research in Zagreb.

Together with these oral stories from Konavle collected in this
century, 19th century notations kept in the Baldo (Baltazar) Bogisié
Library in his native Cavtat make up a complete whole. (Bogisi¢ was a
notable legal historian, researcher of common law, publisher of old texts
of traditional verse, and the like. He lived from 1834 until 1908). In my
work for the Institute in Zagreb I compiled a list of various folk tales and
ballads preserved in the Bogisi¢ manuscripts, and, what was most
important: | found notations of tales and legends in Bogisié¢'s library
collected for him during the 1880s in Cavtat and its surroundings by his
sister and some other local collaborators. Transcriptions of these texts
can now be found in the Institute referred to above (MS 189). I have
written two articles about the Bogisi¢ collection (Boskovié-Stulli
1984:207-305; 1993a:9-28 = 1994:153-166). Some of the tales and legends
from Konavle have been published in reviews: Boskovi¢-Stulli 1993 (26
texts), 1997a (21 texts; some of the tales and legends appear in both
texts).

It will be seen later how those notations from the last century are of
great importance for what I wish to say about Konavle folk narratives

and ballads in more recent times.
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However, to start with we will briefly remind readers of previous mention
of Konavle narratives.

Written tradition linked Konavle with the Greek mythical couple,
King Cadmus — the founder of Thebes, who killed the Dragon — and his

divine consort, Harmonia, who, according to sources from Antiquity,

settled in the land of Illyria in the southern Adriatic around Budva and
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Risan, and at the end of their lives were turned into a dragon and a snake
by the gods. In his paper on the Encheleians (1995:211-303), Radoslav
Katici¢ gave a comprehensive and exhaustive study of this theme from
antique mythology and literature. The theme was also interpreted by
Nenad Ivi¢ (1992) as it appeared in the work by the Thomas [Toma], the
Archbishop of Split. Thomas the Archdeacon — who lived during the
13th century — was the first to identify the dwelling place of these two
famous mythical personages in the Konavle region: "In the tales of the
poets, it was said that Cadmus came to the same province, and it was here
that he was transformed into a snake. And his city was Epidaurum which
was near Ragusa [Dubrovnik], in which there is a great cave. And it is

still believed today that a dragon lives there." (Epitaurum or Epidaurum
is modern-day Cavtat.)

According to Kati¢ié: "lllyrian Epidaurum is not mentioned
anywhere in antique literature as Cadmus's city", while Ivi¢ assumes that
"Thomas could have found the story of Cadmus's arrival in Epidaurum
(...) in Priscian's translation of Dionysius Periegetes (Kati¢i¢ 1995:298-
-299; Ivi¢ 1992:19, 30).

Apart from locating Cadmus and Harmonia in the Konavle area,
for our purposes in this article Thomas the Archdeacon's text is
interesting in that he referred to living belief among the people of that
time: "And it is still believed today that a dragon lives there". After
Thomas, the legend of the mythic divine couple in Konavle was mentioned
a number of times in literature. According to the Dubrovnik Latin writer,
DPuro Feri¢, their graves are high in the Konavle cliffs. (Bogisi¢ 1982:125)

The Austrian historian, J. Ch. Engel, wrote about their graves in
his Geschichte des Freystaates Ragusa (1807), which was mentioned by
his translator Ivan Stojanovié in these words: "(...) that his tomb, like
that of his wife, should be sought in those caves and crags which are still
there today on Snijeznica Mountain or among the Konavle boulders, in
Konavle (...) Great, frightening snakes used to hatch in those caves, and
are mentioned in that regard in the tale in which Cadmus and Harmonia
transformed into snakes at their death (Stojanovié¢ 1922:1-2).

The English writer, A. J. Evans, spoke at the end of the last
century in his travelogue about his journey through Bosnia-Herzegovina
about a cave in the mountain above Cavtat, which was connected with the

transformation of Cadmus and Harmonia, and, later, with the cult of
~Aesculapius (Kati¢i¢ 1995:257-258).
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The traditions about of the transformation of the divine creatures
Cadmus and Harmonia into a snake and a dragon found fertile soil in the
Illyrian regions, among that ancient people in which the cult of the snake
was very pronounced — and this is given detailed attention by Kati¢i¢ in
his article (256-258, 288 passim). According to Aleksandar Stipéevié, the
snake had been a cult animal and tribal symbol among the southern
Hlyrians, and later in legend represented the pagan divinity in the battle
with Christianity (Stipéevié 1989:149-151).

This ancient connection with the cults of snakes and dragons was
shown in another Konavle tradition, maintained in oral narration right
up until the present day: the one about Saint Hylarion, in which there are
indications of the traces of pagan and Christian legends. Saint Jerome
(turn of the 4th to the 5th century) described in Zivot blazenog Hilariona
[The Life of the Blessed Hylarion] how the saint had arrived in
Epidaurum in the year 365, and had defeated and burned with the
strength of his Christian faith a huge and dangerous snake called Boas
and liberated the masses from this monster (Kati¢i¢ 1995:257; Ivié
1992:30-31). Thomas the Archdeacon referred to earlier also mentioned
the legend of Saint Hylarion (lvié¢ 1992:19). It also featured in the
anonymous Dubrovnik Kronika [Chronicle], the 16th century Italian
Pouvijest Dubrovnika [History of Dubrovnik] by Serafino Razzi, in
Pavlimir written by the poet Palmotié in the 17th century, in various
popularisations, as well as in oral legends in which Saint Hylarion
dragged the dragon beneath the sea "from Sipun to Mlini (Boskovié-Stulli
1997:40). The mysterious cave near Gavtat, "the fateful gipun, the evil
cave" in Palmoti¢'s Pavlimir, has remained the gathering place of
diabolic creatures in folk narration right up until the present day, as will
be seen later in this text.

A number of literary stories about the origin of the name Konavle
(from kono = canal) deriving from the antique aqueduct there, have
appeared with etymological interpretation of local names.

In his play, Junije Palmoti¢ named Cavtat after Cavtislava, the
daughter of King Krunoslav in the Epiduur‘;um of the time, while Ferié¢
connected the name with the verh captjeti (to bloom), similarly as in the

very lovely modern oral legend (Palmoti¢ 1883:163; Bogisi¢ 1982:125;
Boskovié-Stulli 1997a:No.151).

Vid Vuletié-Vukasovié has a story called How [the Village] of
Mrcine Got Its Name: he heard the "lovely folk tale" from the late Father
Pavli¢, a priest in Pridvorje in Konavle. However, it is not really a "folk
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tale" in either literary stylisation nor content: Epidaurum (Cavtat) was
ruled by a malevolent Roman called Valerius. His daughter was in love
with Duke Stjepan from the fortress of Sokol, but her father wanted to
give her in marriage to the Latin Fabius. The maiden was promised to the
one who did the best deed, so Stjépan promised to bring water to Cavtat;
but the other suitor pushed a huge lizard into the completed aqueduct,
and it killed the maiden. It was then that the land was named Konavle,
after the canal or aqueduct. The ill-fated prospective bridegroom carried
off the maiden to his fortress of Sokol, where he made love to her dead
body for three whole days, so the place was then called Mreine (today's
village of Dubravka) (Vuletié-Vukasovié s.a.:102-109). The magazine
Domace ognjiste [The Domestic Hearth] printed an article titled Odakle
je doslo ime Cavtat, Konavle, Vodovalje i Mrcine [The Origins of the
Names of Cavtat, Konavle, Vodovalje and Mreine] adapted by Pavlina
Bogdan-Bijeli¢, with the annotation based on folk narration (1906, No.
10:205-206). The text Kako je postala voda Ljuta u Konavlima [How the
Ljuta Stream in Konavle Originated] also bears the note, based on folk
narration (Dubrovnik 2, 1898:173-179).

Interpretations of the origins of locality names as the core of these
stories could have come from oral tradition, while their literary
adaptations reverted to their place of origin and were well received in
Cavtat and through the Konavle area, where literacy and reading were
not a rarity. Bogisié¢'s manuscript collection contains oral legend,
obviously from literary sources, about the king of Epidaurum Dolabel
and his daughter Cavtislava, who gave her name to Cavtat; she was
propnséd marriage by two sovereigns; one would bring her marble, and
the other water. However, there was a snake in the water brought to
Cavtat by the "king of France" and it killed Cavtislava (MS 189:37; MS
106). I was told a similar story by one of my female narrators from Cilipi_,
which she herself said she had read somewhere, while in Pridvorje 1
heard a story obviously based on Vuletié-Vukasovié's text, but also, at the
same time, very original (MS 171:89-90; MS 394:No. 15).

In 1934, Vuletié-Vukasovié's highly stylised oral legends from
Konavle were published in the Zbornik za narodni zivot i obi¢aje [Review
of the Folk Life and Customs of the Southern Slavs] while the text of his
article "Prizrijevanje" [Apparitions] (Vuletié-Vukasovié 1934a) in the
Srpski etnografski zbornik [Serbian Ethnographic Review] presented

unornamented short legends about supernatural creatures from
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Dalmatia, largely from Konavle. P. Bogdan-Bijeli¢ (1908) provided
information on beliefs and a number of legends about witches.

Krsto Kuraica, a teacher, spoke in Slovinac magazine about Niko
from Lovorna, a comical character from Konavle (1879), while almost
one hundred years later I listened to similar stories about Kojo Prokurica
in Pridvorje: "He used to concoct all sorts of lies (...), books could be
written about him such as those about Khoja Nastradin." Like Niko's, his
stories were a pack of falsehoods in the Miinchausen style: how he had
climbed up the stalk of a broad-bean plant and reached the heavens; how
defrosted ducks in a sack had flown up into the air together with his
donkey (Boskovié-Stulli 1963:23 and No. 106).

I heard a number of stories in Pridvorje about Kojo Prokurica, a
local jokester, and spinner of comical tales, an anecdotal character who
lived a hundred years ago, some were told to me by his descendants who
bore the same surname (MS 394:3, 4, 6-9 and 12). I have now come
nearer to what I would like to say about Konavle oral narratives. This
article will not be focusing on the contents (types of folk tale) nor on
descriptions of the diverse mythical creatures in the legends and beliefs,
which have been recorded in numerous quantities. However, I am taking
another course: following preserved traces in narratives written down
and evoked at the beginning of this article — about the narrators, on the
longevity of the local legends and their closeness with domestic localities,
all things which no longer exist.

In my research in Konavle, 1 did not come across female narrators
of tales of magic which enriched the repertoire during the last century
when Bogisi¢'s Cavtat female collaborators were at work. Apart from a
few individual notations, it was only in Cilipi that I found a real narrator
of tales of magie in Mara Kordi¢, who was then a woman of seventy-one.
She had heard her tales from an old lady who was her neighbour while
she was still a child in her native village of Drevenik. This neighbour had
spent her earlier years working as a nanny in Dubrovnik. When her
charges had been chastised by their parents, they had run to their nanny
and listened to her tales of magic. Later, Mara had told the tales to her
grandchildren. It is very likely that some of the tales had thus been
brought from the City of Dubrovnik to the village, and not the other way

round which is the more stereotyped conception held.

However, unlike Mara's wonderful tales of magic in MS 171, some
of which were later published, I heard many domestic Konavle legends
from old people, but also from young girls. The attitude towards these
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strange domestic supernatural events differed among my young narrators
from the tradition of their elders, some of whom listened to and
remembered them with a certain reserve, but at the same time were
attracted to them by their unusual, somewhat irrational although
domestic aura.

In a notation from the 19th century we read how Tondica Cukli¢
once found a goatskin filled with oil at the top of Zvizdine Street in
Cavtat. He lifted it onto his neck and carried it along, but when he took
hold of one of the legs so that it would not slip, a voice spoke out: "What!
Are we going to start biting?" The goatskin was in fact a tenac (or
werewolf). In 1954, Luce Antunovié who was then seventeen year old and
attending a vocational school in Cavtat, told me a story she had heard
from some older woman in Cavtat. It was about the same event; however,
instead of Tondica Cukli¢ who had really lived there, it was now about
"some Cavtat man from the time of Antiquity" who was coming home from
fishing along the Ulica od Susnja Street. Luce mentioned his poor family
and the delight when he found the goatskin full of oil. She gave a more
detailed description of the conflict with the ostensible goatskin, who also
talks in this story: "When we start biting, we really will be biting". In the
text from the last century the event was reduced in spare words to the
reality of a spectral encounter whose authenticity is accepted, while Luce

freely and animatedly spun the tale about the same event.

Luce spoke about various frightening creatures in a similar fashion:
about witches, moras [bloodsucking witches], the dead, about mermaids,

fairies' caves, pestilence and about the Greek treasure near her native

village of Molunat (MS 171).

In the same year in Obod near Cavtat a fifteen-year-old school-girl
called Anka Guliermovié recounted to me the local mythic legends which
by her father and
erandfather, while she listened to them with slight shuddering; but later

had been told — to her, or in her presence

she remembered them from a rational distance: "l was always frightened
before to walk past Milova Valley, which is a small, small cave.
Grandfather used to say that fairies lived there." She also told me about
the tintilini, about Saint Hylarion and the dragon in Sipun Cave, about
witches, and about the tenac [werewolf] in the guise of a donkey, about
the Evil Eye, about the ferns which flower on the eve of Saint John's Day,
of the evergreen oak in front of the cave near Glavska and the knife
which had been cleaned upon its trunk and had left its bark stained with

the blood of people slaughtered long ago (MS 171).
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