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ABSTRACT

This thesis seeks to clarify the often confused understanding of the Serbo-
Croatian vila and elucidate her position within the archaic South Slavic world
view. Through a survey of her functional traits within the Serbo-Croatian epics,
the argument presented here attempts to typify her actions in the epic sphere, and
weigh those against her conception in the folkloric sphere, making a case for the
understanding and study of the vila as one distinct figure divided into two
typological facets — one mythological in nature, the other a product of folk
custom. From there the thesis explores a comparative Indo-European
mythological study of the isolated epic functions of the vila, in order to properly
posit her among similar analogues in the Indo-European myth system.
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GUIDE TO PRONUNCIATION

The Serbian and Croatian languages are phonetic languages belonging to the
South Slavic language family. The alphabet consists of thirty characters written in
. Latin by the Croats and in both Latin and Cyrillic by the Serbs. There are three
digraphs in the Latin form. Most pronunciation follows English with a few

exceptions.

Aa A a | like a in father

Bb b6

Cec o | like s in cats

C¢ Y q | hard like ch in church

C¢ hh | softlike ¢ in British tune
Dd n

DdDjdj)) | bh | softlike d in British endure
Dz dz [Iu | hard likejin jam

Ee Ee |like ein best

Ff OXi))

Gg I'r | always hard like g in game
Hh X x | sounded like 4 in happy
Ii N u | like ee in beets

Jj Jj as English y

Kk Kk

L1 JIn

Ljlj Jb 5 | palatalized like le in French fleur
M m Mwm

Nn Hu

Nj nj b » | palatalized like ni in onion
Oo O o | like o in pope

Pp IIn

Rr Pp | trilled as in Spanish pero
Ss Cc

S Il m | as English sh

Tt Tt

Uu Yy |like u in rude

Vv Bs

77z 33 :

77 XK x | like the s in pleasure
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1.0 Introduction

Whether a casual reader or a scholar, anyone who works with Serbo-
Croatian oral traditions will quickly learn the name of the vila. Drifting in a sea of
Christian symbolism and static, stereotypical female characters, the vila (pl. vile)
stands out in the corpora as markedly archaic, pagan, and unique. Yet, for all her
appeal, the vila remains one of the most obscure and misunderstood characters in
European mythology and folklore. Scholars following in the footsteps of Milman
Parry and Albert Lord most often relegate her to footnotes, branding her a South
Slavic nymph or fairy. Those who attempt to elucidate her character more
thoroughly seem to produce uniformly contradictory opinions. The aim of this
thesis is two-fold: it is an attempt to rectify and clarify the role of the vila in the
Serbo-Croatian folk tradition, as well as an effort to situate her mythological
aspects among the ranks of her analogues within the larger sphere of Indo-
European mythology. By elucidating the position of the vila as existing in two
typologically unique functions, this thesis advocates the need to split the
conception of the vila into two distinct components before appropriate analyses
can be performed. Where one figure exists on the level of folk-custom and legend
(hereafter titled folkloric) and deserves the title of nymph, the other vila, the vila
of the epics (narodne pjesme/pesme in Croatian and Serbian, lit., folk songs) and
ballads, represents a separate and unique figure with mythological implications.
The thesis will begin by outlining the functional traits of the vila as she appears in
the Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian epics. By typifying her actions in the epic
sphere and weighing them against her conception in the folkloric sphere, the thesis
will set forth an argument for isolating the two formats. From that point, an
argument will be made connecting the newly isolated epic function of the vila
with other strong comparands in the Indo-European myth world, namely, the
Norse valkyrie as well as two figures in the Indo-Iranian world, the Vedic apsaras
and an obscure figure found in The One Thousand and One Nights.
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2.0 Historical Background

Not much is definitively known about the early history of the Croats and
Serbs. In the seventh century, the Byzantine Empire under Emperor Heraclius (c.
575-641) was besieged from the East by the Sassanian Persians and from the
North by raiding bands of Avars, Slavs and Bulgars who had recently flooded the
Balkan Peninsula in a mass migration. It is not clear why the Slavs left their
homeland, but the migration proved easy due to struggles occurring between the
Byzantine Empire and the Ostrogoths (who had overrun Dalmatia, Illyricum and
parts of Italy) as well as the empire’s ongoing strife with the Persians (Preveden
1955: 37). In 626 the warring groups, supported by the Persians on the east,
attacked Constantinople from the west and from the sea, yet Heraclius’ military
managed to stave off the attack and the raiding efforts ended in failure (37).
Heraclius would go on to defeat the Sassanid Empire in a number of campaigns,
and quell the Avar hordes, yet through a mysterious turn of history, the Slavs
settled the area of the Balkans that had once been the home of the Illyrians,
Thracians, Dacians and a number of other substratal groups. Constantine
Porphyrogenitus states in his De administrando imperio (approximately 950 C.E.)
that Heraclius bequeathed the Eastern shore of the Adriatic to the Croats so that
they might aid in driving out the Avars (Eterovich 1964: 82). Both Croatian and
Serbian lore contend that due to their peaceful nature and habit of settiement,
Heraclius sent a communication, inviting the Croats and/or Serbs to emigrate from
their original homeland to the Balkans to repopulate the area. Most likely the
areas were taken by force, the substratum of peoples being wiped out or absorbed
into the arriving groups, but the Slavs seem to have settled into a relatively
peaceful existence upon arrival and their utility in populating, cultivating and
rebuilding the ruined areas they inhabited did not go unnoticed by the Byzantine
Emperors (Preveden 1955: 37).

2.1 The Serbs and Croats

The original homeland of the Serbs and Croats, before their migration to
the Balkans, is said to be north of the Carpathians (once thought to be the root of
the Croatian name [Mijatovi¢ 2007: 1]) and east of the Vistula river in areas that
form today’s eastern Germany, southern Poland and possibly portions of western
Ukraine. Theories abound as to whether the name of the Croats [Hrvati] is
Germanic, Slavic or Iranian in origin as it can be found in toponyms and surnames
spread from areas in Ukraine west to Germany and south along the migratory path
to the Balkans. The Iranian origin is thought by many to be supported by the name
XOPAO®OX carved into two tablets found in Tanais, dating from 200 CE, which
brings into question whether the Croats are truly a Slavic group that perhaps lived
symbiotically with the Steppe Iranians,' or whether they are a slavicized Iranian
group (Eterovich 1964: 76-78). Hrvati/Horvati seems also to be etymologically

! This idea is supported by archaeological material and historical records (see Gimbutas 1971: 46-
49).
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connected to the Alan word hu-urvathos which means ‘friend’ (78). Yet, despite
the controversy over the etymological roots and biological origin of the Croats,
culturally and linguistically they have been attested as a Slavic tribe since they
entered the written historical stage.

The Russian Primary Chronicle names the Croats (those that remained in
the North) as a Slavic tribe living on the Danube (Cross and Sherbowitz-Wetzor
1953: 56), not a Russian tribe, but subject to Russian conquest in 907 and again in
992 (231 n. 3). Prince Oleg of Kiev is said to have attacked the Greeks from 904-
907 C.E. with an army that included pagan Croats (64). The Serbs, as well, are
mentioned in the Chronicle as neighbours to the Croats in their original homeland
(53). The name of the Serbs may have been attested as early as the second century
in Ptolemy’s Geography where he enumerates the Serboi among the tribes of
Sarmatia (Gimbutas 1971: 60).2 Like the Croats, the Serbian name is found in the
area above the Carpathians, although their location seems to have been more
westerly than that of the Croats. The Sorbians, who live in the German region of
Lusatia, are most likely descendants of the same tribe (Dvornik 1974: 14, 28). The
Sorbians refer to themselves as Serbi, the same ethnonym as the Serbs, and to this
day, the Serbs in Serbia refer to the Sorbians as Jlyarcuuxu Cp6u [Lusatian Serbs].
Whatever their origins may be, upon arrival in the Balkans the Serbs and Croats
occupied a large area and began to settle and work the land.

The groups were culturally separated into tribes or zadrugas [extended
family groups], composed of a druZina [band, group]® who were led by a patriarch
(Staresina or often Knez) and controlled regionally by a Zupan who was head of a
district [ZupalZupanija] and military, judicial and tributary authority to his region
(Eterovich 1964: 131). In Croatia these Zupas often banded together under the
leadership of a Ban (168).* The people practiced mixed agricultural farming and
livestock herding inland and fishing and sea trade on the coast and became rather
productive members of the Byzantine Empire. Despite having taken part in the
warring factions which besieged Constantinople, the Serbs and Croats were not
accustomed to martial systems or large-scale organization and for centuries
retained local systems of governance to varying degrees (Preveden 1955: 37).

Starting as early as the middle of the 7™ century (with the alleged
conversion of the Dalmatian and Istrian Croats by Pope John IV) and ending in
the second half of the 9™ century (with the missionary work of Saints Cyril and
Methodius, who subsequently spread Church Slavonic using the Glagolitic script),
the Croats and Serbs took part in a lengthy process of conversion from their form
of Slavic paganism to Christianity. After much religious debate and controversy
between the Orthodox and Catholic factions within the country, under the rule of

20

Zvonimir (1075-1089) the Croats accepted the Roman Catholic Church with its

2 Gimbutas suggests that Hrvati is an Iranian sound change on the root name of the Serbs *serv-
becoming *xarv- in Sarmatian. Yet another etymology may link the name to a term for
‘easterner’. IE *sAwl-o/- ‘sun’, in Iranian becoming *xwora-ta ‘easterner’.

? For more on the zadruga and communal living in the Balkans refer to Byrnes 1976.

4 Ban is a Slavic borrowing of the Avar bajan. Tt denotes a nobleman or land owner.

3
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center in Rome (24). Serbia, as well, became a battleground for the missionary
work of both the Roman Catholic and the Eastern Orthodox churches. Inevitably
the Serbs became primarily Eastern Orthodox, looking to Greece and Mount
Athos as their holy seat. Later, Saint Sava (1175-1235) would found the Serbian
Orthodox Church in 1219; the second oldest autocephalus Orthodox Church in the
Slavic world with its seat in the city of Pe¢.

2.2 Serbian and Croatian History to the Turkish Invasion

The Croatian-occupied area was the first of the two to be consolidated into
an independent state. The first ruler to take the title of King [Kralj] was Tomislav
(reigning 910-928), who held his center at Biograd on the Dalmatian Coast and
whose kingdom reached well into Bosnia and North to the Drava River (24).
Croatian independence was not to last long, however, and disputed successions
found the crown in the hands of Ladislas I (1077-1095), king of Hungary. By
1102 Croatia was united with Hungary.

Thereafter, the Croatian leadership was to claim that the union
rested on an agreement between equal partners who were joined
primarily through the common monarch. Although the Hungarian
government did not accept this interpretation of the arrangement,
Croatia did thereafter retain a special position within the Hungarian
kingdom and did have wide rights of autonomy. Croatia was kept
administratively apart from Hungary, and the Croatian assembly of

. nobles had much authority (24).

Slavonija, the area of Croatia which sits on the Pannonian plain, was incorporated,
for most of its history, into the Hungarian system of counties, Croatia proper
would remain a semi-autonomous unit of the empire, and the Dalmatian coast
(with its important trade centers) would experience a rather turbulent history and
fall into a number of European hands over the course of history (25). With
significant connections on the coast to both Italy and Venice, the Croats had a
vibrant literary tradition as early as the fifteenth century which would play an
integral part in the history of the Yugoslav epics.

From the eighth to the twelfth century, the Serbian people lived under
Byzantine or Bulgarian rule until the Bulgars were defeated by the Byzantines and
two independent Serbian states were allowed to thrive — Raska (modern day
Serbia) and Zeta (today Montenegro) (18). Serbia was to see its height under the
rule of Stefan Dusan (reigning 1331-1335), a member of the Nemanja dynasty
which produced seven Serbian monarchs between 1166 and 1371. DuSan’s
kingdom was “to extend over Albanian lands, Macedonia, Epirus and Thessaly, as
well as the Serbian territory which extended to the Adriatic” (19). In 1346 he
crowned himself ‘Emperor of the Serbs and Greeks’, yet his great legacy was not
to last. His son Uro$§ V (1355-1371), after the sudden death of his father, was
unable to stop the country from splitting into competing factions of nobles and the

4
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area was left open to the advance of the Ottoman Empire (19). Despite the efforts
of Prince Lazar Hrebeljanovi¢ (1371-1389) to muster an army of Serbian,
Bosnian, Croatian and Hungarian troops to fend off the Turkish advance, the
Ottomans prevailed under the leadership of a number of competent Sultans and
Lazar’s army fell at the famous Kosovo Polje [Kosovo Field] in June of 1389.
Though not the most decisive battle in the war between the Serbs and the Turks,
the Battle of Kosovo would become immortalized in Serbian folk singing as the
end of the Serbian empire and the beginning of Serbian vassalage as a raja [rayah]
of the Ottoman Empire.

2.3 The Balkans Under Turkish Control and the Rise of Epic Singing

Although the Ottoman advance on Europe was to reach as far as Vienna
(see fig. 1.1), territorial losses to the Hapsburg empire were to halt the border at a
line very close to the modern southern border of Slavonija in Croatia; a military
frontier that was mostly populated by Serbs fleeing the Turkish empire (145). The
majority of Bosnians, Croats and Serbs were to encounter different fates through
the Ottoman centuries. Croatia, allied with Hungary, was drawn into the Austro-
Hungarian Empire which ensured their protection from the Ottomans and a '
Western European cultural orientation as well as a better standard of living than
the neighbouring Balkan states. This did, however, also leave the nobility in a
constant state of struggle for control of their lands (141), and often brought
heavier taxes upon the peasantry and serfs than those experienced under Ottoman
control (143). Dubrovnik and the Dalmatian coast, as a mercantile area, changed
hands a number of times, although it was controlled longest by the Venetians. The
area remained an oasis from much of the turmoil surrounding it, functioning well
enough on its own that political dominance was sufficient for the nations that
fought over it, and subjugation did not factor into its history (98).

The majority of the Bosnian nobles and peasantry were to take on or be
converted to Islam. The area soon became a haven for converts from all reaches of
the empire (88). Although the Muslim Slavic peasantry were to see little gain
from their conversion, the nobility were able to preserve a large degree of
autonomy and powecr over their regions and the peasants who worked their estates
(88). A sort of feudal Bosnian epoch was to flourish during the reign of the Turks,
and many of the historical rulers of the time would be immortalized as knights and
heroes in the Bosnian epics.

Serbia was to remain under Ottoman control from the fourteenth century
until two national revolutions brought them autonomy in the late nineteenth and
full independence in the early twentieth century. Although the Turks collected (at
times very steep) taxes from the Serbs and enforced very strong societal
restrictions, and although living conditions within the Ottoman Empire were often
far below those of the rest of Europe — the area saw terrible outbreaks of the
plague, Serbs were denied an education system, kept largely illiterate and were
generally impoverished — not all conditions under Ottoman rule were terrible.
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Despite the [Ottoman’s]| emphasis on religious war, the object
was not the destruction of... [its enemies], but their conquest and
domination in a manner of advantage to Islam. If a city or region
submitted without resistance, the population could, if it wished, retain
its religion and a large measure of autonomy; if it resisted, it could be
enslaved or massacred, and its property taken as booty. Conversions to
Islam were welcomed, but they were seldom forced. Conquered
people of another religion were allowed a definite place under the
direction of their own ecclesiastical authorities. There was, however,
no question of equality. Non-Muslims paid extra taxes, they were
subject to a large number of special restrictions, and they were treated
as definitely inferior in status (39-40).

With the imposition of, often corrupt, Turkish control on the Serbian
lands, many resorted to a system of outlawry. The Hajduk (pl. Hajduci), was a
bandit who lived in the forests and mountains during the warm seasons and raided
and looted Turkish, foreign, and often even local parties. Although many of these
units were less ‘freedom fighters’ than armed bandits, the lifestyle was always a
last resort for Christians who found themselves in dire circumstances under
Turkish rule. Throughout Turkish control the Hajduci posed a constant problem,
especially in the mountainous regions of Montenegro where their efforts were
quite successful (84) and many entered the oral epics as heroes similar to Robin
Hood (175). '

Although the Christian Serbs were not allowed to proudly exhibit their
religion or build or fix their churches, they were still allowed to retain their
religious system. Church leaders became important members of the community
who often represented their people politically (91). Under these unique
restrictions, two distinct oral traditions became the bastions of retention and
proliferation of cultural heritage, the church and folk singing. Both taught of the
nostalgic past of a great Serbian Empire, both passed on traditions of the Serbs
and both taught that the Turkish occupation was only a temporary encumbrance
which would one day be remedied.

2.4 The Art of the Guslar and Yugoslav Folk Singing
In The Epic in the Making, Svetozar Koljevi¢ refers to a Byzantine
chronicle from the early seventh century which describes, “among other things,
three Slav spies who were captured in the vicinity of Constantinople, carrying
some sort of cither instead of arms and claiming that their people preferred
singing to fighting” (1980: 11). Whatever the circumstances surrounding this
anecdote may have been, it is apparent that from early times the South Slavs were
acquainted with the art of singing. Although there have been, and still are, a
number of styles and methods of oral transmission in the former Yugoslav
nations, songs from three separate, yet interconnected, oral traditions will be
addressed in this study. Of all the singing traditions among the South Slavs, three

6
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were to take on a level of intricacy that would link them in the nineteenth century
to Romantic movements in Europe and to the search for folk epics. These three
also importantly retain many stock oral formulas which have been passed down
from ancient times and which often conceal kernels of ancient belief.

The first is the Bugarstica, which are the oldest body of recorded Serbo-
Croatian oral songs. The first of these were published in 1568 and were
continually published along the Adriatic Coast until the eighteenth century (31-
32). The Bugarstice have an odd oral flavour, they are composed of trochaic, 12,
14 or 16-syllable lines and tend to reflect “the social and artistic downgrading and
degeneration of an older, feudal form of epic singing” (36). Indeed, the courtly
bardic technique of Medieval Balkan kingdoms was to fade in the face of the
decasyllabic format used in village, and peasant life.’

The second format of note is the ballad, which was to be titled in the
Serbo-Croatian example as Zenske pjesme [women’s songs] by Vuk KaradZi¢
(usually referred to simply as Vuk). Although the ballads are a form of the
narodne pjesme [folk songs], they differ from the heroic songs by guidelines set
forward by Vuk and are most often categorized as lirske pjesme [lyric songs].
They are often shorter, sung by one or two people for amusement, most often by
women (although men sing the songs as well) in informal or domestic situations
(such as while washing clothes). Women’s songs have even stanzas, include “full-
or near-rthyme, assonance, consonance, and phonetic series, as well as formulaic
and syntactic frames” (Foley 1990: 17). They employ various meters (Zimmerman
1986: 44) although most often tend toward a symmetrical octosyllable. Regarding .
content, the subject matter of the women’s songs more often deal with themes of -
heartbreak and loss and other, more emotional subject matter than the heroic
songs and they are seldom performed to musical accompaniment.’ Many of the
best and most archaic songs in the Vuk collection are in fact women’s songs and
in many instances the distinction between women’s and men’s heroic songs is
blurred and crossed.

The junacke pjesme [heroic songs], are, however, much more stylized and
formal oral texts, the fullest expression, in a traditional sense, of the folk song or
epic. Throughout the lands of the Serbs and Croats oral singing of epic songs has
—__ beenretained from ancient times. The stock formulas-and stories found in the ——

heroic songs are rife with ancient material, a factor that is key to the analysis of
archaic South Slavic beliefs. As a cultural mode of expression, oral traditions not
, only represent a focal point in a web of synchronic interconnection, but are also
A diachronic practices, often of great age. Folk epic songs (especially those which
rely on structured formulas to satisfy metric conditions)

> The existence of a large store of both courtly and folk epic poetry makes the former Yugoslav
nations a very interesting environment for the study of oral literature.
8 See Vidan 2003: 12-19, for the problems associated with Vuk’s original classifications.

7
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...have reference to materials and ideas that are anachronistic only
from our decidedly synchronic perspective of post-oral and post-
traditional thinking. Tradition simply finds no discrepancy... [between
elements from] vastly different eras... [They] are held together in a
diachronic suspension unique to traditional texts (Foley 1990: 10).

This factor of the epics allows for very ancient material to pass throu%h
generations of storytellers, often retained with no critical assessment.

During the Turkish occupation, the ability for epic bards (or guslari, after
the gusle, the instrument of choice for accompaniment) to relay current events,
historic stories, and songs of Christian heroes overpowering Turkish oppressors
was one of the most potent ways that Serbian and Christian culture and unity were
retained. The folk hero Marko Kraljevi¢ became the epitome of this expression.
Although based on a true king of Macedonia (who had a fairly uneventful historic
life), Marko’s representation in the oral tradition became a regional sensation. His
name was laid over multiple story-types and ancient songs and his realistic
portrayal, as simultaneously Turkish vassal and defender of Christians and Slavs
from the injustices of Turkish rule, was to become a paradoxical position of the
highest oral (and literary) calibre (Popovi¢ 1988: 29-45). It is within the junacke
pjesme that the vila is most often portrayed, aiding or inhibiting heroes in their
struggles, although some of her more ancient traits are expressed in the Zenske
pjesme and occasionally in the bugarstice.

These epics songs were, and to this day still are (see Perkowski 1978)
preformed in public, but were most often relegated to coffee shops [kafiéi,
kafane], inns and taverns (usually areas barred to women), as well as in private
homes; the key ingredient for their recitation being an audience, even if only an
audience of one (Zimmerman 1986: 45). Although professional (sometimes blind)
bards did make a living by travelling and performing, most often a town or village
would contain a handful of local men, of varying skill levels, who would perform
the songs on certain nights and holidays throughout the year (Lord 1960: 14).
Among the Muslims in Bosnia the performance of epic songs in the coffee-houses
would become the most important observance of the singing. Most kafane would

hire singers to perform nightly for the month of Ramazan [Ramadan], during

which men would spend their evenings in the coffee-houses feasting and
celebrating heroic deeds. Despite the fact that Muslim songs were variants of
original Serbo-Croatian songs which were given a new roster of Muslim heroes
and Christian enemies, the Ramadan observance allowed the Muslim epics to take
on much larger and more elaborate forms than the Christian epics (Zimmerman
1986: 46, 52). The opportunities for employment in different regions of the

7 Cf. Jakobson’s dissection of the proto-Slavic werewolf-warrior expressed in Russian in Volh
Vseslav’evich and in Serbia in tales of the hero Zmaj Ognjeni Vuk (Jackobson and Szeftel 1948
and Jakobson and RuZi¢i¢ 1966). See also Colarusso 1998.
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empire also meant that many professional singers were versed in Serbo-Croatian,
Muslim, and sometimes even Albanian songs (Kolsti 1968).

For the average Christian, however, the circumstances were different.
Though the songs were employed for formal situations, they were also played and
.. sung (and often simply recited) informally. For the Christian Serbs and Croats
before the twentieth century, the average home in most regions of the former
Yugoslav nations would have a gusle at least hanging on the wall as a decoration.
Yet, for those Christians living under the Ottoman yoke, the songs took on very
important social functions in the face of the constant threat of cultural extinction.
This fact would not only allow the songs to flourish as an art form and encourage
very competent singers, it would also allow for a situation where ancient materials
could be easily retained. “...Certain themes, because of didactic purposes, would
have to be included, whether or not they were stimulating or boring. Since the
future of the society depended upon preservation of its history and religion, the
formulation of linguistic patterns had to be conducive to the rhythms of the
language” (48) and of the past.

The gusle itself is a single-stringed instrument, ideally made of maple
wood, about two and one half feet in height. It has a sound chamber over which an
animal hide is stretched and a neck, with a single tuning peg, usually topped with
an intricately carved animal head. It is played rested over one knee and bowed
with a horse-hair bow like a violin. Its note-range is limited and the instrument is
either struck at the end of each verse, or else bowed on each syllable with a
prolonged final stroke at the end of each line as a drone to accompany and
punctuate the songs (Petrovitch 1914: 56). The songs are composed in
decasyllabic lines (giving them their alternate name, deseterci) of five trochees,
with a caesura after the fourth syllable.8 According to Roman Jakobson (1952),
they represent an archaic metric structure, both connected to other Slavic meters
and holding the strongest claim to antiquity of all the South Slavic forms.

2.5 The Collection of South Slavic Epics

Although numerous collectors over the years have gathered epic songs
from within the former Yugoslav nations, there are three key collections which are
most important, both historically and regarding content, for this study. After the
First Serbian Uprising (1804-1813) was quelled, the great language reformer of
the Serbian language Vuk KaradZié, began his work on oral poetry in Vienna,
writing down a few Zenske pjesme from memory. The work grew as he recorded
songs, first from his family members, and then from well-known singers that he
was able to track down (Koljevi¢ 1980: 344). His first minor collection was to be
published in 1814, yet the work was to concern him for the rest of his life. He
began to travel in Montenegro, Kotor, Hercegovina, Dubrovnik, Lika and other
areas where the singing tradition was particularly strong and from 1841-1862 he
published the definitive edition of his collection Srpske Narodne Pjesme [Serbian

¥ See Foley 1990: 98 for a more in-depth analysis of the deseferac structure.
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Folk Songs], containing one thousand and forty-five songs (345). This work is
paired with a number of songs which Vuk recorded but were not published in his
lifetime, not to mention that he would go on to standardise the Serbian alphabet
and language and produce the first bible, grammar and encyclopaedic dictionary
in the modern Serbian language (Mikasinovich, Milivojevi¢ and Mihailovich
1973: 3). Vuk’s connection to Western scholars, due to his time spent in Vienna,
also meant that the Western world was introduced to Serbo-Croatian epics very
early in their history as collected folk texts. Jakob Grimm was to publish a study
contrasting Serbian and German heroic songs in 1823 and to later encourage the
translation and publication of many of Vuk’s early songs in 1826 (Koljevié¢ 1980:
6). Although Vuk’s collection was, and remains, one of the most important
collections of oral poetry in Europe, he was greatly influenced by literary
standards of the time and by his own admission “did not write all the songs from
dictation or singing, but rather noted some of them down from memory” as well
as ‘improving’, and correcting the lines to produce more cohesive story-lines
(Vidan 2003: 3).

After Vuk’s collections began to rise in popularity a number of scholars
began to collect songs from throughout the former Yugoslav nations. In Zagreb,
the publishing house Matica Hrvatska began an active process of hunting for and
publishing songs, employing a number of collectors under the auspices of a
handful of competent editors (2-3). Although the number of collectors made for a
less uniform body of poems, it did produce a wide variety of songs (and variants
of songs) and a rather large collection — ten volumes published between 1879 and
1942. The editors here, like Vuk, were guilty of tampering with their songs before
publication occurred, although the systems employed by both were quite advanced
compared to other European endeavours. No efforts were made to combine songs
into a definitive ‘national epic’ such as the Finnish Kalevala, and the Matica
collectors provided the names of their singers and the regions in which these
songs were collected when it was possible.

These two collections were to stand as the definitive corpora for the region
until the 1930s when Harvard scholar Milman Parry and his disciple Albert Lord
began excursions into Bosnia to record cpic songs. At the time new light was
being shed on the lyrical character of the works of Homer and Parry was on the
forefront of a new theory which hoped to test the ability of epic singers to produce
oral songs the length of Homer’s work from memory (Lord 1960: 3). Unable to
enter Russia, Parry and Lord instead opted to travel to the Balkans and there
began collecting songs with the aid of a translator and the first phonographic
device for recording in the field. Although Parry was to die soon after their return
from the field in 1935, Lord would go on to make numerous trips into the area and
to publish extensively on the theories that the two scholars had devised regarding
the nature of oral singing. This work would be highlighted by their prized singer,
Avdo Mededovi¢, from whom they would record a number of rather lengthy epic
songs. To this day the Milman Parry library housed at Harvard University is one
of the largest storehouses of manuscripts of oral tradition in the world and Lord’s
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book, The Singer of Tales, is the most important text regarding the bardic
technique in Indo-European oral traditions.
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3.0 Methods

To read Serbo-Croatian epic songs and the scholarship surrounding them
is at once to be astounded at the sheer wealth and quality of the material and
baffled by the glaring holes in the fabric of the scholarship. Although scholars in
the past have written on the vila, even the earliest analyses seem clouded by
preconceived notions. As with any observation into the workings of another
culture, anthropological theory (and common sense) dictates that one approach the
material as a fabula rasa. Surprisingly, when I began looking into the vila as a
research topic, I found that the majority of studies written on her had already
taken for granted that she is a fairy, or a witch, or a nymph, or any other form of
Classical (read Greek) or Western European figure that was familiar to scholars. It
is the misfortune of Eastern Europe to be regularly perceived as at once foreign
and familiar by Western scholarship and opinion, and indeed, most often to
receive the worst aspects of both categorizations. Finding the writings on the vila
incongruent, and poorly explicated, I set out in this study to attempt to
systematically organize the material in order to produce a clearer understanding of
the vila as she is presented in the Serbo-Croatian folk epics and ballads.

For the work, one hundred folk songs were chosen, translated and
surveyed. The majority of these songs were taken from the Matica Hrvatska and
Vuk collections. Although a few other sources were employed, the two collections
were chosen primarily because they represent the oldest attested collections of the
deseterci songs. As well, both provide their own independent strengths. The Vuk
songs contain some of the most archaic Yugoslav epics recorded, and many of the
songs are familiar to analyses of this type. By employing this collection, I was
able to reassess aspects which have been explored in earlier works. This study has,
however, relied more heavily on the Matica Hrvatska collections for very specific
reasons. Not only is the collection much larger than the Vuk collection, the songs
recorded within it are nearly as old (in their recording) as the Vuk songs and were
collected from more disparate regions by a number of scholars, which allows for
more variation of both song and annotation style. Moreover, the Matica Hrvatska
collection was employed because of the fact that it is seldom used in studies of
Serbo-Croatian songs. To my knowledge none of the songs contained within the
collection have been translated into English language collections. This novelty
provides fresh insight into aspects of the Vuk songs that have been analyzed in
both Serbo-Croatian and English language literature. Both the number and the
selection of the songs were arbitrary. Although the vila is quite well attested for a
mythological figure, songs were selected simply on the basis that they contained a
vila, and one hundred was simply the roundest number of these songs that the two
collections presented within the books containing the majority of old songs.9

? Both the Vuk and the Matica Hrvatska collections are composed of themed books. A number of
the texts are composed of Hajduk songs and other material that was more contemporaneous to the
collections. Although these books do contain vile, their occurrences are sparse. This study has

focused on the ancient songs, those employing Marko Kraljevi¢ and other collections where the
majority of the vila songs are contained.
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3.1 Theoretical Background

The study contained within this thesis is bipartite. The first half represents
a functional analysis of the role of the vila in the epic songs and a brief
comparison between this role and her role within local folk custom. This section
contains an effort to ‘root-out’ the mythological form of the vila represented in the
epics. The second half employs this newly isolated vila in a comparative
mythological study with other, similar figures in the Indo-European mythological
world. As with any study, much has been left out that could greatly support the
work (such as a full analysis of the vila as she appears in folk custom), yet
restrictions of time and space have dictated the form of the present work. The
choice of analyses employed does, however, justify the aims of the thesis. My
most modest hopes would be that this research forces studies of the epics which
include the vila to cease referring to her as ‘a Yugoslav fairy’ and instead to
designate whether her epic or folkloric form is being employed, and further point
to the broader comparisons which I have outlined within this study for her
mythological variants.

The first half of this thesis, then, follows a simple survey and functional
dissection of the vila and her most important attributes. Most of this work is
rooted in my theoretical background in structural-functionalist anthropology and
sociology, most specifically the work of Emile Durkheim and Bronistaw
Malinowski. The divide which I posit between the folkloric and mythological
variant of the vila is indeed a functional one, in that both aspects serve a very
different role within the culture and society of the Serbs and Croats.

The second half of the thesis is strictly comparative work which relies
heavily on the theoretical schools concerned with the study of myth which are the
legacy of such scholars as Max Miiller and Jan de Vries, and which are expressed
in the sociological work of Georges Dumézil and modern scholars who have
followed in Dumézil’s footsteps such as Jaan Puhvel. Owing to the (mostly
unwarranted) controversial nature of comparative mythology, and most
specifically the trois fonctions of Dumézil, I think it important to briefly mention
my own position on such work.

Although the work of Georges Dumézil has greatly enriched our
understanding of Indo-European mythology, his legacy has been one (like so
many scholars who conjure novel theories) of mass-devotion by its adherents. I
agree with John Miles Foley when he states,

The danger in broader studies is self-evident: comparative work can
fall victim to overgeneralization, to dilettantism, even to faulty
reasoning within one area. But the risk is occasionally worth taking,
and especially in the case of studies in oral tradition, for the
comparative work can draw strength from more focused scholarship
and, in return, provide a fuller, richer context for investigation within
a particular literature or tradition (1990: ix).
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Adherents to the work of Dumézil have often attempted to apply his theory of the
three functions to every aspect of Indo-European, and subsequent European
culture. These attempts have often contaminated the analyses and made a mockery
of the points that Dumézil himself was exploring. Moreover, criticism has been
raised regarding how valid the three functions actually are as reflections of ancient
Indo-European culture.'® Suffice it to say that my own use of the three functions,
in this study is simply as a theoretical method through which to organize and
analyze the material. Whether the ancestors of the Europeans ever consciously
structured society into three functions is not a question that I will address here.
The question itself will most likely remain unanswerable, yet it is undeniable that
within the myths of a number of European groups, the tendency to divide into
three distinct groupings is rather pronounced. Whether this is simply a testament
to the power of the number ‘3’ in many societies is a fair question, but the fact
remains that the system works quite competently as a framework through which to
organize and analyze the vila material. This is the way that [ have used the three
functions in this study. My opinion on the matter is best summed up by Martin L.

West, referring to his own theoretical framework, in “A New Approach to Greek
Prosody”.

In conclusion, I should like to point out that what is sketched in the
foregoing pages is not a ‘theory’ to be accepted or rejected, but a
formula for classifying empirical data; it is no more conjectural than
the Dewey system of classifying books, it is neither true nor false. It
must be judged on its ability to match the complexity of the facts
(1970: 194).

1% See Littleton 1982 for a competent outline of both the theories and criticisms of Dumézil.
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4.0 The Vila

Along with a number of dragons and polycephalus (monstrous) Turks, the -
vila belongs to the more obvious pagan aspects in the epics of the South Slavs. As
Christian heroes defend their faith against an onslaught of Islamic nemeses (or in
Bosnia, vice-versa), they frequently defer to their blood-sister vile, floating in the
clouds or calling from a mountain peak. The vila is envisioned as an ethereal,
white, supernatural woman — tall, blonde and armoured. There is a wealth of
material devoted to her, and she herself is a very dynamic and multivalent figure.
Yet, despite the stark figure that the vila casts, academic studies that address her
often provide very mixed and incongruous descriptions.

In the appendix to Avdo Mededovi¢’s version of The Wedding of
Smailagi¢ Meho, the translators, Albert Lord and David Bynum, refer to the vila
as “a white female spirit, dwelling in mountain lakes. They have wings and fly.
They are sometimes helpful to mortals, even becoming sisters-in-blood with, or
marrying, mortal men. Sometimes they may be malicious, especially if their lakes
are violated” (Mededovi¢ 1974: 252, n. 12). This depiction stands in rather stark
contrast to the picture Jan Mdachal paints of vile as the “souls of the departed [that]
Serbian legends declare [were originally] proud maidens who incurred the curse
of God” (2006: 91). And what then is to be made of Zora Zimmerman’s statement
that vile are connected to certain natural environments and that “the magic they
are capable of is appropriate to the environment in which they are found” (1979:
169)? Or S. Kulisié et al.’s description of her “ugly legs, which she tries to hide”
(1970: 66) (usually those of a horse, donkey, or goat). Elizabeth Barber speaks of
the vila as though she were indistinguishable from the Russian rusalka (1997).
Truly the representation of the vila seems profoundly confused, yet the one aspect
that these studies lack, and which provides the necessary clarity, is an
acknowledgement of the formats within which the vila material is being
transmitted.

As with any comparative study, an etymological analysis of the vila would
be nothing but advantageous, were it feasible. Sadly, the name of the vila is most
likely a shifted epithet for a long forgotten name. Etymologically vila would
reflect a Proto-European form of *wi-I-a, the *wi- designating a holy, as well as a
more ghostly aspect,“ while the *-I- and *-a serve respectively as a diminutive
and a feminine ending, with the overall meaning of ‘little holy woman’ or ‘little
supernatural woman’.'? The etymologies of similar folk figures in Slavic cultures,
which are often equated with the vilg, offer equally vague insight, so that the
analysis must rely on typological and functional scrutiny alone.

4.1 The Vila in Folklore and Folk-custom

"' The same *wi- root most likely informs the name of the Norse V¢, one of Odinn’s brothers, and
may also be the root of the Indic Visnu.

2 T owe this etymological break-down and a number of others in my work, in part or in whole, to
the insights of my mentor and instructor Dr. John Colarusso.
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The earliest mention of vile in written record comes from Procopius, the
Byzantine historian, in the 6™ century whose De Bello Gottorum describes a
Slavic tribe encountered near the Danube who worshiped and offered sacrifice to
beings similar to Greek nymphs (270-271). The vila of folk-custom and lore is at
her core a nature spirit, something fairly common among Slavic groups, and the
necessity for her propitiation has been carried with the South Slavs into rather
recent history."? In his article on female deities of the South Slavs, J oseph Conrad
cites a region of Bosnia where belief in vile as forest spirits carried into the 1970s
(2000: 27). Conrad’s depiction of the vila is a rare one that entirely focuses on
ethnographic material and folk-custom. According to him, vile are shape-shifters
who live in the forests, dance the kolo (a Slavic circle dance that is attributed to
both forms of the vila) and interact with shepherds (27). They are portrayed in
local memorates as harmful creatures that destroy crops with hail, tickle men to
death, or turn them into stones or trees (27). Braiding horse’s tails into tight knots,
leaving fairy rings (vilensko igris¢e or plesalis¢e or simply vilinsko kolo) and
similar fairy-type behaviour is also connected with them (27).'* Conrad also cites
a crucial point: that in the Janj region of Bosnia “the vile are considered non-
human, but resemble tall, thin and very beautiful girls who wear their long, black
hair, unbraided” (27). Conrad places emphasis on the vila’s loose hair, but as we
shall see, the more important feature for this argument is the colour.

The Bulgarians retain a similar figure in their epics, known as samovila, or
sometimes as samodiva. The samovila, though sometimes functionally divergent,
shares enough resemblance to the Serbo-Croatian vila to provide insight into some
of her more obscure aspects. While diva is semantically linked to Indo-European
*dyéus in a feminine form, meaning goddess, samo in Slavic languages bears the
meaning of only, just or merely, or can sometimes be connected to veracity or
originality. The names would then be ‘the real/true little holy woman’ or ‘the
real/true goddess’. Although these two terms will have appealing implications
further in this argument, etymologically they provide little of worth.

In Assen Nicoloff’s book of Bulgarian folklore, the samovila’s
mythological and folk-custom traits receive the same conflation that the vila often
receives, although there are some important folkloric aspects addressed. He states
that they live on mountains near springs, and that they dance the kolo (in Bulgaria
the dance is the horo) (1975: 10-11). He also outlines the tendency for shepherds
in the local memorates to enter into contests with the samovili, where they

B Propitiation is, however, not the only form of interaction attested between humans and vile.
Zoran Cia (2002) chronicles church attestations, dating as early as the 16" century, of a
shamanistic cult in Croatia where local healers (Vilenice and Vilenjaci) are said to derive their
powers from vile (who are known in the epics for their knowledge of herbs and magic). The
connection between folk healers and vile still exist in certain localities today (see Petreska 2008).
' To this day in Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia the vila’s name is used as a blanket term for fairies,
nymphs and sprites from other countries and cultures. On my last visit to Croatia, a girl, assuming

I knew nothing of the culture, tried to explain a vila to me by informing me that Cinderella had a
‘vila godmother’.
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challenge the shepherds’ talents on the flute against their talents of dance. If the
shepherds win, they most often receive the samovili as brides (11). Most of the
material provided by Nicoloff, however, involves the mythological samovila and
her ties to the folk hero Krali Marko (the Bulgarian variant of the Serbo-Croatian
hero Marko Kraljevié).

In his early study of archaic Slavic belief, Jan Méchal suggests that vzle
originate from dead maidens. “The Bulgarians believe that the Samovily are gitls
who have died unbaptized, and among the Slovaks there is a wide-spread story
that the fairies are souls of brides who died after their betrothal, and finding no
rest, are doomed to roam about at night” (2006: 91). He also discusses another
aspect of folk belief regarding the hair of vile [vilina kosa): “their life and strength
are believed to depend upon it, so that if a fairy loses a single hair, she will die.
The Slovenians, however, assert that a Vila will show herself in her true shape to
anyone who succeeds in cutting off her hair” (92). Méchal’s article reveals a
number of intriguing points of local lore, but, like many texts of its type, it
amalgamates material from the folk-culture and the epics indiscriminately.

In Svetozar Koljevi¢’s opus The Epic in the Making, he uses the folkloric
conception of the vila to define her, but then proceeds to list a number of her epic
functions. He explains that (folkloric) vile live in mountains, plants, trees, clouds
and lakes, that they are “born out of dew and herbs” (347), and notes the earlier
mentioned feature of possessing hideous legs (1980: 347).!% The same treatment is
found in Woislav Petrovitch’s brief explanation in his 1914 classic Heroes and
Legends of the Serbians (16-18). In the most comprehensive study of the vila that
exists in English, Zora Zimmerman (1979) outlines a number of important aspects
of the vila, although she too oscillates between mythic and folkloric functions of
the vila, with only an occasional notation of how drastically different those
aspects can be. Her article, “The Changing Role of the ‘Vila’ in Serbian
Traditional Literature”, offers a respectable study of the vila in the epics and some
insight into the folk beliefs, albeit, augmented by an odd literary analysis of the
distribution of vile in South Slavic epics.'® She suggests that there existed a
specialization of vile, based on their natural elements (much like Greek nymphs),
so that ‘cloud vile’ cause wind and hail, ‘water vile’ bathe and turn into swans,
and ‘forest vile’ will turn into wolves and deer (1979: 169-170) This same idea
was pursued much earlier by Veselin Cajkanovi¢ in his survey of Serbian

13 Koljevi¢ takes this point from the Serbian Mythological Dictionary (Kuli§i¢, et al. 1977), yet
these two texts are the only ones I have read which mention this curious aspect. It seems on the
surface to resemble the kinds of demonization that the church is fond of ascribing to pagan figures.
' Zimmerman questions the absence of the vila in the Kosovo cycle, deciding that the sombre tone
of the epics are not consonant with the vila’s character. This argument treats the corpora as though
they are all contemporaneous and ignores the fact that although the historical Marko lived most of
his life after the Battle of Kosovo, the Marko tales are mostly older songs with Marko’s name
pasted over those of other heroes. The Kosovo cycle is historical and completely based i ina
specific time, unlike the timeless, and often archaic, Marko songs.
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demonology (1994: 228-230), who saw the traditional roots of the vila as a ‘coin-
toss’ between the nymphic forest spirit, or the dead maiden.

Dejan Ajdaci¢ (2001) suggests that the only way to account for the many
aspects of the vila is to either attribute them to changes over time or else assume
that multiple beings have been subsumed by the vila name (208). Although a few
aspects of the vila may be borrowings from other folk creatures, her functions are
not as varied as Ajdaci¢ suggests. If the split is made between the folkloric and
mythological aspects of the vila, the two show themselves to be rather similar to
analogues in other European and Slavic folk beliefs.

Finally, an important article by Elizabeth Barber continues the work of
Marija Gimbutas and tries to connect the vila and the Russian rusalka (she treats
the two as synonymous figures) to a fertility ritual. Barber suggests that the vile
and rusalki are the souls of girls who died before having children, and whose
unused ‘fertility potential’ is employed in a spring festival (called Rusali) so that
it may be transferred into the crops (1997: 14-18). Her evidence focuses heavily
on the Russian material, only using the South Slavic material as support, yet there
are important issues addressed in the article. Aspects of the tie between the
rusalka and the vila (specifically the folklore variant) are well-founded and
fascinating, and the attribution of the vila/rusalka motif to calendrical fertility
rites is illuminating. Indeed, the rusalka has much to tell us about the folkloric
vila, but with such conflated accounts of the vila in scholarly studies it is hard to
determine which traits truly belong to her folkloric aspects. Few ethnographic
accounts of folk belief exist regarding vile, yet a wealth of epics have been

collected over the last 500 years. So it is to the mythic vila that this study turns for
some much-needed clarity.
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5.0 The Vila in Myth

Although there is bound to be some overlap, the vila that appears in the
epics and ballads of the Serbs and Croats is a highly divergent figure with more
markedly defined characteristics than the folkloric vila. By addressing what the
mythic vila is, it is possible to show what she is not — that is, with traits that
belong strictly to the folkloric use of the figure. The following is an outline of the
traits and functions of the mythic vila. As this study will explore a vast breadth of
typological aspects it makes sense to organize the material into categories which
may provide some clarity to the work. Such a loose assortment of facts requires a
framework, and given the tone and the nature of the study (although any
framework would suffice) I have chosen to employ Dumézil’s three functions.

5.1 First Function Traits — Magico-Sovereign Aspects

Supernatural Character

First and foremost the vila is a supernatural being. She has magical properties.
She exists on a luminal plane between nature and culture, between god(s) and
humans calling out from or travelling between one realm and the other to interact
with the heroes and villains of the epics. Despite the Christian nature of the Serbo-
Croatian epics, the vila has always been the pagan ‘sore thumb’ sticking out of
each song in which she appears. Although vile often take part in genial
interactions with humans, they are still otherworldl7y and foreign. In the ballad
Ivanova Vila [Ivan’s Vila] (MH V pt. IL, #22, 27)," the protagonist Ivan brings his
prospective vila bride to his manor, but at the sight of her, his mother invokes God
and Mary, which blinds the vila and sends her fleeing. In the South Slavic folk
imagination, there is no question that the vila belongs to the old world, and not to
the new.

This factor also informs the actions which the vile perform in the epics. I
reject the propensity for some scholars to categorize vile as good or bad, black or
white (as Holton and Mihailovich do in their commentaries), depending on the
actions they take within the songs. Like the Arabic djinn or the Celtic sidhe, the
vile of the epics are seen as another race. Like humans they are impelled by their
own motivations. They may be good, bad or indifferent, and may display any
emotion that a human character in the songs may show. Koljevi¢ calls the vila the
most morally ambiguous mythic figure in the epic songs (1980: 150). Certainly
the actions of the vile set them apart, and their motives may not always be clear,
but this is a testament to their supernatural otherness.

Whiteness
In every epic and ballad in which the vila appears she is referred to as

white. Her hair, her clothing, her skin is not only bijela [white] but prebijela
[more than white, very white, too white]; the overall impression is one of an

17 Songs from the collections MH (Matica Hrvatska) or SNP (Srpske Narodne Pjesme) are
referenced by book number, song number and page number.
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ethereal, glowing presence. It is difficult to find an epic involving the vila that
does not contain the phrase prebijela vila. In one song, this glowing presence is
employed by a vila to blind an imposing villain so that her pobratim may kill him
(SNP III, #5, 76).18 Here we see the folkloric vila’s dark hair in stark contrast with
the mythological vila’s overwhelming blondeness,

Beauty

The vila of the epics, like the vila of folklore, is known for her
supernatural beauty. Not only is the figure herself often said to be beautiful in the
songs, but beautiful human characters are also questioned as to whether they are
vile, or are compared to them. In Mededovi¢’s Wedding of Smailagi¢ Meho, all of
the beautiful women are referred to as vile, and in fact so are most of the young
male heroes! Albert Lord cites a famous ballad, in The Singer Resumes the Tale,
where a young woman sitting by herself muses aloud, amongst a number of
riddles, whether anyone is more beautiful than herself. She is quickly replied to by
a vila on a mountain who answers all of her riddles, but not before perfunctorily
stating, “I ja sam lepSa od tebe” [1 am more beautiful than you] (1995: 49).

Mountain/Cloud Dwelling

At their core, mythological vile are specifically celestial beings. Although
they are also connected very firmly with water, this connection seems ancillary;
vile should not be confused with water spirits. The waters that they idle by, bathe
in, and often protect (or tax the distribution of) are always mountain lakes and vile
in the songs are capable of being drowned, a problem that should hardly be a
concern for a water spirit.19

Although their connection to water may pose some ambiguity, the
mythological vila’s celestial traits are always explicit. Nearly as often as the vila
is referred to as bijela vila, she is referred to by the epithets vila iz oblaka, gorska
vila or vila od planina [vila from the clouds, mountain vila or vila from the
mountain].%° In one of the most famous and oldest Zenske pjesme [women’s
songs], Vilin Grad [The Vila’s City], the vila of the song is said to build a city “ni
na nebu ni na zemlji... neg u krajku u oblaku” [neither in the sky nor on the
ground... but rather on the edge of a cloud] (MH VII, #219, 125, lines 1-3). In
another variant of the song, Buna 3uoa I pao [The Vila Builds a City], the vila’s
children are said to play like lightning and thunder (SNP I, #226, 150), further

'® The concept of the pobratim/posestrima is one of kinship through non-sanguinal ties, best
translated in the epics as blood-brother/sister, or brother/sister in battle/God.

¥ In the song Junak Utapa Vilu [A Hero Drowns a Vila] (MH V pt. II, #29, 39) a young hero has a
vila killed for disrupting his construction of a fortress. The fact that the vila is able to be drowned
speaks strongly against her water sprite nature. Curiously, the vila’s unsuccessful plea bargain
before execution follows the three functions — she promises the hero first wisdom and intelligence,
then a fast horse and finally the ability to appeal to girls.

0 The term planina in the Serbian and Croatian language applies to large mountains, while gora is
given to smaller tree-covered mountains, large hills, and the bases of mountains.
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connecting her to the cloud motif. In both the epics and the folklore the vile are
described as territorial, they often belong to a single mountain in the epics (and
can protect these rather aggressively), while in the local lore of the Former
Yugoslav Nations, all large mountains are said to have their own vila.*' The
mythological vila is also intrinsically connected to the fir tree, if she ever sits or
lands in a tree in the epics it is always a fir; if a hero pursues her in an epic, he
will invariably hide in, or watch her from a fir tree.?? The fact that firs primarily
grow in mountain forests is less than a coincidence.

Although I believe that the concept of separate water, field, forest, and
mountain vile, each living in their own topographic habitats, is a trait which only
belongs to the folkloric vila (possibly a borrowing from the Greeks), the
mythological vile most certainly possess aspects of nature spirits. Not only are
they always found in nature in the songs, the vile of the epics converse with plants
and animals and often seem protectors of nature. In a song where a vila compares
the aspects of her upbringing with that of a beautiful human girl (MH V pt. II,
#33, 44), she says:

»A mene vila rodila, “But a vila gave birth to me,
U zelen listak povila. In green leaves she swaddled me.

Meni su bile pelene My diapers were

Od one trave zelene; Of that green grass;

Meni su bile postelje My beds were

Grancice tanke od jele; Slender branches from firs;

Koji su vjetri puhali, Winds that were blowing,
Oni su mene zibali, They rocked me;

Koje su st’jene padale, Boulders that fell,

One su sa mnom igrale; They played with me;

Koje su rose rosile, The dew that dropped,

One su mene dojile! It breast-fed me!”

(lines 30-41)

This role of nature spirit can, however, become ambiguous because of the
vila’s harmful tendencies. In some of the Marko songs where the hero encounters
a vila protecting a lake, after he has taken his fill of water and beaten or killed the
vila for demanding a fee, there is often a sense in the songs that nature has been
spoiled by the hero’s transgression. And yet, in other songs the vila taxes all
creatures for the water she controls and leaves every animal on the mountain
miserable and thirsty (Petrovi¢ 1930: 70).

*! The Velebit Mountains in Croatia are famously home to the Vila Velebita who is the subject of
pop songs, and whose marketable name graces the label of a number of rakija [brandy] bottles.
*2 Arguably, firs are equally present in songs without vile, but this does not negate their
connection, in fact it adds weight to their mythological significance. For a rather prominent fir
tree, see Vila Strijela Markova Pobratima (MH II pt. 1, #3, 8).
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Dancing the Kolo

Another area of overlap between the folkloric and mythological vila is
seen in the vilinsko kolo, and the idea that vile are both good singers and dancers.
In many epics, such as Zenidba Marka Kraljeviéa [The Wedding of Marko
Kraljevi¢] (MH II pt. 1, #19, 61), the hero stumbles upon a group of vile dancing a
kolo in the mountains. In other songs the vila uses a kolo to enter or exit the mise
en scéne of the tale. In Rodjenje Marka Kraljevica [The Birth of Marko
Kraljevic], where Marko’s mother is portrayed as a vila, she spins twice around in
a kolo, and on the third spin she flies into the clouds and out of the story. The vile
often playfully invite humans (particularly wounded heroes, a fact that speaks to
the supernatural naiveté as well as the healing power that the vile often exhibit) to
join their kolo circle. This propensity for dancing is matched with the functional
role of singing that both the folkloric and mythological vila share, although the
role of singing takes a strange form in the epics.

Singing

While the vila of the folklore is said to be a beautiful singer, the vila of the
epics seldom sings. She does, however, become furious when humans sing or
rejoice on her mountain. In the famous song Mapro Kpawesuh u Buna [Marko
Kraljevi¢ and the Vila] (SNP 11, #38, 158), Marko persuades his travelling
companion Milo§ Obili¢ to sing him a song despite Milo§’s vehement claims that
the vila Ravijojla®® will shoot him with her arrows.** Invariably, the instant he
starts singing the vila fires a pair of arrows into his throat and heart and Marko
must chase her down and punish her. In the similar song Vila Strijela Markova
Pobratima [A Vila Shoots Marko’s Blood-Brother], Marko asks his companion
(this time Relja BoS$njanine) to specifically sing fo the mountains, and it is this
that angers the local vile. Elsewhere, the vila’s anger is extended to all noise and
merrymaking when, in another tale (MH II pt. I, #20, 68), Marko sends his kum
[best man] and a wedding party to deliver his fiancée to his wedding.25 He sends
them off with the strict warning that they are not to speak loudly, beat drums, play
music or celebrate while passing over Orlova Planina [The Eagle’s Mountain]
because of the vila who resides there. These prescriptions of silence most likely
have a deeper meaning than the superficial reading of a vila’s jealousy.

Flight
The vile have wings and can fly, although sometimes the nature of their

flight is vague in the epics. This point will receive more attention and elucidation
further in the discussion.

2 Ravijojla is a common vila name and is most often the name of Marko’s posestrima vila.

* Vuk KaradZi¢, attempting an explanation for the lack of context in this song, suggested that the
vila and Milo§ must have had a singing contest before the events of the epic, and the vila must
have forbid the hero to sing due to jealousy of his fine voice (SNP II: 159 n. 31).

¥ For traditional Serbian wedding practices see Mijatovié 2007.
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Omniscience and Secret Knowledge

Though the vila’s preeminent role in most epics is that of heroic aid (see
warrior aspects further below), her main form of aid is not martial, but her secret
knowledge and seeming ability to see all and know all. Most often her role in the
epics is that of a disembodied voice. If a hero or villain has performed a
disgraceful act, or erred in some way, a vila will call down to him from a
mountain like a manifest conscience.

Al mu vikne iz gorice vila: But a vila from the mountain yelled to him:
»Zlo ti jutro, mali Marijane! “Bad morning to you little Marijan!

Utece ti bege Sokoliéu The beg Sokoli¢ fled?®

U avliju, u bijelu kulu. To his courtyard, to his white tower.

U njega je kamena avlija, His is a stone