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Comparative Slavic Epic

ALBERT В. LORD

Oral epic poetry or, more precisely, oral traditional narrative song has
been practiced by Slavs speaking Russian, Ukrainian, Serbo-Croatian,
and Bulgarian. The primary concern of this essay is to investigate a few
facets of the relationship between South Slavic — that is, Serbo-
Croatian and Bulgarian — oral traditional epic and that of the Eastern
Slavs — that is, the Russians and Ukrainians. It is proper to begin with
a description of some outward manifestations of these four language
traditions.

One of the most evident differences between the East Slavic and
South Slavic epic traditions is that the metrical system of the former is
basically tonic, or non-syllabic, whereas that of the latter is basically
syllabic. Related to this difference is another: South Slavic epic songs
are either accompanied by a bowed instrument or unaccompanied,
whereas East Slavic epics are either accompanied by a plucked instru-
ment or unaccompanied. The only instrument really strummed in the
South Slavic epic traditions is the tambura in northern Bosnia. Speci-
fically, the South Slavic musical instruments are the bowed one-
stringed gusle and the bowed three-stringed g'dulka. The East Slavic
instruments are the kobza or bandura and (formerly) the Russian
gusli. It seems possible, then, for there to be an opposition between
tonic or non-syllabic meter, accompanied by a plucked or struck
musical instrument, and syllabic meter, accompanied by a bowed
instrument. This principle seems to apply also to the relationship
between the plucked harp of older Germanic poetries — or, at any
rate, of Anglo-Saxon poetries — with their stressed/unstressed meter,
as compared with the medieval French tradition's bowed rebec, a close
relative of the g'dulka, with its decasyllabic/hendecasyllabic metrical
base, similar, indeed, to the South Slavic decasyllable. Noteworthy,
perhaps, is that the non-syllabic meter is found in northern Europe and
Russia, whereas the syllabic occurs in southern Europe, including the
Balkans.


