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SUMMARY

Prakosovo: The Slavic and Indo-European Roots 
o f  the Serbian Epic

Preface. “Interplanarity” as a distinctive feature of the epic outlook. 
New comparative mythology and its contribution to the reconstruction of 
the motifs and contents of the Proto-Indo-European epic poetry.

The guiding idea of this book might sound like a paradox. Serbian folk po
ems about a battle fought in 1389 against the Turks are claimed to be much older 
than the event proper the memory of which they preserve. The point is that we 
consider them the last of —we do not know how many— successive historical re
alizations of an ancient epic plot, inherited from the remote, Common Slavic and 
even Indo-European past.

The plot arose in a realm where the warrior ideology of the ancient 
Indo-Europeans was interwoven with their eschatological myths. Such an inter
section of two existential levels, the human and the divine, we describe as 
“interplanar”. That is the most distinctive feature of heroic poetry, which helps 
us distinguish the genuine epic poems from the “uniplanar” ones, remaining on 
but one level, i.e. describing only human, or only divine affairs, as well as from 
the “multiplanar” ones, abruptly jumping from one level to another, e.g. through 
excursuses or similes. Epic interplanarity may consist of the promotion of a man 
into a hero, i.e. his ascent to a Heavenly, godlike existence, as well as of the “de
scent” of the gods down to the earth, their involvement in human affairs, some
times their incarnation in human guise.

In reconstructing the prehistory of the Kosovo cycle we were guided by the 
methods of the “new comparative mythology”, and especially by its research on 
the “transposition of myth to saga in the Indo-European epic narrative”, as 
Puhvel defines the phenomenon elucidated by Wikander and Dumézil. But be
fore concentrating on this topic we tried, in the first part of the book, to corroborate 
our claim to the great antiquity of the Kosovo epics by uncovering pre-Christian 
and pre-Balkan relicts in other segments of the Serbian epic tradition.
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I. The Pre-Christian and pre-Balkan heritage 
in Serbian heroic poems.

I. 1. The depths of linguistic memory: PIE epic formulas and their 
Slavic continuants. Cudo veliko  “the great miracle”.

Bom in the bosom of comparative mythology, but soon emancipated from 
it and developed independently during the 2 0 th century, the discipline of 
Indo-European poetics looks for etymological and/or semantic correspondences 
of poetic formulas and the formulaic phraseology between two or more IE tradi
tions, that may derive from a common repertoire older than the division of the 
Indo-European peoples into their historical branches. The Slavic domain is less 
included in this research than the Indo-Iranian, Greek and even Germanic ones, 
mainly due to the lack of ancient testimonies; nevertheless, there are many for
mulaic noun-adjective combinations present in both East and South-Slavic po
ems and thus traceable back to the Common Slavic period; moreover, some of 
them, such as SCr crna zemlja “black earth”, are thought to have deeper, 
Indo-European roots (cf. Homeric Gk gaia melaina).

Here a further instance of an epic formula shared by both Homer and Ser
bian heroic poems is brought to light, namely Hom mega kydos, SCr veliko čudo 
“the great miracle”. Between the two adjectives there is merely a semantic corre
spondence, but between the nouns an etymological identity is observed: both Gr 
kydos (from *keudos?) and Slavonic čudo, Gen. čudese go back to the IE s-stem 
*keudos, Gen. *keudesos. Already Porzig noted that the word belongs to the IE 
poetic language. On the other hand, Benveniste showed that Hom kydos signi
fies not “glory” as it is usually translated, but in fact “an irresistible magic 
power, an appanage of the gods who occasionally concede it to a chosen hero in 
order to assure his triumph”. This divine concession of the predominance called 
(mega) kydos to one of the parties in the conflict is regularly announced by a 
sign, such as a lightning bolt from the blue. Similar portents having the same 
function are described in Serbian epics as veliko čudo, and the analogous expres
sion čudo (divo) velikoe occurs in Russian folk poems. Moreover, some of its 
uses are common to both Slavic traditions, as that of the introductory formula to 
the talking bird motif, which gives support to the etymology relating IE *keudos 
to the root *keu- “perceive”, reflected in Slavic čuti, Gk koed, akoud etc., as well 
as in the word for “priest” Gk koes, Lydian kaves, Indo-Iranian kavi, that origi
nally designated a seer, diviner, observer and interpreter of omens.

I. 2. The depths of historical memory: from the “Still Danube” to the 
“Livid Blue Sea”. The antiquity of Serbian heroic poetry. Relics of the re
mote past in Serbian epic topography. Mlav mountain; The king of Pladin 
and the “oversea” city of Pribinj; “Srijem, a temperate place”; “Damned In
dia” (poems dealing with the punishment of sinful mankind). “Trutina wa-
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ter” (wanderings and divisions in the epic cycle of the Jakšic brothers). The 
perseverance of epic geography.

Among the poetic formulas common to the eastern and the southern Slavs 
there is one which seems to bear a geographical memory from the prehistoric 
past: sin’e mor’e “the blue sea”. The adjective sin’h designates properly a livid, 
bluish leaden color, just as Old Iranian axsaina-, on which the designation of pi
geon in some Iranian languages is based, and is on the other hand the Iranian 
name for the Black Sea: MPers (zray i)  axsën, Scythian *Axsaina-, from which 
Greek (Pontos) Axeinos stems. The Greeks reinterpreted it later as “Inhospita
ble” and turned it euphemistically to Euxeinos, but the role of a dove in the myth
ical “opening” of the Black Sea as told in the story of the Argonauts indicates 
that they may have had an idea of the original meaning, which was supposedly 
explained in a similar way by an autochthonous etiological legend. The Slavic 
name sine mor’e seems to be inspired, too, semantically and perhaps also ety
mologically, by this Iranian designation, and thus to have been related originally 
to the Black Sea. Consequently the formulaic expression odDunavapa do sinjeg 
mora “from Danube to the blue sea”, which in Serbian epics describes the space 
of the heroic action, could be a remnant from the Common Slavic epoch, when 
the Slavs still lived in their proto-home between the Middle Dniepr and the Up
per Vistula and already possessed some knowledge of the countries lying to the 
South of them, the northern shores of the “grayish blue” Pontus and of the “still” 
Danube (SCr and Russian tihi Dunaj), where they used to locate the exploits of 
their epic heroes.

The linguistic data reveal a Common Slavic heritage in the Serbian epics, 
but bear no direct testimony as to the time they were composed. Among the 
Serbs no epic poem is recorded before 1497, and from the preceding two centu
ries we have only a couple of isolated verses more or less probably recognized in 
Church Slavonic texts, as well as a few mentions of the folk-song performers or 
pictorial representations of them. In sum, this external evidence reaches no 
deeper than the late 1 2 th century, nor does the internal evidence, since the oldest 
historical personages mentioned in Serbian heroic poetry are Stefan Nemanja, 
the founder of the Nemanjiden-dinasty (f1199), and his son Saint Sava (f1236). 
It is the topography of Serbian epics that seems to be more conservative than 
their prosopography and to preserve, connected with several geographic names, 
the memories of historical events that preceded Nemanja’s epoch, some of them 
perhaps even the arrival of the Serbs in the Balkans in the 7th century AD. Such 
is the name of the mountain Mlav, occurring in the poem Vuk III 6 ° and other
wise unknown, but obviously connected with the name of the river Mlava, which 
goes back to Malva as the Roman designation of the mountainous region on the 
right bank of Danube in today’s northeastern Serbia. The poem deals with the di
saster of the epic hero Gr~i} Manojlo, i.e. the Byzantine emperor Emmanuel
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Comnenus —a contemporary of Nemanja—, which takes place in a gorge of the 
Mlav mountain, and we have good reasons to suppose that the original protago
nist was Emmanuel's father, John II Comnenus, who was forced, in 1127, to save 
his army from the Hungarians by a hazardous flight through the canyon of 
Mlava. Consequently the “king of Pladin” in the same poem is to be identified 
with the king of Hungary, but his title seems to derive from the pre-Hungarian 
times and to refer to Slavic rulers of Pannonia, designated after their capital 
Blatbnb gradb (Germ Mosaburg, Lat urbs paludarum, today Zalevar) on Lake 
Balaton (Slavic Blatno jezero, Germ Plattensee). It could be the very town that is 
in another poem (Vuk V I24°) named Pribinjgrad “Pribina's castle”, Pribina be
ing the name of one of the Pannonian 9th century princes; it is located preko 
mora “over the sea”, which may have originally meant the region situated on the 
left side of the river Mura, called Prekomorje.

Also dated in the 9th century may be the reminiscence of “Srijem, a tem
perate place” where the Christian clergy initiated a moral restoration of the 
world, for Srem (ancient Sirmium) was connected with the Slavic mission of 
Saints Cyril and Methodius, which started in 863. There is a mention of it in a 
variant of the widespread poem dealing with the punishment of depraved man
kind, where the sinful country is usually calledprokleta Indija/InUija “(damned) 
India”. This epic plot seems to be based on the pre-Christian motif of a young 
generation of deities dethroning their father, the sky-god who had become inac
tive (deus otiousus), but in the historical sense it reflects the conflicts linked with 
the conversion of the Slavs from heathendom to Christianity. The population in 
question thus being the pagan ancestors of the Serbs themselves, and not the 
South Asiatic Indians, Indija may be a substitute for *Vindija, country of Wends, 
by which name the Germans used to designate their Slavic —at the time still hea
then— neighbors in their North European homeland.

The epic cycle of the Jakšic brothers, organized around the historical remi
niscence of 15th-16th century Serbian magnates in southern Hungary, is never
theless interwoven with the much older, pagan Slavic and even Proto-Indo-Eu
ropean mythical threads, reflecting the cult of the so-called “Divine Twins”, 
which makes it possible to look for traces of its earlier transpositions into his
tory. Serving as a landmark thereby is the river name Trutina, which occurs in a 
poem of this cycle and has no parallel except in the Czech Trutina/Trotina, a 
tributary of the Upper Elbe. This is not the only geographic name in these poems 
with a potential counterpart in the same region around the current border of the 
Czech Republic, Poland and Germany: the mountain Vinos may be identical 
with Jinonos (*Vinonos), a peak of the Sudeten, the town of Zvijezda with the 
river Queiß (Slavic Gvezda), perhaps even Budim (i.e. Budapest) with 
Budisin/Bautzen, the metropolis of Lusatia, and U'ice (a town in western Serbia) 
with Luzice “Lusatia”. Moreover, the motif of two quarreling brothers dividing
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between them their patrimony seems to reflect the folk tradition regarding the 
migration of the Serbs from their former homeland, as it is told by Constantine 
the Porphyrogennetus (ca. 950 AD). This motif was connected with the Jakšic 
brothers supposedly due to the fact that it was under their leadership that a part of 
the Serbian people migrated from Serbia to Hungary.

I. 3. The ritual basis of epos (Poems dealing with “The Obstructed 
Marriage” and warrior initiation rites). The three-headed bride-rapist as a 
marionette or a masked person. Initiation duels in Indo-European traditions 
and among primitive races. Indo-European avunculate (and fosterage). 
Bands of warriors (“Männerbünde”). Other initiation temptations. “Old 
Vojin’s green sword”.

The so-called “obstructed marriage” (zenidba s preprekama) is one of the 
favorite subjects in Serbian epics. It consists of the fulfillment of several tasks by 
the bridegroom himself or by his (young and unmarried) champion (zatočnik). 
Similar topics are known elsewhere, e.g. the wooing of Brunhild by the young 
hero Sigurd on behalf of Gunar in the Nibelungenlied where, however, the last 
and the hardest task is lacking, which is regularly imposed on a Serbian epic 
suitor: the duel with a three-headed monster, usually described as a dragon 
breathing fire and cold wind, but in a number of variants explained to be simply 
a relative of the bride or her father’s servant, disguised in order to frighten the 
young man. Far from being reducible to a secondary rationalization of the 
fire-drake myth, this masquerade reveals the original, ritual sense of the epic 
motif: there is no real fight, but merely a symbolic temptation, which seems to 
have been originally an element of the rites constituting the initiation of a young 
warrior and culminating in his marriage. Actually in Serbian traditional nuptials 
such elements are present which correspond to the epic tasks, including the fight 
against a demonic adversary.

The dragon fight motif also occurs in Russian byliny, and this fact seems to 
testify to its Common Slavic provenance, but Serbian poems featuring the “ob
structed marriage” find their closest analogue on a wider Indo-European plane, 
in an episode of Ferdowsi’s Shah-Nama, where Feridun, a heroic personage go
ing back to the Avestan dragon-fighter Thraetaona, disguises himself as a 
fire-drake in order to tempt his three sons returning home with their brides. Fur
ther, some ancient Vedic myths and Old Norse legends are to be compared, 
which Georges Dumézil cites in his book about the warrior function among the 
Indo-Europeans: Indra’s victories over the (almost passive) demon Vritra and 
over the three-headed son of the divine carpenter Tvashtar (Tvastra Trisirsan), 
resp. the sagas of the hero Boövar Bjarki and his young protégé Hottr killing a 
winged troll and of Thor fighting with his bondservant Thjalfi in a double duel 
against the giant Hrungnir and against a clay giant. In these mythic traditions
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Dumézil recognizes a reminiscence of a hypothetical Proto-Indo-European rite 
of young warrior initiation, but as a parallel to it he only quotes the initiation 
rites among some North-American Indian tribes, which include a feigned duel 
with a marionette representing a mythical two- or three-headed snake. Thus, 
Serbian epic and ritual evidence, together with its Iranian correspondence cited 
above, may give substantial support to Dumézil's thesis.

Another way of testing the bridegroom’s courage is, both in the epic po
ems and in the wedding ceremonies, the “formidable dress” (SCr strasno 
odijelo), composed mostly of wolf and bear skins and heads; this motif recalls a 
social institution typical of archaic societies, namely the bands of warriors 
(Männerbünde), whose members in their campaigns and rituals not only prac
ticed disguising themselves as beasts (or as ghosts), but in such conditions they 
regularly experienced a kind of psychological identification with the beasts (cf. 
the annual transformation of the Herodotus’ Neuri into wolves, as well as the 
“two-footed wolves” of the Old Iranian tradition, the German and Slavic were
wolves, the Old Norse berserks). In a Serbian poem the young hero who comes 
to learn “bravery” from his uncle (his mother’s brother — an archaic Indo-Euro
pean custom!) is “Wolf the Fire-drake” (Zmajognjeni Vuk); he kills his first en
emy, “the Black Arab”, in a wolfish way, by biting through his throat. The paral
lelism with Vseslav in Old Russian “Slovo o polku Igorevu”, resp. Volch 
Vseslav’evič of the Russian byliny, confirms that the lycanthropic hero is a heri
tage of the Common Slavic epics. The name vuk “wolf” given to the bridegroom 
among the western Serbs seems to be connected with the marriage by rape, sur
viving in Serbia into the beginning of the 19th century.

Some other initiation motifs are to be recognized in Serbian heroic poetry 
too: the young hero’s flaming rage after performing his first exploit; a temporary 
weakness subsequently seizing him; the test of endurance in fasting; the restraint 
from women; the trial by fire, etc. A special weapon also belongs here, conse
crated and preserved for a long time only to be used in the initiation fight. In the 
Old Russian story of Peter and Fevronia of Murom, the young hero kills the 
dragon with the mysterious “Agrik’s sword”, hitherto hidden in the wall of the 
Holy Cross church, and his Serbian counterpart, Zmajognjeni Vuk, obtains his 
dragon-killing saber (or spear) from fairies; Hottr uses king Hrolfr’s sword named 
Gullinhjalti “Golden Hilt” in his feigned duel against the demonic enemy —who 
in fact has already been killed by Bjarki; otherwise such a parade weapon would 
not have been an appropriate means of confronting a monster. Similarly, “Old 
Vojin’s green sword”, by which the young champion Milos decapitates a 
three-headed bride-rapist in the classic version of the “obstructed marriage” (Vuk 
I I 29°), had a ritual rather than a military function: it was preserved in the family 
treasury solely to be carried by the youth on the occasion of his uncle’s wedding, 
i.e. used for his initiation, and its green color matches the patina of old bronze.
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One may spontaneously recall the rusty sword (akinakes), worshipped by the an
cient Scythians as the fetish of their “Ares” or “Mars”. Vojin is Milos’s late fa
ther in the poem, but his name means “warrior” and we have reasons to believe 
this “Old Warrior’s patinated sword” to be an attribute of the Slavic war god.

I. 4. The ideological basis of the epos. The tri-functional structure of 
the poem “Captain Leka’s sister”. The Scythian story about the rejected 
suitor and his two bosom friends. The human body as the image of the society 
and the state. Traces of the tri-functional ideology in poems dealing with the 
ruination of the medieval Serbian states.

The Serbian Marko Kraljevic (“Prince Mark”), with all his virtues and 
vices, represents, in terms of Dumézil’s school, a typical Indo-European hero of 
the second function in its brutish aspect, as embodied in Indian Bhima, Greek 
Heracles and Scandinavian Starkaör. Their profile includes an ambiguous rela
tionship to women, as well as temporary outbreaks of rage and even cruelty, al
though Marko’s treatment of proud Captain Leka’s sister —after she turned him 
down together with his two blood brothers (pobratimi) Milos and Relja, he cuts 
off her right hand and plucks out her eyes— would be more than a mere instance 
of his fierce temperament. The beautiful Roksanda (“Roxane”) represents an ob
ject of pride not only to her brother, an Albanian magnate, but to his land too, 
just as Marko, Milos and Relja, the three best Serbian heroes, are representative 
of their country, so that an offense to them affects the whole nation. The struc
ture of the 14th century Serbian Empire was composite enough, but the ethnic 
designation Srblji “Serbs” still remained reserved for three “fundamental” es
tates: the clergy (the Church being closely connected with the ruling house), the 
nobility (vlastela), based on military service and the (free) farmers (sebri), 
which basically corresponds to the Indo-European tripartite model. The descrip
tion of the three suitors in the ballad seems to reflect this tripartition in character
izing Marko by his bravery (2nd function), Milos by his beauty (3rd function) 
and Relja (the “Winged”) by his magic faculty of flying (1st function). More
over, the faults the girl finds with each of them are distributed according to their 
functional determinations: she blames Marko for his obedience to the Sultan, 
Milos for being a bastard and Relja for having been nursed by a sorceress. Thus, 
by rejecting the three heroes she holds up to contempt the Old Serbian ideal of a 
harmonious state, which is here represented by this heroic triad. The Serbian 
bard emphasizes the contrast between two state ideologies by placing Leka’s 
residence in Prizren, the old capital of Serbian emperor and lawgiver Dusan. 
Leka is himself reputed to be the author of a common law code still in use by the 
Albanians, and he is thus Dusan’s counterpart in the legislative field. Roksanda 
deprived of her eyes (i.e. of perception — 1st function), of her right hand (mean
ing the physical strength — 2 nd function) and of her beauty (thus condemned to
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remain unmarried and without children — 3rd function) was for the Old Serbian 
audience a drastic metaphor of her brother’s incompetent rule and of Albanian 
imperfect society— since it was not trifunctionally structured.

This ballad finds an interesting parallel in a Scythian story told by 
Lucianus Toxaris 44-55 and presumably going back to an indigenous epic tradi
tion: not only are the two plots comparable, but they also seem to have a com
mon ideological basis, and even the symbolic expression of the essential idea is 
the same in both of them. The story is about a Scythian named Arsacomas, and 
his two bosom friends, Lonchates and Macentes. Dwelling as an emissary at the 
court of the King of Bosporus, Leukanor, Arsacomas dares to ask the hand of his 
beautiful daughter Mazaea; but he does so at a supper, at which many other suit
ors are present, among whom he is the poorest. The others are kings or the sons 
of kings, while he is an ordinary Scythian who has nothing to be proud of except 
two good friends. Thus his request is laughed down and ignored; the king prefers 
Adyrmachus, the ruler of Machlyans, and gives him Mazaea in marriage; the 
next morning, he takes her away to his land. Arsacomas returns home and com
plains to Lonchates and Macentes of being insulted by the king; the friends en
gage themselves to get him full satisfaction and divide the task between them: 
Lonchates goes to Bosporus, slays Leukanor and brings his head to Arsacomas, 
while Macentes goes to Machlyene in disguise, deceives Adyrmachus to entrust 
him with his bride and runs away with her to Scythia. This provokes a war be
tween the Scythians and the neighboring peoples, which the former win thanks 
to the heroism of the three friends. Lucian, who seems here to abridge a more de
tailed story in order to make it an illustration of Scythian friendship, may have 
omitted or rationalized some important details concerning its very point. Ori
ginally, the story must have been aimed to celebrate the Scythian ideal of society 
and to express its advantage over a decadent civilization appreciating material 
goods above all. When Arsacomas tries to express gratitude to Macentes for 
having fetched his bride home to him, the friend interrupts him with the words 
that in their case it is as inappropriate as if somebody’s left hand should be grate
ful to his right for ministering to it when it had been wounded, for they (three) 
have long ago united themselves into a single person, a single body, each of 
them acting as an inseparable part of the whole organism. This figurative ex
pression, recalling the metaphor of the mutilated human body in “Captain 
Leka’s sister”, may be extended, too, over the loyalty between the friends to the 
harmony of a society and to the unity of a state. The motif of denied or lost hege
mony is also common to both stories. Arsacomas’mission by Leukanor regarded 
the tribute which the Hellenic kingdom of Bosporus paid regularly to the 
Scythians, but at that time it was more than two months overdue. Therefore, 
Leukanor’s bad treatment of Arsacomas could have been understood as a diplo
matic incident, demonstrating that the people of Bosporus were no longer will-
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ing to admit the supremacy of their bellicose, but still poor neighbors. Similarly, 
the three Serbian suitors must have been not only dazzled by the splendor of 
Leka’s court, but also shocked by the fact that not much earlier that glorious 
ruler and his Albanians used to be subordinated to Dušan’s Empire. The ques
tion is whether the Scythian triad of heroes yields to a trifunctional interpreta
tion as the Serbian one does. In itself it seems probable, since the tripartite 
model is better documented among the ancient Iranians than in any other 
Indo-European tradition, and since especially the Scythians with their genea
logical legend give one of the most pregnant examples of this ideology. There 
is no explicit description o f the three friends in Lucian’s abridgment, but their 
actions and names suggest that in the original version they were defined by 
three complementary qualities, corresponding to the three Indo-European 
functions: Arsacomas, Old-Iranian *Arsa-kama- “desirable for his virility”, by 
his beauty, an item representing a quality of the 3rd function (cf. Serbian Milos 
from mio “dear”; it was perhaps primarily developed in a romance between 
Mazaea and her future husband); Lonchates (Gr. lonkhe “spear”) —who went 
alone to the enemies and killed their ruler— by his bravery (2 nd function), while 
Macentes, whose exploit implicates a high intelligence, is to be considered a hero 
of the 1st function; his epic prototype may have been a shaman-like sorcerer able 
to take various human and animal shapes (cf. his disguise), including that of a bird 
(cf. the winged Relja), or possessing a flying horse (the extraordinary faculties of 
Macentes’ steed are indicated by the fact that, when fleeing to Scythia, he takes 
Mazaea with him on his horse, although he could have provided another one for 
the girl).

A flying horse, a mighty saber and a beautiful wife —thus again a 
trifunctional triad— are the “goods” which the hero of another Serbian ballad, 
Duke Prijezda, is asked by the Sultan to surrender; his refusal leads to a long 
siege of his fortress Stalac; finally he kills the horse, breaks the saber and com
mits suicide together with his heroic wife. The poem is based on a historical 
event from 1413 and describes the decline of “Moravian” Serbia under the pres
sure of the Turkish enemy. The decline of another Old Serbian state, medieval 
Montenegro, at the end of the same century, is the theme of a long poem about 
“The Wedding of Maksim Crnojevic”, recorded by Vuk from the same singer as 
“Captain Leka’s sister”: here, too, a trifunctional ideology is present, the decay 
of Montenegro being explained through the decadence of its ruler, Ivan 
Crnojevic, who cares more for wealth and beauty (3rd function) than for defense 
(2 nd function), whose politics leads to an undesirable mingling of the estates and 
definitely provokes a civil war resulting in conversion of his son to Islam (a vio
lation of the 1st function, which includes the religious sphere). The conclusion is 
that the trifunctional ideology makes up an important element of the IE heritage 
demonstrable in Serbian epics; the tripartite model survived into 15th century,
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when it served to the poetic transposition of historical events connected with the 
Turkish conquest of Serbia and Montenegro.

II. “Proto-Kosovo”

II. 1. A field between Heaven and earth. Previous opinions on the gene
sis of the Kosovo epic. Christian and pagan elements in the ‘‘Kingship in 
Heaven” idea. The church built upon silk and the Heavenly bride. The pro
fane communion and the recruiting of the dead.

The preceding discussion about the genesis of the Kosovo-epic was deter
mined by three factors: 1) its historical background, i.e. the battle fought on June 
14, 1389 between Serbs and Turks on the field of Kosovo, in which both com
manders fell, Serbian Prince Lazarus and Turkish Sultan Murat, the latter killed 
by Milos, a pretending Serbian renegade, who sacrificed himself to disprove a 
calumny; 2 ) aberrations in this epic tradition from the historical facts, which rep
resent its poetic and ideological superstructure; 3) the place where and the time 
when some segments of it were recorded.

The records fall into two geographically and chronologically, as well as 
formally separate groups: the decasyllabic poems, typical of the mainland, most 
of them written down during the 19th century, the classic variants by Vuk 
Karadžic, and on the other hand the long verse poems (bugarstice) known 
through some 17—18th century manuscripts stemming from the coastal cities of 
Dubrovnik and Perast; nevertheless, there is indirect evidence in the works of 
some historiographers and travelers, which allows us to trace the epic legend of 
Kosovo back to the end of the 15th century.

According to some scholars, there were originally two different epic tradi
tions about the Battle of Kosovo, one of them concentrating on Milos, the other 
on Prince Lazarus; the former more chivalric, originated on the Adriatic coast 
under the influence of the chansons de geste, the latter ecclesiastically hued, de
veloped within those Serbian monasteries where Lazarus’ relics were kept and 
the memory of his martyrdom cultivated. It was allegedly only on the wave of 
late 18th century national romanticism, that, in the region of Srem (under Aus
trian rule at that time), both traditions were united into the classic Kosovo epos. 
Opposed to this complicated scheme there is a more simple one, claiming that 
the Kosovo poems were composed in Kosovo immediately after the battle.

In spite of this controversy, both schools of thought are characterized by 
historicism, i.e. they consider that the Kosovo epos —regardless of some tradi
tional motifs in it— is to the highest degree determined by the underlying histori
cal event. According to Putilov, it is a “real-historical epos”, standing closer to 
Russian historical poems than to the older byliny and representing a late devel
opment of the epos among the Slavic peoples. In our own view, on the contrary,
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it is the sprout of a very ancient epic tradition, the only surviving product of 
Slavic heroic poetry that can, for its general spirit, be compared to the classic he
roic poems of other Indo-European peoples, such as the Old Indian 
Mahabharata, the Persian Shahnama, the Greek Iliad, as well as to the Norse and 
Celtic sagas. In fact, the idea has been put forward long ago, on the eve of the 
Second World War, by Veselin Cajkanovic, that the Kosovo epics are not an in
stance of epicized history, but of a historicized mythology, that can be traced 
back to Indo-European past. Not only because of the central plot, the struggle 
against a (demonic) enemy and its denouement in an apocalyptic battle, fought 
on the confluence of two rivers, where both the commanders die, but also be
cause of some specific motifs (the banquet held on the eve of the battle; the hero 
with a killing look; the proud boasting of the warriors, that if the sky crumbles 
and begins to fall, they are able to support it with their spears) Cajkanovic finds 
striking parallels in the Celtic, Norse and Old Iranian traditions. His approach to 
Serbian national epos coincides in many points with Wikander’s and Dumézil’s 
interpretation —based on the same comparative materials— of the Mahabha- 
rata’s central mythical structure as the “epicization of the Indo-European escha
tological myth” (in Puhvel’s words). These complementary finds have failed so 
far to be given mutual corroboration. Neither did Cajkanovic, who died in 1946, 
ever become acquainted with the discoveries of the “new comparative mythol
ogy”, nor did its representatives take the Serbian epics into consideration. The 
present study accepts the challenge offered by this remarkable convergence of 
two independent trends of research. The combination of their results is taken 
here as a basis of an enlarged and deepened comparison, which sheds new light 
on the main themes and motifs of the Kosovo epics, and on the other hand, adds 
Slavic data to the comparative evidence regarded by the new mythologists.

Essentially important for understanding the ideological background of the 
Kosovo epic legend is the poem entitled “The Downfall of the Serbian Empire”: 
Lazarus receives from the Mother of God (Serb. Bogorodica, i.e. the Virgin 
Mary) a letter inviting him to choose between the “Heavenly” and the “earthly 
kingdom”; the alternatives mean, that by choosing the latter, he will win and rule 
over the Earth; by the choice of the former, he will die in the battle together with 
all his knights. Lazarus prefers eternity to the transience of this life; thus his 
choice is the kingdom of Heaven, where he and his whole army go after dying in 
the battle. At first glance, the motif is purely Christian, but there is an inconsis
tency in the divine message, and in Lazarus’s behavior as well. It was neither 
suggested to him that he had to reconcile himself in advance with the defeat of 
his army and accept his subsequent martyrdom passively, nor did he conduct 
himself in such a way, but he rather fought bravely against the invaders, as if  he 
were trying to gain “ the earthly kingdom”. This contradiction has already been 
pointed out by Vojislav Đuric, who compared Krishna’s words addressed to
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Arjuna in the Bhagavadgita II 37; the point is here that a warrior should not 
worry about the outcome of the battle he joins: he will either win and obtain the 
(rule over the) earth, or he will die and obtain Heaven, i.e. Indra’s celestial abode 
reserved for heroes fallen on the battlefield. The idea is old and familiar to the 
other Indo-European peoples; one may recall Odin’s Valhalla. The choice is 
here between fighting prudently, in order to survive and win, or fearlessly, with 
the hope of reaching the warrior’s paradise.

In the message the Virgin Mary sends to Lazarus, there is a single condi
tion, but a strange one, to comply with if he opts for the kingdom of Heaven: he 
is to build a church on a foundation of silk and scarlet and to take communion in 
it with his army. In another poem such a church built on silk is described as soar
ing over the earth; consequently, the textile would be a metaphor for clouds. Fur
ther parallels indicate this motif to be Christianization of a pagan theme, 
well-known from South-Slavic lyric poetry, of a fairy (nymph: vila) building a 
town (grad, properly: enclosure, fort) in the clouds. Sometimes this town is de
scribed as built of heroes’ and horses’ bones, so that fairies try to provoke blood
shed in order to provide new materials for it. There is also the motif of a jealous 
fairy shooting down a hero from the wall of her town, with the intent of thwarting 
his marriage to a mortal woman and to gain him for herself. These nymphs dwell
ing in clouds (oblakinje) are peculiar to epic poetry, and every hero was believed 
to have one of them for his assistant. Her relationship to him is usually described 
as a sisterly one (posestrima), but originally such a cloud-nymph would have been 
imagined as hero’s otherworldly bride or mistress, given to him after his death as a 
reward for his bravery, which she in a way personifies. These cloud-nymphs of 
Serbian epics have their counterparts in the Old Indian Apsarases entertaining the 
fallen heroes in the celestial “Indra’s world” (Indraloka), as well as in the Norse 
Valkyries, who play the same role in Valhalla.

Consequently, the motif of Lazarus and his army taking communion in a 
church built on silk and scarlet is to be understood not as the Christian Eucharist, 
but as a kind of pagan mystery, initiating the warriors into the blessed afterlife 
which recompenses their heroic death and includes the company of supernatural 
female beings. This conclusion leads to a reinterpretation of another Kosovo 
poem, entitled “The Kosovo Maiden”, so far conceived as a story of a simple 
maiden who lost her fiancé at the Battle of Kosovo. However, her engagement to 
one of the Serbian heroes takes place on the occasion of Lazarus’ communion, 
which is said to go back to a pagan initiation rite supposedly including the epiph
any of a “celestial bride” to the participants, while her treatment of casualties af
ter the battle resembles at the same time that of a priest giving the Eucharist and 
that of a Valkyrie choosing on the battlefield the souls of slain warriors for Val
halla; in another poem the woman visiting the battleground is provided with 
wings, which is an attribute of the cloud nymphs. Moreover, the marriage to the
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Kosovo Maiden is the epic expression of death on the battlefield. The poem 
“The Kosovo Maiden” shares the typical motif of three blood brothers killing 
the enemy ruler with a legend written down as early as the 15th century in the 
very region of Srem, which proves it to go back to an old and autochthonous tra
dition; we must admit the same for the poem “The Downfall of the Serbian Em
pire”, in spite of the common opinion claiming it to be a recent creation, inspired 
by religious literature; for that poem is recorded by Vuk from the same singer, an 
old blind woman from Grgurevci in Srem, as the former one; besides, they both 
feature the motif of the mystic communion, which is demonstrated to stem not 
from Christian but from pagan ideology.

A peculiar variant of the “Fairy’s town in the clouds” is recognizable in an 
early (in the first half of the 18th century) recorded poem, where a marvelous 
maiden with the help of her charms builds a church using the stars and the moon 
as the material, then rides inside and takes the Eucharist bread with the point of 
her spear. The latter motif occurs in a series of prose legends explaining the de
feat at Kosovo by such a profane conduct of the Serbian knights before the bat
tle. It calls to memory a heathen rite described in the sources of late Slavic pa
ganism, which consisted in leading a sacred horse over lances laid down on the 
ground; it was aimed at predicting the outcome of a military enterprise. It looks 
like this kind of pagan sorcery was still not thoroughly extirpated in the medi
eval Serbia, so that it may have been practiced here and there on the eve of the 
Kosovo Battle and condemned as a sacrilege after its catastrophic outcome. On 
the same ritual basis would have arisen the legendary explanation of the reason 
why Marko, the great Serbian hero, failed to fight at Kosovo: it is said that the 
moment he set out for Kosovo, his horse began to sink up to its chest into the 
ground. In a local legend Marko is in the same way hindered from approaching “ 
the White church” built by a fairy on a steep peak. We recognize again a 
Christianized image of the “fairy’s town in the clouds” where the heroes fallen at 
Kosovo found their afterlife abode; yet to Marko this privilege was denied. In a 
variant, the Prophet Elijah, disguised as an old man, tries the piety of Serbian 
commanders riding to Kosovo, and no one stands the test but Marko; as a result, 
all the others die on the battlefield, while only Marko is warned not to go further 
by Elijah himself and by the earth opening before his horse. The sense seems to 
be distorted here, too, by a Christian reinterpretation; the original subject of this 
story must have been the pagan divination about the outcome of an imminent 
war by observing a sacred horse’s walk, which turned out favorable, and thus de
ceptive, for all the Serbian heroes save Marko. The author of the deception was 
obviously the divine patron of the rite, most probably the Slavic war god, who is 
here, as often elsewhere, substituted by St. Elijah “the Thunderer”. Why should 
the god wish to mislead his believers? The true reason was hardly their impiety; 
it is rather suggested by Old Indian and Norse parallels. In the “Mahabharata”,
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Krishna, the incarnated Vishnu, is the chief plotter, whose intrigues provoke a 
destructive war between the Kauravas and Pandavas in order to accomplish the 
purpose of the gods, who decided that the Earth ought to be relieved of prolifer
ating mankind. Odin takes part in the battle of Bravellir on the side of the Danes, 
also in disguise, playing the charioteer of king Harald; with false promises he se
duces the blind king into the conflict and finally lets him die, together with the 
Danish army. Odin’s motive for such a fraud is said to be the supply of his Val
halla with new brave inhabitants. The motive of St. Elijah’s pagan prototype for 
deceiving the Kosovo heroes would have been the same.

It is noteworthy that St. Elijah figures in the poem “The Fall of the Serbian 
Empire”, too; flying in the shape of a falcon, he brings the Virgin Mary’s letter to 
Lazarus from Jerusalem. Unmotivated on the level of the present text, his role is 
to be taken as a relic from a Pre-Christian version, where the message came from 
the celestial abode of the fallen warriors, and the messenger was its ruler him
self, the Slavic war god, here not as an impostor, but frankly pointing out to Laz
arus the advantage of a heroic death on the battlefield. In a prehistoric version 
Elijah may have stood beside Lazarus as a charioteer, the way Krishna stands be
side Arjuna; for in Serbian folklore he plays the role of the heavenly chariot 
driver, for instance, in the mythological poem about the “Moon’s wedding”. The 
motif, contained in an old hagiographic text, of a fiery column reaching up to the 
sky on the spot and at the moment Lazarus was executed, recalls the Prophet Eli
jah ascending to Heaven in a fiery chariot (II Kings 2:11), and on the other hand 
Indra in the Mahabharata, transporting King Yudhishthira by his chariot from 
the top of the mountain Meru to Indraloka, his Heavenly paradise.

There are other indications, too, of the sacral character and cosmological 
significance of Kosovo in the world outlook of the Serbs. Just like Kurukshetra, 
this field is the place of communication between Earth and Heaven, from where 
the souls of the fallen warriors reach paradise directly; but at the same time it has 
a sinister connotation. A long-verse poem is explicit in this sense: the Kosovo 
field is destined not to be inhabited and cultivated, but is exclusively for battles 
and bloodshed.

The variant behavior, either honest or fraudulent, of the celestial ruler to
wards a terrestrial king, corresponds to two types of epic kings, represented in 
the Mahabharata by the wise and righteous Yudhishthira and the honorable, but 
credulous, Dhritarashtra, who by his physical blindness, too, matches the Dane 
Harald. In the epic figure of Lazarus, both these types seem to have mingled, 
which may be connected to the two branches of the Kosovo legend, one more 
and the other less favorable to the prince. In fact he shows a fatal credulity not 
only by accepting the slanders of his son-in-law Vuk Brankovic about Milos, but 
also by being deceived about the situation on the front. The scout sent out by 
Lazarus to get the information about the Turkish army, Ivan Kosančić (called
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also Kosovac, Kosovčić) intentionally diminishes the enemy’s power in his re
port to the Prince, in order to encourage him into fighting. Truly speaking, in our 
epos Ivan is a simple mortal, one of Milos’s two bosom friends, and it is Milos 
himself who persuades him to act this way, motivated by pure patriotism. But in 
a poem outside the Kosovo cycle his namesake occurs, a certain Jovan Kosovac 
“John of Kosovo”, who, disguised as an old man on a limping horse, cruises, in a 
veil of fog, all over the Kosovo field, lures the heroes greedy of easy prey into 
duels and then kills them. Y et this mysterious and somehow demonic personage 
has in his appearance (lameness!), as well as in his conduct, much in common 
with a god of Odin's type.

Mosaicking, within an Indo-European comparative frame, some elements 
of the Kosovo epic tradition, many of them less intelligible and contradictory, 
we get to a coherent picture, wherein they all begin to make sense. We can dis
cern fragments, in epic form, of an ancient ideology confronting the main prob
lems of a warrior’s existence. The central idea is that of heroic death as the pass 
for a privileged afterlife. Such an individual eschatology was a suitable theme 
for a funeral oration or a dirge; indeed, the poem “The Downfall of the Serbian 
Empire” is, as to its genre, rather a poetic eulogy than an epic narrative, and it 
matches in this respect the hagiographic eulogies to Lazarus, who was canon
ized by the Serbian church at an early date, but it seems not to be influenced by 
them; the influence may have been exerted in the opposite direction, from tradi
tional poetry to Serbian medieval literature.

II. 2. Proto-Lazarus: “The Prince’s supper” as the central motif of the 
epic legend. — Lazarus’ glory and “the glorious Lazarus”. — Wine of bravery 
and the cup of truth.

The plot of the Kosovo epic legend culminates in the poem entitled “The 
Prince’s Supper”. Judging by its echoes in several historiographic works, it was 
already established as an epic structure before the end of the 15th century; ever 
since the first records of epic poems dealing with the Battle of Kosovo it is docu
mented through a lot of variants. Prince Lazarus is feasting with his peers on the 
eve of the battle: he proposes a toast to Milos for his bravery, but at the same 
time accuses him of treachery; Milos responds that he will prove himself inno
cent the next day by killing the enemy ruler. The supper has a prelude consisting 
of a series of events. The conflict begins with a quarrel between Lazarus’ two 
daughters; consequently a duel is fought between their husbands, Milos Obilic 
and Vuk Brankovic, and the former overcomes the latter, who in revenge slan
ders him before Lazarus as a traitor. The denouement follows on the very day of 
the battle: the next morning Milos, keeping his word, goes to the Turkish camp 
pretending to be a renegade and kills the Sultan, but then he is also killed to
gether with his two bosom friends; the battle starts; the Serbs fight bravely, but
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at the decisive moment Vuk betrays Lazarus, who is captured and executed by 
the Turks.

Here it matters little whether such a supper, or rather a council of war, re
ally took place on the eve of the battle, where accusations and vows were pro
nounced. Historical or not, the event is from the very beginning of the tradition 
related in a strongly epicized form. The pattern it was shaped on some modern 
scholars recognize in the Gospels and others in the chansons de geste. According 
to Orhanovi}, it would have been the Last Supper, and according to Bana{evi} 
the banquet held on the eve of the battle at Archamp in the medieval “Chançun 
de Willame”. In both cases the comparison is rather superficial, missing the 
point of the epic situation, which lies in the ritual character of the meal.

In the first verse of the poem —and there is accord here between its many 
variants— Lazarus is said not to hold an ordinary banquet, but to celebrate his 
slava, the feast of his patron saint. It is an old and common custom among the 
Serbs, which presumably has pagan roots. Whether Lazarus was thus celebrat
ing his own patron saint, and which one it was, we do not know. Nevertheless it 
is hard to believe that by pure coincidence it was none other than the prophet 
Amos, or Saint Vitus, both commemorated on the day the Kosovo Battle took 
place (June 14th). It could be rather an epic reflex of Lazarus’ own saintly cult, 
for after his canonization by the Serbian church, the same day in the calendar is 
consecrated to him too, in memory of his martyrdom on Kosovo. However, there 
is a deep structural similarity between Prince’s supper and the slava rite, which 
does not seem to be reducible to such a banal cause.

The ritual character of “The Prince’s supper” is indicated already in its 
earliest description, dating back to the late 15th century. It is a passage interpo
lated in the translation of Duka’s chronicle from Greek into Italian, where the 
drinking of toasts (zdravice) is said to have been a custom at Lazarus’ court; the 
use of Slavic word, borrowed by Modern Greek and Italian, points out the 
specificity of its denotation. There are, indeed, situations where the invitation 
to drink and drinking is ritually regulated, the slava being one such rite. Espe
cially in the description of the slava as it was celebrated at the beginning of the 
20th century in the region of Kosovo, the birthplace of both our epic legend 
and of Prince Lazarus himself (said to be born in Prilepac at Novo Brdo), we 
find a striking parallelism with “The Prince’s supper”. In that poem, Lazarus 
praises the qualities of his several guests one after another: seniority, lordship, 
grace, beauty, stature; he ends with bravery, proposing a toast to Milos and 
presenting him with a golden cup. Analogously at the slava the host drinks first 
to the health of the youngest guest (SCr junastvo “bravery” derives from Slavic 
junb “young”), then all guests drink in turns, and while one of them is drinking, 
the others sing in his honor a short eulogy, praising him for one of the qualities 
identical or similar to those above-mentioned. Moreover, the epic “curse” put by
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Lazarus on every Serbian who might fail to fight at Kosovo is actually the re
versed version of another traditional song performed on the occasion of the slava 
and expressing formulaic wishes for the prosperity of the house. On the national 
level, it is comparable with the last words of Cambysses, as referred to by 
Herodotus III 65, where the Persian king, mortally wounded, invites his most 
distinguished compatriots to oppose the rebellious Medes resolutely. Here we 
have another instance of a ruler warning his vassals, at a crucial moment, not to 
submit to the enemy; if they should nevertheless do it in order to save their fami
lies and material privileges, he invokes the divine power to inflict destruction on 
all of them as a punishment.

The theme of a ruler celebrating the feast day of his patron saint, his slava, 
is also known in Serbian epic poetry outside the Kosovo cycle; there is a poem 
where it is introduced through the motif of three tables, symbolizing the solidar
ity of the three estates: clergy, nobles (gospoda) and the commons (represented 
here by the poor and handicapped). A similar idea is familiar to Old Irish tradi
tion, too. The episode in “the Second Battle of Mag Tuired” of the banquet given 
by the king Nuadu to his people, the Tuatha Dé Dannan, on the eve of the battle, 
represents an specially close parallel to “The Prince’s supper”. Generally, the 
legendary Irish kings are said to provide banquets and royal feasts to prove the 
worthiness, firinne (literally “justice, righteousness”) of their reigns (E. A. 
Gray). The underlying noun fir  “true” is etymologically identical not only with 
Lat. verus, but also with Slavic vera “faith”, Serb. v(j)era, which, together with 
its antonym nevjera “disloyalty”, constitutes the leitmotif of “The Prince’s sup
per”. The correspondence is thus lexical as well as conceptual; consequently the 
mutual confirmation of loyalty in the face of danger between the ruler and his 
subjects can be traced back to the Indo-European ideology of sovereignty, just as 
it was possible in the case of “the ruler’s curse” motif.

In some variants of “The Prince’s supper” as well as in some other poems, 
e.g. in that of “Prince Lazarus’ wedding” where the same motif of heroes drink
ing together occurs, the sense of slava consists not in glorifying God, but in 
praising the heroic deeds of men; here we recognize the central notion of “the 
Indo-European poetic (epic) language”, condensed in the correspondence be
tween Greek Homeric kléa andron and OInd Vedic sravo nrnam “the glory of 
men”. In view of this fact it is striking that the adjective slavni “glorious” is rela
tively seldom used in Serbian epics, the only exception being Prince Lazarus, 
whom it designates as his usual epithet. Moreover, it was transferred from him 
to Hungarian King Vladislav who died, too, in a battle against the Turks, but not 
at the field of Kosovo, as it is claimed in some poems. Obviously the epithet 
“glorious” was reserved for a ruler fallen at Kosovo, which seems to be con
nected with the above-mentioned suprahistorical, mythological connotation of 
this toponym in Serbian folklore.
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The motif of the golden cup of wine offered and generously given as a 
present to Milos by Lazarus deserves to be closely examined. The Prince’s gift to 
Milos is comparable with “the prayer-cup” or “the bride’s cup” (molitvena /  
nevestina čaša) —figuring both in wedding rituals and in epic poems, where it is 
presented in order to oblige the receiver to fulfill the giver’s wish— as well as 
with the libation which the pagan Slavs used to make yearly to the god Sventovit 
on the island of Rügen. On the other hand, Lazarus’ gesture being accompanied 
with an intentional insult, it can be compared to another epic motif, that o f“ the 
omitted cup” : while wine is served to the heroes at the table, one of them is ig
nored by the host or by the wine-bearer, and this incident serves to induce the 
epic conflict. The theme of heroes drinking in turn (“Heroic turn”) and of the 
—more or less ritualized— paying honor to the best of them or offending him by 
negligence is a common one in Russian epics; a bylina dealing with the quarrel 
between Ilya of Murom and Prince Vladimir is based on that theme. Its ritual 
counterpart would be like the annual feast celebrated in all districts of Scythia, 
where every warrior who had killed at least one enemy in the course of the previ
ous year was honored by the governor with a jug of wine; those who had proved 
themselves especially successful in killing enemies used to get two jugs and 
drink them both simultaneously, while those who failed in headhunting had to 
sit aside ashamed. A reminiscence of this Scythian rite is seen in the Nart epic of 
the Ossetians. The Narts —legendary heroes— used to drink together from a 
magic cup, called Wacamongæ, literally “word-indicator”, which in fact was a 
kind of lie detector differently reacting to the statements of heroic deeds uttered 
at the table: if the story of one’s exploits was true, the cup rose automatically up 
to his mouth, but remained immobile if someone told lies; the motif of it being 
filled with lizards, snakes and frogs occurs, too. In an early source from the be
ginning of the 16th century the toast proposed by Lazarus to Milos is explained 
as the national custom of extracting the truth by means of wine, rather than by 
torture; the same idea is present in a variant of the epic poem. We can guess that 
originally a magical test was meant, as it is described in Ossetian epos.

II. 3. Black god and White Vitus. Crnobog. Triglav. Crnoglav. 
*Pribiglava. Jarovit. Sventovit and Saint Vitus. Festive rhetoric and ritual 
liturgy.

The form the slava took in epics seems to reflect two pagan rites mingled 
together, one of them multifunctional, concerning the totality of the people, and 
the other more specialized, celebrated by the warrior class and concentrated on 
the Slavic war god. A poem condemning the behavior of Serbian heroes partak
ing of the slava who drink in turn in honor of the devil, recalls Helmold’s famous 
description of Slavic banquets he observed in Brandenburg (Slavic Branibor), 
where in analogous circumstances “the Black god” (Zcerneboch, i.e. Černobog)
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was praised, whom Helmold identifies with the devil. The black color in the di
vine world is probably due to the bloodthirstiness of the divinities concerned, 
i.e. to the practice of human sacrifices in their cults, cf. the poetic formula SCr 
crna krvca : Greek melan haima “black blood” in view of melas Ares “the blood
thirsty war god”. Zcerneboch may be identified with the three-headed Triglav, 
whose cult is documented in Brandenburg too, but more largely in Stettin. In the 
latter city he had a sumptuous sanctuary where golden and silver cups were 
stored, serving for the feasts of the nobles and for divining; moreover, some rites 
were practiced there which are said to imitate the Christian communion, as well 
as hippomancy. Thus we recognize in Triglav’s cult all the elements of what we 
suppose to have been the ritual basis of the Kosovo epic. On the other hand, an 
Old Russian rite can be compared that consisted in drinking from horns in honor 
of a god named Pereplut; the name meaning “sailing across”, it is probable that 
Pereplut was the patron of the Viking-like pirates of a kind well known among 
the ancient Slavs, and for Triglav we may assume the same, since prominent 
among his functions was protection at sea.

It is possible that the cult of a three-headed god was once widespread 
throughout the Slavic world, and that some traces of it persist in the folklore con
ceptions of the Trinity. In a trifunctionally structured prayer uttered at the Ser
bian slava, the Trinity (Sveta Trojica) seems to have taken the place of a second 
function deity in charge of protection during war and generally when one is 
abroad. There is not necessarily a discrepancy between this observation and 
Cajkanovc’s claim that the slava belonged originally to ancestor worship and the 
Serbian “supreme god” was a nether deity, for Cajkanovic himself finds his clos
est counterpart in the Germanic Odin/Woden, in whom both warlike and 
“chthonic” features are observed. A 9th century Arabian author describes a 
Slavic temple situated on the mysterious “Black Hill”, where an idol stood rep
resenting an old man, a cane in hand, taking bones from graves, accompanied by 
a suite of ravens and “niggers” (supposedly a representation of the dead). The 
description recalls unwillingly Odin heading his ghostly army, and at the same 
time the (Valkyrie-like) fairies who build the Serbian version of Valhalla using 
the bones of the fallen heroes and horses.

Our interpretation of Zcerneboch as a war god may be corroborated by the 
fact that the other black colored Slavic deity, the “black-headed” Tiarnaglofi 
mentioned by the Old Norse Knytlingasaga, is defined as a god of victory. The 
same name seems to have designated the custom of offering an enemy’s decapi
tated head, stuck on a lance, to the war god; it is reported of the pagan Liutici in 
Pomerania, and in medieval Serbia we find an instance of bringing such a 
“ČrnoglaVs head” (OSerb Črnoglavlja glava) to the ruler. The identity between 
the three-headed and the black-headed Slavic god is still transparent in Serbian 
folklore, where the demonic figure of the “black Arab” is regularly three-headed,
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as well as the gloomy Trajanus (car Trojan), the night rider who avoids sunlight; 
moreover, there is a close analogy between his legend and a Pomeranian tale 
about Czarnobog. The OInd adjective krsna being etymologically the same as 
Slavic *сьтъ, Krishna is a black god, too, the incarnated Vishnu who in the 
Mahabharata endeavors to take away from earthly life as many heroes as possi
ble; he is supposed to have originally been a demon of death and/or a hero of 
warrior bands.

The martial function could arise from a naturalistic substrate. The war god 
of the Liutici, Radogost, was originally called Svarozic, while among the Rus
sians the same name designated the personification of fire. In both cases a 
hypostasis of the thundergod Perun can be supposed, a Slavic counterpart to the 
Vedic Indra. As argued in II.1, Svarožic’s sanctuary at Rethra seems to have 
been a terrestrial image of the imaginary city in the clouds, the celestial abode of 
the fallen heroes, which is comparable to Indraloka as well as to Odin’s Valhalla; 
Svarožic was represented there as the commander of the divine army, and in one 
source he is identified, too, with the devil. Another instance of a warlike cult 
among the northwestern Slavs was Pripegala, the god of the Obodriti, whose 
name —which left a toponymic trace in Serbia— may be interpreted as 
*Pribygolva “headhunter”; indeed, the headhunt is documented in Pripegala’s 
worship, as well as a kind of blood communion and the wolf-like behavior of his 
adorers, who used to scalp their enemies and to disguise themselves as the dead: 
a ritual practice recalling the ghostly army of the German Harii, Odin’s 
Einherjar. On the other hand, Pripegala is interpreted by Priapus, and this identi
fication, if not based on pure wordplay, indicates the priapic element in his cult. 
Such a functional bifurcation is also observed in the god Jarovit, who was in 
charge of both war and fertility. This ambivalent character may be confirmed by 
the analysis of his name, for its second element, °vit, seems to have been associ
ated with the military function, while the first one, jaro°, is recognized in the 
name of the ithyphallic ritual puppet among the Russians and the Serbs Jarilo. It 
seems to have been connected with the annual kindling of new fire, from which 
follows the possibility of identifying Jarovit with Svarožic and Perun.

Sventovit too could be defined as an ambivalent or rather polyvalent figure, 
for he was believed to fight in a war in front of his sacred cavalry troop, but at the 
same time to provide a good harvest, and in addition oracles were delivered by 
him. He has some specific traits in common with other divinities of the Baltic 
Slavs: the polycephaly with Triglav, the divination by horse both with the latter 
and with Svarožic/Radogost. Christian authors derive his name and cult from 
Saint Vitus, but today it is considered a genuinely Slavic one, meaning something 
like “mighty warrior”; nevertheless, he was later confused with the Christian saint, 
due to the similarity of their names, so that in the Slavic folklore behind Saint Vi
tus reminiscences of Sventovit’s cult are presumed. The Kosovo Battle happened
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to be fought on the feast day of Saint Vitus, Vidovdan. It is among the population 
of present-day Hercegovina and in neighboring regions, on the soil of ancient 
Pagania where heathendom was most persistent, that the toponyms derived 
from Sanctus Vitus are concentrated and that St. Vitus’ day is an important item 
in the folk calendar, when the kindling of the bonfire and jumping over it takes 
place (which is elsewhere connected with the proximate feast of St. John, 
Ivanjdan). Moreover, St. Vitus’ dance, in the original sense of the word which 
designated the traditional dancing on St. Vitus’ day, is comparable with the Ser
bian round dance, the kolo, ritually performed on St. John’s day. This dance imi
tates the movement of the Sun, which is said to dance in the sky this day of the 
year, hence the name of St. John Igritelj “the Dancer”. Among the Serbs, as well 
as in a great part of Europe, the feast days of St. John or St. Vitus are alterna
tively substituted for the pre-Christian festival of the summer solstice, just as 
Christmas is for the symmetric celebration of the winter solstice, which was im
pregnated, too, with solar symbolism and includes new fire rituals. This makes it 
clear why a Christmas song from northeastern Serbia praises Beli Vid “the white 
Vitus” as a fighter against the dark powers, and why in a folk tale Vid is the name 
of the mythic smith who is seen in the Moon and believed to fasten the chains of 
the archidemon fettered there, attempting to free himself every Christmas Eve. 
Consequently, the name of Saint Vitus in Serbian folklore is obviously con
nected with solar mythology, which could be independent of the date of his feast 
day and due to Sventovit as his pagan substrate. The interchangeability of St. 
John’s and St. Vitus’ day as two alternative substitutes for the same pagan festi
val explains why the above-mentioned (II.1) legendary figure of “John of 
Kosovo” (Ivan Kosov~i}, Jovan Kosovac) has been thus named.

The medieval sources of Slavic religion fall into two principal groups, one 
of German provenience dealing with the conversion, mostly by force, of the 
northwestern Slavs, and the other consisting of references, dispersed in Old Rus
sian literature, to the heathen past of the eastern Slavs. In the information these 
sources give us about the character of the deities concerned, there is a fundamen
tal difference between the former and the latter group. The German chroniclers 
write uniformly about war (or warlike) gods, worshipped in different tribal cen
ters, while in the Old Russian authors a few identifications with natural phenom
ena are to be found, e.g. with thunder, the Sun, and fire; and besides Svarožic 
there are no names common to both of them. This discrepancy may result from 
divergent developments of a common heritage among two separate Slavic 
branches, but it is rather conditioned by the different points of view of our in
formers. Viewed cosmologically, a god like Perun personifies the celestial fire, 
but functionally he is above all the giver of the fertilizing rain; sociologically he 
represents the model and the patron of terrestrial warriors, and politically a local 
hypostasis of him could have developed into a multifunctional tribal deity. In
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consequence, in our sources one and the same god can appear multiplied in vari
ous figures and under different names. Thus it is possible that the polycephalous 
deities of northwestern Slavs are in a sense identical to Perun. Their polycephaly 
seems to go back to the same theological conception which is clearly recogniz
able in the Old Prussian sanctuary of Romow, as described by Grunau: the sa
cred fire was burning there constantly before an oak tree on which the divine 
triad was represented: Potrimp, the god of waters and fields, as a young man, 
Perkunas, the thunderer, as a man in his best years, crowned by fire, and Patol, 
the ruler of the nether world, as a gray-bearded old man. A theological concep
tion would be subjacent, which is well-attested among the ancient Indians, but 
probably has its common Indo-European roots —that of the triple fire circulating 
from the sky to the earth and through the water and trees, periodically latent or 
manifested in various shapes or, in mythological terms, in aging and rejuvena
tion. The same idea lends to a better understanding of the Slavic Triglav, for he is 
said to be three-headed because he rules over three kingdoms that are earth, 
Heaven and the nether world, and we know at least one instance of his golden 
statue being inserted into an oak trunk. In the former territory of his cult, phallic 
wooden statuettes have been found, some of them polycephalous, dating from 
the last pagan centuries, which probably represent the fire trees used in the new 
fire rituals. A more primitive iconographic expression of the same conception 
can be recognized in the Serbian threefold badnjak, a kind of Christmas tree usu
ally consisting in three pieces of oak wood, which is an object of worship on 
Christmas Eve and is later burned on the hearth.

This digression from our proper subject, which is the Kosovo epic tradi
tion, to the general problems of Slavic heathen cults has shown that its ritual ba
sis, reflected in such motifs as the celestial abode of fallen heroes, hippomancy, 
ritual drinking and toasting, the clairvoyant cup, was closely connected with the 
central figure of the highest mythological level, regardless of what he was 
called: Perun, Svarožic, or Sventovit.

The interpretation of “the Prince’s supper” proposed here is somewhat 
ambiguous: analogies to it are found in the rituals of the warrior bands 
(Dumézil’s second function), but also in the polyvalent or “multifunctional” cel
ebrations as is the Serbian slava, Sventovit’s annual feast or the banquets pro
vided by legendary Irish kings. In the case of Nuadu’s banquet held on the eve of 
“The Second Battle of Mag Tuired” the participants are ancient Celtic divinities, 
thus an epicized mythology is on stage. The praising of each one’s skills, that 
takes place on the occasion of Lug’s tardy arrival, is comparable to Lazarus’ 
speech addressing his guests, one after the other, with praises of their proper vir
tues. Here too, behind the ceremonial rhetoric an ancient liturgy might be hid
ing, that would be illusory to try to reconstruct from the present text, but one line 
of the palimpsest seems to be still readable. In the first place Lazarus praises Jug
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Bogdan for his “seniority”. The Prince’s motive for it is apparently banal, Jug 
being the eldest among the persons addressed. However, regardless of his proba
ble historicity (a nobleman of that name is mentioned under Lazarus’ son 
Stephan), Jug’s epic figure has a still transparent mythological substrate. The 
name Jug means “south” and may designate the south wind; in folklore, includ
ing the epics outside the Kosovo cycle, Jug and his nine sons (Jugovici) possess 
more or less the distinct features of the wind demons. Consequently, Jug’s first 
place in Lazarus’ eulogy corresponds to that of the wind god Vayu in Vedic lit
urgy, who is praised as the pürvapä “drinking first” —i.e. before all the other 
gods— at the Soma libation; and in Iranian the adjective “first”, Avestan 
paourva is used also for “southern”. Thus Jug’s priority in drinking at the ban
quet, his “seniority” (starjestvo) as Lazarus puts it, could reflect the prominence 
of his mythological pattern, the wind god, in the ritual. Indo-Iranian Vayu owes 
such a position to his character as a primordial deity, for he personifies not only 
the wind as a meteorological phenomenon, but also the first and the last breath, 
the beginning and the end of all; hence his important role in both cosmology and 
eschatology. The epic Jug Bogdan is an eschatological figure, too, who has the 
possession of books dealing with the final events (posljednje vrijeme); more
over, there is a poem about Jug’s posthumous son taking revenge upon the mur
derer of his father and brothers, which seems to be a common Indo-European 
theme, cf. in the Norse Edda the young god Baldur restored to life after the 
Ragnarök and succeeding to his father Odin, as well as in the Mahabharata 
Judhishthira’s unborn grandson Parikshit continuing the stem of the Pandavas.

II. 4. Proto-Miloš: Three victorious steps and the fatal fall. Milos and 
Mokoš. The groom’s sunny son.

Milos’s historical role in the Kosovo battle is associated with two opposite 
notions: that of victory, since he fulfilled his ambition to kill the enemy ruler, but 
at the same time that of defeat, for he did not survive his exploit. Owing to its 
ambivalence, Milos’s feat in the Kosovo epos is shaped on two different pat
terns, both ancient and rooted in the Indo-European eschatological myth. Re
constructed on the basis of the correspondences between the Old Norse 
Ragnarök and the Zoroastrian story of fraskart in the Bundahishn, this mythic 
plot is recognizable in a series of its epic transpositions, such as the Mahabharata 
or the sage of the battle of Bravelirr, and we have already found good reasons to 
join Cajkanovic in supposing that the Serbian poems of Kosovo reflect it, too.

Its central theme features the final confrontation of the gods and their de
monic counterparts. An episode of the Prose Edda is especially interesting. The 
demonic wolf Fenrir gets loose from his fetters and advances with wide open 
mouth, his upper jaw against the sky, his lower on the earth, threatening to swal
low the sun and the moon; Odin engages him, but is swallowed himself; then
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Odin’s son Viöarr strides forward and places one foot on Fenris’lower jaw, takes 
his upper j aw in one hand and tears his throat asunder. Dumézil remarked that, at 
his step in monster’s jaws, Vidar shows a supra-natural capacity of dilatation, 
and compared it to an episode of the Ramayana: in order to overcome the asura 
Bali who has defeated all the other gods including Indra and taken over control 
of the universe, Vishnu transforms into a dwarf, then suddenly takes on a giant 
size and covers the three worlds in three strides. The motif of Vishnu’s steps is 
already Vedic, and in the Mahabharata it is applied to his avatar Krishna.

The disaster of Kosovo was experienced by the Serbs as acosmic catastro
phe and poetically articulated in the same epic pattern as the poems discussed 
above (I.2) dealing with the destruction of sinful mankind and the reestablish
ment of the cosmic order. The original plot seems to have culminated, too, in a 
fight against a monster, Milos’s prototype triumphing over it in a similar way as 
Vidar or Vishnu. This motif is reinterpreted as Milos treading underfoot, accord
ing to his vow, the slain Sultan, and then trying to escape with three gigantic 
jumps. The former act is compared with the Byzantine ceremony of the emperor’s 
triumph, but in an Old Serbian text Lazarus is said to have tread a dragon under
foot. Accordingly, the Turks in some epics are identified with a monstrous snake. 
Even a variant where Milos puts his pigskin boot into the Sultan’s mouth would 
have aimed originally not at humiliating the Muslim ruler, but rather at confront
ing the archidemon with the help of a magic device, just as, according to the 
prophecy, Vidar will step in Fenris’jaws with a special shoe, made ofthe strips of 
leather men pare off at the toes and heels of their shoes since the beginning of time. 
Since the demonic beast assaulting at the end of the world may be imagined alter
natively as a wolf or as a giant snake (thus in the Ragnarök the Midgard snake dou
bles the wolf Fenris), the Turks are represented in a wolfish shape as well, in a 
poem where Lazarus’ wife sees in a prophetic dream wolves swallowing the 
Moon, which symbolizes her husband’s head. A decasyllabic verse about demonic 
wolves (vlkodlaci) eating the Sun or the Moon is recorded as early as 1260. As for 
Milos’s three jumps, they were marked with stones on the spot, next to the Sultan 
Murat memorial (Muratovo tulbe); the same motif occurs elsewhere, connected 
with Milos or other heroes; sometimes the jumper’s footprints in stone are shown. 
The “striding” hero figures as a dragon fighter in Slavic local legends. The name 
of a region in NE Serbia Stig is explained by the story of a shepherd named John 
who “reached” there (Serb. stigao, related to Norse stig which in the Prose Edda 
describes Vidar’s stride) and killed a dragon. In a poem dealing with the events 
before the battle of Kosovo, Milos slays a dragon, too, and in other epics his 
name is borne by a heroic shepherd, while that of John the shepherd seems to al
lude to St. John’s day as the Christian substitution for the pagan midsummer fes
tival. The Common Slavic designation for both the summer and the winter sol
stices, *korčunb, derives from *kor~iti “to step”. To the same root goes back
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Polish Krak, the name of the legendary dragon-killer and founder of Cracow, 
and perhaps Serbian Rak, which designates Milos’s homologue in the 
above-mentioned (II.1) legend from Srem of three blood brothers who allegedly 
penetrated the camp of the Tatars and killed their commander; one of Rak’s two 
companions is called Kres, which means “St. John’s bonfire”. The (symbolic) 
killing of a monster may have been a part of the new year ritual among the pagan 
Slavs, just as it was, for instance, that of Tiamat in Babylon.

In the epos of Kosovo the motif of three victorious steps (or jumps) 
—which is said to have arisen from the same eschatological myth as the motif of 
treading the Sultan underfoot— does not result in the victory of the hero over the 
(demonic) rival or in his own salvation, but, in respect of the historical truth, as
sumed the meaning of hero’s last desperate attempt to evade his inevitable fate. 
Namely in the moment he took his fabulous springs Milos was in a hopeless po
sition, alone in the midst of the enemy army, his horse and both his blood broth
ers already killed in the lopsided battle which had begun after Sultan Murat’s as
sassination. Decisive for his fate was his previous fall out of the saddle, which 
was managed by the Turks on the advice of a mysterious female figure. She is 
described mostly as an old woman, but sometimes as a supra-natural being: a 
fairy, or a witch; in an early recorded variant, her voice comes from the clouds. 
In a prose legend the old traitress is winged, as well as Milos’s horse, which is 
disabled by the Turks according to her instructions. In another epic, recorded in 
many variants, the rider of the winged horse is the duke Momcilo, who is be
trayed, too, by his unfaithful wife. She is usually named Vidosava, and the same 
name is borne in some epics by Prince Lazarus’daughter, Vuk Brankovic’s wife, 
whose animosity toward Milos gives the initial impulse to the epic plot culmi
nating in Milos’s self-sacrifice. This contradicts the historical fact that the name 
of Lazarus’ daughter who was married to Vuk was actually Mara. The name 
Vidosava seems to be contextually conditioned; presumably it personifies Saint 
Vitus’ day, Vidovdan, as the moment when the annual decline of the Sun begins, 
which is mythologically expressed as the solar hero’s chariot, or his horse, hav
ing an accident. The divination by observing the walk of sacred horses among 
the pagan Slavs, as well as the epic motif of the prophetic reeling of hero’s horse 
(II.1), could be based on such a seasonal myth.

Thus Vidos(l)ava is, in the epic use, to be understood as an enlarged form 
of the name Vida designating a female counterpart to Vid “Vitus”. In a legend 
from Dalmatia a fabulous spinner with fairy traits is named so, and in various lo
cal traditions the same name designates one of three legendary sisters whom the 
construction of ancient towns, fortresses or churches is attributed to. Among the 
Czechs, the same motif is connected with the three daughters of their legendary 
first ruler Krok. According to the medieval chronicler Cosmas of Prague the el
dest of them, Kazi, was a sorceress who used to interfere in the work of the
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Parcae, the three Fates of ancient Rome. In fact Cosmas’ story is nothing but an 
euhemerizing account of the Slavic Fates (ORuss Ro'anicy, Serb Suđaje etc.), 
who were imagined as three sisters who spin the thread of human destiny, just 
like Roman Parcae, Greek Moerae or Germanic Norns. Their father Krok, being 
a namesake of Polish Krak, is probably identical with the dragon-fighting 
“strider” who is supposed to be Milos’s mythological prototype; no wonder that, 
in some legends from NW Serbia, Milos himself figures as the only brother of 
the three sisters alleged to have founded three neighboring churches. Indirectly, 
through a chain of identifications, we come to the conclusion that the woman 
who caused Miloss death might be linked with the eldest, the most merciless 
Fate. This is confirmed by the fact that in one of the variants the fatal traitress 
bears the name Urisava, which derives from uris “destiny” and is akin to Serbian 
designation of the Fates Urisnice (ultimately from Gk horizein “to delimit, to de
termine”). In Common Slavic the eldest (or the singularized) Fate may have 
been called Mokosb, which is the name of an Old Russian goddess, surviving in 
the folklore of the eastern Slavs as a demonic spinner.

One of three legendary sisters is sometimes called Zlata “the golden one”, 
and Zlata Baba is in 16-17th century Dalmatian authors the name of a star or the 
Slavic equivalent of It Ecate notturna (the classic Hecate being the triple god
dess of magic), while in Bulgarian folklore it designates the eldest Fate. Such an 
astral projection of a deity of destiny is understandable in view of the belief that 
every course of events is regulated by the movement of heavenly bodies; at least 
it is obvious for the annual course of the Sun; and we have recognized a solar 
myth underlying the epicization of Milos’s exploit.

This mythologic background is transparent in the story of Karna-, as told 
in the 8 th book of the Mahabharata. Karna is the son of the Sun god, a chivalrous 
hero who takes over the command of the Kaurava army and finally falls in a duel 
against Arjuna, the champion of the Pandavas, but it is Kala, the god of destiny 
and death, who pulls the strings here. He suddenly appears on the battlefield be
fore Karna’s chariot and makes the earth swallow one of its wheels by a spell; 
while Karna is unsuccessfully trying to take it out, Arjuna seizes the opportunity 
to kill him. Since Arjuna is the son of the storm god Indra, Dumezil supposes that 
the Vedic myth of Indra stealing “Sun’s wheel” is mirrored here in an epic form, 
and compares the death of Ossetic solar hero Soslan slain by “St. John’s wheel”; 
Phaeton struck from the Sun’s chariot by Zeus’ thunderbolt is comparable, too. In 
the description of the duel between Karna and Arjuna the solar character of the 
former and the stormy nature of the latter are pointed out through metaphors and 
similes, while in a Serbian poem the sky becomes overcast at the moment the fatal 
voice from the clouds instructs the Turks to throw Milos off his horse. One could 
compare the motif of Baldur’s horse breaking his leg in the second Merseburg 
spell, or that of Marko’s horse beginning to stumble while ascending the moun-
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tain on the top of which his master is doomed to die; here, again, the death of a 
solar hero seems to be connected with the day of the summer solstice, when the 
sun reaches its highest point in the sky and begins to weaken.

Knocking a solar hero to earth (by taking him out of his saddle or out of his 
chariot, or by disabling his winged horse from flying) did not suffice to defeat 
him; it was also necessary to disarm him. Krishna and Arjuna must resort to 
fraud and abuse Kama’s liberality in order to deprive him of his golden armor 
which makes up an integral part of the solar hero’s body; an Iranian reminis
cence of this motif is recognized by Dumézil in the Ossetic epics, where the Sun 
god presents a hero with his marvelous coat of mail. After catching Milos, the 
Turks were at pains to unlock his impenetrable armor, until the same old woman 
revealed to them the secret place where he had hidden the keys. Here the mem
ory of the medieval well-armored knights (ljuti oklopnici) seems to have merged 
with that of the fabulous armor worn by the Sun god or a solar hero, which is 
more explicit in the poem of Tsar Dusan’s wedding, where another hero named 
Milos (Vojin’s son, cf. above I.3) wears a golden shirt and while appearing in it 
he is compared with the Sun. There are further indications of Milos’s solar na
ture, among others the names of his wife and his mother, both historically un
known. The former is called Danica “the Morning Star”, which may be put in 
connection with the motif, well known from the mythological poems, of the 
morning star (personified in female form) getting married to the Sun. Milos’s 
mother Jana or Janja is obviously identical with St. Anne, mother of St. John the 
Baptist; in a poem Milos is said to have danced three times on the body of the 
sultan he killed, just as the Sun is believed to do on St. John’s day; decapitated by 
the Turks, he walks with his own head in hand, the way St. John the Baptist is 
represented in pictures. Kama’s father is the Sun god, but Kama was adopted by 
the king’s charioteer, and analogically a legend claims Milos to be the son of the 
groom at Prince Lazarus’ court. Indeed, the Old Indian Kama has in Milos his 
closest counterpart, the third one being Patroclus in the 16th book of the Iliad, 
who fights successfully as long the Sun ascends the sky and makes three violent 
assaults on Hector at sunset; then he is said to have exceeded the limit of his des
tiny, and dies by Hector’s hand, but only after Apollo suddenly appeared next to 
his chariot and deprived him of Achilles’ fabulous armor: one more instance of 
the solar myth transposed into the drama of an epic hero dying on the battlefield.

II. 5. Conclusion: From the annual to the cosmic cycle, from the histori
cal reality to the poetic fiction (and back).

Far from being exhaustive, the present study nevertheless dares to claim 
that it has considered the main compounds of the Kosovo epic legend by tracing 
them back to those common Slavic and Indo-European depths that its title fo
cuses on. As a result we are facing a story continually retold during the last five
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thousand years, the stage of which must have changed many a time, just as the 
names of its protagonists do, yet its general structure and spirit still remain the 
same. In the form of epic poetry the ideology of an archaic, warlike society is 
sublimed, which did preserve its essence through all the vicissitudes of time and 
changes of the social milieu inspired by it, from Indo-European chariot fighters 
through Proto-Slavic warrior bands to Serbian medieval knights. It is based on 
an archaic, graduated view of human existence, where a human being ascends 
through the rites de passage from one existential level to a higher one. That is 
what we call “interplanarity” as a distinctive feature of heroic poetry. In the first 
place, it means moving upwards on this scale, as a man reaches heroic status by 
his feats, in other words, makes a shift from earthly, human existence up to the 
Heavenly world of the gods. The birthplace of the epic outlook is in the 
interspace between the earth and Heaven, where the human and the divine meet, 
the crucial problems of human life crossing the cosmic courses and joining 
them. Our analysis of the Kosovo epos confirms the thesis of the new compara
tive mythology, claiming that among different Indo-European branches great 
heroic poems arose by transposition of the mythological conflicts from the di
vine to the human level. The underlying ideas are rooted in the solar mythology, 
as well as in eschatological beliefs, as is the case with the mythological back
ground of the Mahabharata. It seems that it was as early as in the Proto-Indo-Eu
ropean epoch that the mythical articulations of the daily and the annual cyclic 
phenomena developed into the conception of cosmic cycles, according to which 
the world is destroyed at the end of each period and restored at the beginning of 
the subsequent cycle. The development of such an eschatology could have been 
fostered by the empirical fact of eclipses of the Sun and the Moon.

There has always been an interaction between epic poetry and history. In 
preliterate culture, oral poetry played the role of an unwritten moral code. Cele
brated in the epic poems, the exploits of the ancestors were largely obligatory for 
their descendants, to whom they gave the model of behavior in decisive moments. 
Nations that remember their “Heroic Age” are always aspiring to repeat it; e.g. Al
exander the Great conceived his Asian expedition as a continuation of the Trojan 
war, and saw himself as a new Achilles. The Kosovo Battle of 1389 has such a sig
nificance for the Serbs. It may be supposed that this course of events was in a way 
predestined by the ancient epic tradition, called here Prakosovo (“Proto-Kosovo”), 
which later served to articulate the historical memory of it in the epic legend. This 
means, that in confronting a superior enemy Lazarus may have looked up at 
Proto-Lazarus, and that in sacrificing himself Milos may have followed the example 
of Proto-Milos —the epic figures we tried to bring to light here.
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