
Florida State University Libraries

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

2016

Folkloric Structures in a Byzantine Epic
Lily Shelton and Ravital Goldgof



 

 
Lily Shelton, Florida State University 

Ravital Goldgof, Florida State University 

Prof. Robert Romanchuk, Department of Modern Languages and Linguistics, Florida State University 

                                               Introduction  

     We are examining the techniques of oral composition as they are employed in individual 

manuscripts, Greek and Slavic alike, of the Byzantine romantic epic Digenis Akritis and 

related folk songs. Digenis, whose name means “of two races,” is the son of an Arab Emir and 
the daughter of a Greek general: the work is devoted to his “warlike and amorous exploits 
along the lonely Byzantine border.” Each manuscript of Digenis Akritis is radically different 

from the others, displaying contrasting styles of composition that ricochet between romantic 

literary form and oral epic form. 

       Digenis Akritis 
 
 
 

Manuscripts:     Escorial     Grottaferrata     Slav MS Tikh (RI)     Slav MS Tit (RII) 

Background 

     “Digenis was the son of an Arab Emir and of the daughter of a Greek general 

and governor of Cappadocia. The Emir kidnapped the daughter during one of his 

raids against the Byzantine territory; he fell in love with her and settled the matter 

of kidnapping with the maiden’s brothers. He embraced Christianity, of course, 

married the general’s daughter, and settled on Byzantine soil. Digenis, the issue of 

this mixed marriage, is the hero to whose warlike and amorous exploits along the 

lonely border the epic is devoted …” (Ševčenko 1985) 

    Since its first transcription in the twelfth century, compilers of Digenis have 

made varying use of the oral-traditional techniques of the formula and the theme. A 

few scholars, such as Roderick Beaton in his article “‘Digenis Akrites’ and 
Modern Greek Folk Song: A Reassessment,” have explored the theme in Digenis, 

but have limited their study to Greek texts alone: we are extending our view to the 

Slavic texts. Moreover, Beaton occasionally confuses the theme with the motif, on 

the one hand, and plot episode, on the other: we strictly follow Lord’s definition 
and are moreover analyzing each theme into its constituent parts. The formula: a 

group of words regularly used under the same metrical (or similar) conditions to 

express a given essential idea. The theme: a group of ideas regularly used in 

telling a tale; a repeated passage with a fair degree of formula or verbal repetition 

from one occurrence to the next.  

 Bride   

Stealing/Gate 

Crashing 
 

Marko and the Moor 

(Lines 67-74) 

The Marriage of Djuro 

(Lines 263-272) 

RI 

(11-12) 

RII 

(185v-188) 

G 

(4.176-695) 

E 

(Lines 831-977) 

I. Mounts Horse "For the Moor bridled 

his slender mare.” 

“And when Marko was 
mounted on Sharatz,” 

“Devgenii ordered them 

to saddle his swiftest 

horse…and the swift 
horse he ordered led 

before him.” 

“Devgenij ordered his 

steed to be saddled.” 

“unsaddle my horse for 
me and saddle the 

black” (4.176) 

“he sprang into the 
saddle” (831) 

II. Goes to castle on 

horse 

“Through white 
Stamboul city he urged 

her. And went 

straightway to the 

Sultan's palace.” 

  “He rode up to the city.” “he entered Stratig's 
city” 

“He rode off alone 
holding his kithara, and 

at dawn he reached the 

girl’s chamber.” (4.406) 

“as he set off on his 
journey and went off to 

the girl" (835) 

III. Commands father to 

bring forth daughter 

“With a loud voice he 
hailed the Sultan. ‘Ho, 
Sultan, bring forth thy 

daughter’” 

  “He demanded in a loud 
voice that Stratig and 

his mighty sons come 

out to him and they 

would witness the 

abduction of their 

sister.” 

“began to shout loudly, 
calling out Stratig and 

his strong sons” 

“Give me your blessing, 
my lord father-in-law, 

and your daughter too.” 
(4.594) 

“Give me your blessing, 
lord general, together 

with your daughter.” 
(918) 

IV. Draws sword/rod; 

shows anger 

“Right so he drew his 
heavy mace.” 

“He drew his heavy 
mace. And so did his 

anger rage.” 

“And he took his 
lance…” 

“took his lance” “He drew his 
swordstick” (4.645) 

“in his hand he wielded 
an iron-tipped stick” 
(931) 

V. Strikes, shatters 

doors 

“And beat therewith … “That each door as he 
smote it. Brast 

altogether in sunder.” 

“Devgenii struck the 

gates with his lance, and 

the gates disintegrated.” 

“went up to Stratig's 

court and smote with his 

lance on its gates” 

    

VI. Approaches main 

gate/area of castle 

“…on the Sultan's 
palace. …” 

“Till he was come to the 
gate of the citadel. A 

mighty gate it was with 

God's curse upon it.” 

“He stood in the 
courtyard without fear.” 

“entered the courtyard”     

VII. Castle falls or is 

damaged 

“… That he shattered 
the glass in the 

windows.” 

“The whole castle shook 
to its foundations. And 

stones fell down from 

the walls." 

“…struck the porch of 
his home with his lance, 

and the porch 

disintegrated.” 

“smote on Stratig's 
vestibule with his lance: 

all the doors fell open” 

    

VIII. Ruler yields 

daughter in shame 

“To his shame yielded 
his daughter to him." 

  “And Stratig began 

imploring Devgenii: ‘Be 
content with the 

abducted maiden, my 

beautiful daughter. Let 

me live!’” 

“Stratig began to entreat 
him: ‘O light, brilliant 
sun, glorious Devgenij, 

may you have joy with 

the maiden you have 

stolen, my daughter. But 

now I pray you: give me 

life instead of death.’” 

“I have lost my light, 
my only daughter has 

been snatched from my 

sight.” (4.600) “Take the 
girl whom you’ve 
seized out of desire” 
(4.695) 

“He let out a great 
shout, ‘I have lost my 
child.’” (920) 
“and the lord general 
reached there, weeping 

and wailing” (977) 

Lay of Armouris RI RII 

69 “’If I leap on them unarmed, they will always maintain that I came 
on them when they were unarmed and tried conclusions with them 

thus’” 

“So that you might not say that I stole her like a 
thief” 

“So that you cannot say later that I deceived you” 

p. 186 “Lest you say later, ‘like a thief he stole away our 
Stratigovna’’ 

 

Discussion 

     On the basis of Parry and Lord’s definition of the formula, we are identifying 

stereotyped phrases that repeat themselves across multiple texts. For example, we 

have located the formula in “The Lay of Armouris” “lest they maintain that I came 
on them when they were unarmed” that is also present in an analogous context in 

the Slavic text RI. This shows that the compilers of vernacular texts utilized 

common oral-formulaic phrases to aid in the construction of the story and provide 

it with the authority of an oral performance.  

     Beaton distinguishes two themes, Hunting Wild Animals and The Hero Single-

Handed Defeats a Whole Army, while are both connected to the theme of 

investiture. We have discovered that these themes are even more closely connected 

than Beaton imagined, in that The Hero Single-Handed Defeats a Whole Army is 

simply an abridged version of Hunting Wild Animals: the latter includes all of the 

components of the former. We have also discovered that the Slavic Digenis makes 

use of themes found in both Greek and South Slavic folksongs but not found in the 

Greek Digenis (see chart). 

     Our work on oral-formulaic composition has illustrated the significant 

connections between the Slavic Digenis and South Slavic epic song. Our work has 

also shown strong evidence for the theory that the Slavic Digenis was compiled in 

the South Slavic area (Macedonia).  

Future Direction 

     Once we have catalogued and analyzed themes as well as formulas in all texts of 

Digenis, we intend to use them to deepen our understanding of women’s roles and 
identities, in literature and in reality, in the traditional cultures of the Middle East 

and Southeastern Europe.   

     The roles of women in Digenis differ strongly between the various Greek and 

Slavic versions. The most striking changes have their roots in the folkloric tradition 

of the short epic song, which significantly restricts the agency of female characters. 

Thus in the Slavic Digenis, the erotic power that women are granted in the Greek 

texts (the "sublime beauty" or "damsel in distress") is almost entirely removed and 

they are at times violently objectified in the speech of male characters. At the same 

time, female characters gain the rudiments of warrior traits. In Digenis, Maximou 

the Amazon provides the model of the warrior woman, the opposite of female 

domesticity. Both the myth of the Amazon and the techniques of oral composition 

serve as benchmarks to examine the shifting roles of women in the various versions. 

     Finally, to evaluate the changing roles of women in Byzantium and Southeastern 

Europe from the 12th to 14th century, we must expand our view to historical 

literature. We hypothesize that the fate of female characters in Digenis Akritis does 

not directly reflect the actual conditions of elite women in Byzantium and 

Southeastern Europe: our hypothesis follows that of Corinne Jouanno for the 

Byzantine novel. 
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