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SOME THEATRICAL ELEMENTS IN THE CARNIVAL
RITES OF THE BALKAN PEOPLES

Although there has lately been more and more worldwide
resecarch which has focussed on the oral tradition of folk
theatre, in the field of Balkanology, with the exception of
isolated studies, no systematic or comprehensive work has as yet
been done on this type of folk tradition. For this reason the
Balkanological Institute of the Serbian Academy of Sciences
and Arts took an important step recently in organizing a special
conference devoted to the study of folk theatre in the Balkans.

With a view to further and more probing investigation of
this interesting question, I shall try, to review and isolate
certain theatrical elements in Balkan masked carnival rites.

First of all I shall five a brief description of miw
ways in which three Balkan carnival rites are perfo: : the
Kalogeros in Greece, the Kukeri in Bulgaria and the Oale in
Serbia; afterwards I shall analyse the material and draw some
conclusions.

The Kalogeros

The masked players are in groups, with one to two Kalo-
geros, dressed in animal skins and with masks over their faces.
They have bells hung round their waists and t. ac:_a;:x‘tze:taves.
One of them holds a large wooden phallus, an scat-
ters ashes from an air gun over the spectators. In some places
they also carry sacks ashes for the same purpose. They are
followed by an old woman dressed in rags, who carries a basket
with a doll in it, likewise dressed in rags, representing a baby.
The procession is concluded by two or more young men dressed
as brides, who are known as gipsy-women. They carry swonds
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and whips to protect the up from being teased by the onlo-
okers. In some places a black man and a doctor are added to
the procession. The unruly group goes around dancing, making
a row, teasing the onlookers in the street and at the windows
along the street, and asking for presents, usually in the form of
food. At last they reach the village market place, where one of
the Kalogeros marries one of the brides, using the wooden
hallus to simulate sexual intercourse with her. The other Ka-
ogeros flies into a rage and kills the newly married Kalogeros.
Then his wife flings herself on her dead husbands’ body, weeping
and wailing. Finally the dead Kalogeros returns to life by his
own powers or with the help of the doctor.!

In Thrace this performance is combined with an actual
process of ploughing. Two brides are yoked to the plough, which
they pull three times round the village market place. A sower
goes with them and scatters seed from a sieve. While this
is going on, the onlookers shout: , Ten piastres a kilo of wheat”,
,Five piastres a kilo of rye”, ,Three piastres a kilo of barley”,
»Amen, O God”, ,For the poor to have food, O God, feed the

poor”’ 2

Kukeri

The group of masked players is made up of: the Kuker, an
old woman, young men, girls, an Emperor, his body guard, often
also a Moor, a priest, a doctor, a bear-keeper, a gipsy ets.

The most important person is the Kuker. He is dressed in a
sheepskin or goatskin, with the hair on the outside. On his head
he usually has a mask made of fur, with horns and ears. A red
Fepper serves as a nose. Behind he wears a fox’s tail and in

ront, either hidden under the fur or exposed to view, a carved
wooden phallus, painted red. He is armed with a broom, a
wooden sabre or a staff. The old woman is dressed in an old
female folk costume of local type. She has a hump on her back,
and is sometimes represented as pregnant. Her face is either
powdered or rouged as if she were a bride, or else hideously
blackened. She often carries a distaff and spins, and sometimes
has a baby — a doll wrapped in rags. The young men and girls
are dressed in local folk costumes and are powdered with flour
and rouged. The Em is usually a well dressed young man
in a cloak, often with a long beard, and has on his as a
crown a basket wound round with a white handkerchief. Pieces
of metal representing medals are hung round his neck. He smokes
a long pipe. He is usually acoompanied by a bodyguard or rides

1 St. Kyriakides, Two Studies on Modern Greek Folklore, Thessaloniki
1968,’1(11%—_5107‘
id.
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in a car. Some bodyguards wear red belts and are called soldiers
or, in Turkish, sejmens. The Kadijas and Turkish tax-collectors
carry chains and notebooks for ocollecting taxes. The priest is
dressed in a cassock or wrapped in a blanket. The gipsies and
bear-keepers are in rags, their faces blackened with soot.?

The Kukeri go along the streets and round the houses in
the village, making an enormous noise and din. They dance with
deafening shouts, jum&up and down, strike their bells and joke
with the spectators, chasing the girls through the audience with
the intention of simulating intercourse with them with the
wooden phallus; they do this above all with the old woman. The
priest has an appropriate rdle: he maries the Kuker to the old
woman, or the masked young men to the girls. The doctor is at
hand to help if any of the players collapses with exhaustion or
pretends to fall ill.¢

At the end of the performance the Emperor appears. He is
carried on ts or is in a cart. The group goes to the market
place, where villagers, male and female, adults and children,
are assembled. A communal feast is prepared, over which the
Emperor presides, together with the worthies of the village and
without any of the masked players. They, in the meanwhile,
led by the old woman, yoke themselves to a plough. A rope
tied to the plough is inconspicuously cast round the Emperor’s
chest. The Emperor, holding a glass of wine in his hand,
pronounces toasts and good wishes for a plentiful harvest, many
children and so on. At the same time the masked players pull
on the rope which binds the Emperor and he falls down, then
suddenly seizes the plough and starts driving it with the others
yoked to it. After halting several times he takes a measure of
grain and sows it. At this point the people drawing the plough
get in his way, he falls down and drops the measure of grain,
and this is all repeated three times. As he ploughs, he strikes the
assembled people with a stick. When evening falls, he is led
home, where he prepares a feast.’

Oale

Masked carnival processions are met with in Serbia under
various names: ole, oale, dalije, divlje svadbe (wildwedding),
dedice and so on.

A group of young men, single or married, with masks corres-
mnding to their roles, rm a wedding ceremony with the

ide, the bridegroom, the two witnesses (stari svat and kum)
the bridegroom'’s brother, father and mother, the priest and the

¢ X. Baka xH, EtHozpagpus na Bvawapus, Codus, 1974, 705.
4 Ibid., 703.
s Ibid., 704.
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other wedding guests. Each person makes himself an appropriate
mask for the part and function which he has. The bride is in
a white dress, with a veil on her head and a wreath of thorns,
the groom has a long beard and moustaches, the priest wears a
cassock and a mork’s tall headdress (kamilavka) and instead of
a real censer holds an old tin containing live ooals and dry
paprika to cense with, and a cauldron of water and a brush to
sprinkle with. The two witnesses hold wooden candles, the master
of ceremonies is in rags, with bells round his waist and knees.
The brid m'’s father and mother are also in rags. He carries
a staff, the ,macéuga”, thicker at one end than at the other,
symbolizing a phallus, and she carries a basket containing a
rag-doll which represents a baby. They are in masks so that no-one
can recognize them. They are all on horseback and ride to the
accompaniment of deafening music round the village and houses,
in front of which they dance wildly and invoke blessings for
fertility. When they reach this pitch of excitement, the bride-
groom’s father assaults the bride with the staff, simulating sexual
intercourse with her. When the procession round the vil is
over, the wedding of the bride and groom is celebrated T a
tree, after which dancing starts, accompanied by a tremendous
amount of knock-about confusion. At the end the bridegroom
has to die, and the ,,wild wedding” turns into a ,wild wake”, at
which the bride laments and the priest holds a funeral service.
Finally the bridegroom comes to life again.®

Even a crude comparison of the carnival rites from Greece,
Bulgaria and Serbia which have just been described reveals
unquestionable similarities and coincidences. These are under-
standable if we bear in mind that the exceptionally close parallels
in the social and historical circumstances of Balkan patriarchal
society gave rise to a heavy predominance of common and
identical elements in material and spiritual life. For centuries
the systems of belief and of ethical values remained unchanged
(similar or the same) in the patmiarchal communities of the
Balkans. Even after the break with patriarchal ways, the
reflexes of the common Balkan cultural and ethical traditions
continued to live for a long time. This is the background against
which we can set the marked similarities and common features
in the masked carnival rites which I have described.

I shall leave aside the magical and religious significance of
these ritual performances. This aspect has received sufficient
attention in anthropological literature from Fraser’s time to our
day. Instead I shall here try to examine them from the point
of view of the theatre, as ritual performances which have in-
teresting visual dramatic elements. It is true that there are

1971 'lébi. AnToHMjeBuB, Anexcumnauxo nomopaeéne, CE36 LXXXIII, Beorpaa
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scattered references to such elements and accounts of them
— to mention a few authors, by Kakouri and Puchner in Greece,
Arnaudov and Kacarova in Bur ia, Mati¢ and Antonijevi¢ in
Serbia etc. However, as I remarked at the beginning, as yet there
is no comEar;hensive theatrical study which takes in the whole
of the Bal area.

In the rest of this acoount I shall concentrate on those
aspects which in my view could be considered as embryonic
theatrical forms. Of course they are not performed as theatre
proper, but they represent a particular type of pretheatrical ritual
performance, the so-called ,Urfeld” as Puchner calls it, or
oforecourt of Thalia” as I term it.

One. The masked ritual performances in themselves, taken
as a whole, are a kind of action or act in which certain human
relationships are established. Of course this element on its own
is not sufficient for such performances to be called theatrical.
Some writers go too far in treating action as a umniversal dis-
tinctive feature of drama. Action as a characteristic of theatrical
art is only one of the necessary conditions for drama.

Another necessary condition is an area for the performance

to take place in. This can be a place of cult or ritual significance,
the assembly place of the village, the market place, the street
or an enclosed area (a house or café). The village market is the
place where the inhabitants of the village meet and mix every
day and so it is the best site in which to perform large-scale car-
nival rites with a scenic element.
" Two. From the point of view of the ,spectacle” the stage
props are of particular theatrical importance, especially the animal
costumes because of their deep-rooted magicoreligious associations.
The transformation or disguising of a man with the help of
masks, movements, mimes and speech is one of the necessary
conditions for all drama. It is rightly pointed out that masks
have always been the tools of (supernatural) power.

' Three. For any masked ritual performance the players choose
their roles themselves and must possess certain qualities — for
instance they must be coitty, they must be able to mimic, to
speak well and so on. The players sometimes spend a long time
getting ready, they make their masks and the rest of their
costumes and sometimes learn their parts. These elements impart
a certain theatrical character.

Four. The strongest dramatic moment is the death of the
principal hero and his revival. This scene expresses an optimistic,
rather than a pessimistic attitude, a confident belief that man
can influence nature in her various moods, that he can affect the
processes of re;l:;roduction by means of a magico-religious ritual
which forms a bridge between the real and the sug)er-natm'al. In
all these complex activities, symbols and groups o
a principal part.

symbols play
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The lament over the dead hero, besides its profound matﬁlguo-
religious significance, points forward to a future wi
pessimism and self-destruction. It rather expresses ideas of self-
reservation and the assurance of a better and happier future
ife, and even casts light retrospectively on the beginnings of con-
sciously dramatized mourning for the dead. According to some
scholars, the actual lament over the dead can be regarded as the
starting point from which tragedy developed.?

This tragic element in the masked ritual performance may
in fact be an embryonic stage in the development of the aesthetic
category of the tragic.® :

Five. In masked carnival rites which are intended to ensure
prosperity, the elements of tragedy and comedy go hand-in-hand.
This, according to Kakouri, ,supports the argument that tragedy
and comedy have the same sacral origins“.? :

Apart from this, comic improvisations emerge in a countless
variety of forms, for instance in the simulated act of sexual
intercourse, which is a necessary and integral part of the ritual
performance. This scene in particular gives people a chance to
enjoy themselves without restraint.!®

It is well known that the church authorities repeatedly
ocondemned and anathematized carnival rites which gave scape
for the expression of unbridled human passions and above all
for obscenity.

Certainly the portrayal of unsatisfied human urges leads
to heightened nervous tension and stimulates latent or concealed-
energy. The expression of human passions in these ritual perfor-
mances gives nature uncontrollable (uncanny) force in the area
of se liberty, and this is in direct conflict with the rules
imposed by a patriarchal society. Thus what is deeply bumied in
man ocomes to the surface in these carnival rites. S

Six. The masked players often engage in dialogue with the
spectators. During the conversation they disguise their voices,
as they have to portray the characters which they represent in
the parts which they play. The course of devel t which the
performnce takes amidst the public and the deliberate changing
of the words in improvised conversation can fairly be regarded
as a precursor of matic dialogue.!? S

The dialogue is particularly prominent in the scenes -of
symbolic ploughing and sowing, when the sower enters into
conversation with the onlookers. The language of the monologues
and dialogues is the everyday language, often rough and coarse,
of the village people.

7 K. J. Kakouri, Dionysiaka, Athens 1965, 111.
8 Ibid., 102.
* Ibid., 112.
1 Ibid., 113.
1t Ibid., 110.
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The masked players do not learn their parts, they know the
ocontent of the ritual (as some habitually take the same réles
for years on end) and when they are performing they can im-
provise with complete ease.:

Seven. The question of the spectators’ réle is especially im-

t. In these ritual ormances the actors and spectators

orm a single whole. Thus the difference between performers
and audience is lost or does not exist; the carnival rite is a
closed psychological system.
- The collective participation of performers and spectators is
the main characteristic of folk drama. Each individual takes
immediate part in the performance and can at any moment
change position (between player and audience), something comple-
tely contrary to the institutionalized theatre, in which the per-
former (the actor) is clearly distinguished from the spectator or
hearer.13

Everyone is united in the carnival rite, everyone has the
chance to show himself and his worth. They are all aware that
each individual can take part in the performance and that they
all share the same acknowledged communal values. People are
not divided, not alienated from one another, and for this reason
the carnival rites are readily accepted.

In these communal nitual performances a sense of brother-
hood, peace and liberty, equity and innocence reigns. It can be
said that everyone joins in one t common round dance in
which they all embrace, laugh and wish each other well, expres-
sing their friendly feelings, in a word, that warmth and ten-
derness which is common to all individuals. As a consequence,
Rousseau would say, people (communities) come to be more
closely united.

Finally I should like to emphasize the fact that all the ele-
ments which I have isolated in this analysis and characterized
as theatrical can, in my view, be :regardecfs without qualification
as valuable sources from which we can draw convincing argu-
ments in studying the genesis of the theatre in general.

. . 2 N. Bonifati¢-RoZin, Svadbena igra »Trafenje ptice« kod Valvasora
i danas, Narodno stvaralastvo — Folklor 1, Beograd 1962, 30.
13 B. E. T'yces, Hcroxu pyccxoro HapodHozo Tearpa, Aenunrpaa 1977, 6.
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HEKH TEATPOAOIIKH EAEMEHTH Y IIOKAAAHHM OBPEAHMA
BAAKAHCKHX HAPOAA

Peaume

Y DnpoAyKeTKy HalllMX INpoyyaBamka, BPEAHOBalba M NpOAYOrHuBamba
ycMeHOr GOAKAODHOr TeaTpa Ha bBaAkaHy, OBHM paAOM IIOKYIIAaBaMO A3
OAPEAHMO HeKe OHTHe TEaTPOAOLIKE €AEMEHTe Yy OOPEAHMM HrpaMa {IOA
MackaMa. 3a aHaaH3dy oBor deHoMmeHa y3eAH cMO Tpu urpe: Kaaorepn vy
I'puxoj, Kykepu y Byrapckoj m Qaae y Jyrocaasuju. H rpy6a anasoruja
TNIOMEHYTHX OOPEAHHX Hrapa, OTKPHBA HECYMHHBE CAHYHOCTH H HeBEpOBaTHe
TMOAYAApPHOCTH. OHe Cy pasyMaHBE aKO cé HMAa Yy BHAY AR je H3y3eTHa
CPOAHOCT COLIMjaAHHX H HCTODHjCKHMX INPHAMKA Y OGaAKaHCKOM TarpHjap-
XaAHOM APYIUTBY TYPCKOI IEDHOAQ AOBEAA AO CHA)KHOT 3ajeAHMIUTBA H
MAGHTHYHOCTM Y MAaTEpHjaAHOM M AYXOBHOM JXKHBOTYy. CHCTEM BepoBaima
H EeTHYKHX BPEAHOCTH BEKOBHMa cy OHAM HempoMeweHH Y GaAKaHCKHM
NnaTpHjapXxaAHHM cCpeAHHaMa. Yak M nocAe pacKHA2 ca NATpHjapXaAHHM
PEKHMOM, pedAeKCH GaAKaHCKOr KYATYPHOT H €THYKOT 3ajEAHHINTBA OCTAAM
CY AVTO Aa KHBe. Y OBOM DaAy OCTaBAaMO IO CTPAHM MAarHjCKO-PEAHTHO3HA
3HAYEHA OBHX OOPEAHHX Hrapa, M HPHCTYNIAMO M3HAAKEHY HEKHX Tearpo-
AOLIKHX eAeMeHaTa Y IbHMA, a KOjH, 0 HallleM MHIIAEHY, O3HA4aBajy
H3BecHe emOpHOHaAHe TeaTrapcKke ¢opMe. . .

Ha npBoMm MecTy, Ty je cama akijdja, paAlba, UHH H AMjaAOr KOjHM ce
YCIOCTaBaajy crneliMpHYHH OAHOCH YHYTap Mrpe (Mrpaya H H3Bobaua). 3aTHm
NpocTop (MECTO) TA€ CEe HMrpa H3BOAH 33ajEAHO Ca INOCMATPaYHMadTYGAMKOM
KOja He ocTaje xAaAHa H mnacuBHa. KoAektmBHO yuewlie H3Bobaua H mno-
cMaTpaya je raaBHa KapaKTEpPHCTHKAa HapOAHOT TAyMoBama. OBAe je cBaxw
YOBEK HENOCPEAHH VYECHHK Yy HrpH. Peu je o AHuMMa Koja Yy CBakom
MOMEHTY MOIy Aa Me€Hajy MecTa, IITO je CACBUM CYMPOTHO HHCTHTYLIHOHAA-
HOM TIO3OPHINITY, TA€ je TAyMan AepHHHTHBHO Pa3sABOjEH OA TAEAAAAlA.

Ca raeAMINTa ,CrnieKTaKAa“, clieHCKAa ONpEeMa HMa M3y3eTaH IO30PHILHH
3Hauaj. HapouuTo J>XHBOTHISCKE MAacCKe H KOCTHMH. IIpeoGp
PVlIaBame 4YOBEeKa Yy HEKH AHK, nomMohy Macke, MOKpeTa, MHMHKE MAH PeuH,
JjeAaH je OA HEOMXOAHHX YCAOBAa CBaKe ApaMe.

3a 6HAO KOjy Hrpy NHOA MacKaMa H3Bobauu ce Oupajy Meby coBGoa.

Onu Mopajy NOCEAOBaTH H3BeCHe KBAAMTETE, A3 CV, DELHMO, AYXOBHTH,
A2 MOTy Aa MMHTHPajy, Aa AOGpo roBope M cAHYHO. H3Bobaum ce noHekaA
AVTOTPajHO NpHNpeMajy, npaBe MacKe (KOCTHME) Il Apyre pEeKBH3HTE, a {Io-
HEKaA ydYe H CBOje yAore.
. OHO wmITO uYMHM ApPaMCKH HajjauH TpPEHYTaK jecTe caMo YMHpamwe
jvHaka u meropo yckpcHylie. OBa cleHa HOCH HAEjy OIITHMH3Ma, Bepe
H ybGebema, Aa yOBek MOKe VTHIATH Ha NPHPOAY M TOKOBE meHe hyam,
Aa MOXKE Aa AeAyje Ha Npoliece NPOH3BOAME MarHjCKO-DEAMIHjCKOM HIpOM,
KOja YHHH MOCT H3Meby CTBapHOTr H HATIPHPOAHOT. Y CBMM THM CAOXXEHHM
TIOCTYNIIMMa rAaBHY YAOIY Hrpajy CHMGOAH M CHMOGOAHYKM HM3OBH. AaMeHT
HaA MPTBMM TAaBHHM jYHAKOM, IIOpeA MNpEBAaCXOAHO AYGOKOr MarujcKo-pe-
AWTMIOBHOr 3Havaja, ykadyje Ha GYAVhHOCT y KOjOj HeMa necHMM3aMa M CaMo-
yHHIUTaBama. OBaj TPAarHUHH CAEMEHT Y HIPH TIOA MacKaMa OTKpHBa eMGpuo-
HaAHy ¢a3dy ecTeTcKe KaTeropitje TparuuHor. MebyTuMm, TpardHm eAeMeHT
M EAGMEHT KOMEAHje HAY NapaAeAHO, LITO ONpaBA3Ba apryMEeHT Aa Cy Tpa-
Te€AMja M KOMEAMja H3 HCTOr cBeTor H3Bopa. Komuune cutryaunje ce jaBmajy
v 6e36poj BapHjaHaTa, DELIMMO CHMYAHMpalbe KOHTYCA, LITO NPYXa OAVIUKE
HapOAHOM pacTiOAOXKElY H Becchy. CBH Cy 3ADY)KEHHM Y OBOj MIPH
CBOjOj jEAHOAVIIHOCTH, NpHKa3yjvhu cebGe u cBoje ,BpauHe”. CBecHH cy
A3 CBaKH INOjEAHMHAll MOXXE Aa Y4YeCTBYje Y ITIPEACTaBH M AQ BPEAHOCTH
jEAHe AYACKe rpyne CBH TNpH3Hajy. /oyAM ce He AeAe, He orybyiy.

61 OGHAM caMO HEKH OA €AeMeHaTa Koje CMO H3ABOJHAH H TNpO-
TYMaYHAH Aa Mory OHTH TeaTpPOAOIIKH, H A3 ce 0e3 pe3epBe MOIY VY3€TH
Kao M3BOPHHM (HCKOHCKH) Y mNpaBuly MpoyyaBama IeHe3e TeaTpa VOIMLUTeE.
CBH ce OHM, mO HallleM MHIILAEWY, HaAale y NpeABopjv TaaxjuHor xpama,
HAH Kako Hx je IlyxHep o3aHauno y mpeanoay (Vorfeld).
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