












































































































































































































































































































epic singer communicating to an audience in addition to literal, dictionary-based meaning? These 
are some of the questions we must address as we consider the South Slavic epic register.37

 To begin, consider the final example of a formula discussed above in relation to Question 
4. This whole-line phrase takes two main forms, which, for the sake of simplicity, I reproduce 
here only in the masculine inflection: A od tala na noge skočijo (“He jumped from the ground to 
his feet”) and I skočijo na noge lagane (“And he jumped to his light feet”). Of course, this line 
has an obvious literal sense, and singers can and do use it in a wide variety of different songs and 
situations. From a grammatical and compositional perspective, it is one of the most adaptable 
and transportable sound-bytes in the guslar’s epic language. 

But that is only part of its value. As an element in the register, this formula traditionally 
designates “an honorable response to an unexpected or threatening turn of events that demands 
the principal’s immediate attention.”38  In other words, the physical act of jumping to one’s feet  is 
only the external signification; what is far more important—although it remains implied and 
idiomatic rather than directly stated—is the fact that this formula keys a familiar traditional 
situation. No matter who the character may be who is undertaking the action, the register 
certifies that a heroic mission is about to take place in response to something dire or unforeseen. 
Someone is about to distinguish himself or herself, and to assume a well-known traditional role. 
By convention, then, the person identified by  this formula will soon leave on a life-threatening 
errand, whether to rescue a maiden, join an army, perform a secret spying mission, or whatever. 
The poetic tradition does not specify the exact mission or the outcome, but it does identify the 
character as a particular type and his or her actions as of a particular sort. The “large word” 
provides a traditional context—an implied verbal map—for what follows.

Noun-epithet formulas such as those examined above also have an idiomatic force within 
the poetic register. Phrases such as “Mustajbey  of the Lika,” for example, identify the person 
(Mustajbey) and his homeland (the Lika, a border territory  between Turkish and Christian 
territory), and in that function they are certainly accurate and informative. But again that literal 
force is only part of the story. In this and corresponding instances we will find no specific reason 
for identifying the character via this formula in any of its occurrences; Mustajbey’s homeland in 
the Lika is likely to be entirely irrelevant, no matter what his actions are in any given epic story. 
What matters is that he is traditionally named by employing this or another “large word” from 
the epic register. When the singer uses such a phrase, he implies the entire characterization of 
Mustajbey  that the audience knows from their experience of his adventures in the epic tradition 
as a whole, not just the character as he appears in the song that is presently  being sung and 
listened to. The formula opens the door to realizing that this is the Mustajbey who commands the 
Lika’s armies, who fights heroically  against Christian enemies, who has a son named Bećirbey, 
and who despite his noble status can regularly  prove traitorous to his own comrades. None of 
these attributes is literally described by the formula “Mustajbey of the Lika,” but all of them are 
implied in the traditional poetic context it engages.

Nor do formulas always need to name an individual in order to serve the needs of the 
compositional and expressive register in South Slavic epic. The short phrase kukavica crna, or 
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“black cuckoo,” designates not a dark-colored bird, but rather a woman who has already  lost her 
husband or is in imminent danger of losing him. By  giving her this formulaic name, a guslar 
both engages a traditional implication and adds the character he is describing—in whatever 
situation or song—to the list  of other “black cuckoos” in his and the audience’s experience of 
epic poetry. Similarly, by using the adjustable “word” that translates as “But you should have 
seen . . .” where the blank is filled by the name of the chief character in the next scene, a singer 
can bridge the narrative gap between events by  invoking what he understands—and his audience 
also recognizes—as an idiomatic phrase for transition. Or a guslar might turn to one of hundreds 
of proverbs, all of them ten-syllable poetic lines, to add traditional context to a specific narrative 
moment. By virtue of such proverbs, a unique situation or event can be framed in terms of the 
poetic tradition; the poet effectively connects its individuality  to the recurrent, idiomatic realities 
of the tradition as a whole.

Narrative units, much larger than formulas, also help to make up the epic register, or way 
of speaking, connecting individual, apparently unique scenes to the larger world of storytelling. 
By employing typical scenes that carry encoded meanings, guslari link immediate descriptions to 
an implied network of signification. One example of this strategy  involves the theme of 
“Readying the horse” examined above. In addition to simply getting the job done by providing a 
ready-made, capsule account of cleaning, grooming, and caparisoning the animal, this typical 
scene also forecasts both the arming of the hero (itself another typical scene) and a trip to be 
undertaken by  the hero or his substitute. This “large word” does not predict the precise nature of 
the arming, nor does it indicate the exact purpose of the voyage, which may lead to rescue, 
battle, espionage, or other heroic actions. What it does predict is a general pattern of activity: 
Readying the Horse, then Arming the Hero, and finally  a life-or-death adventure far from the 
hero’s home.

The typical scene of “Shouting in prison,” whose basic structure we also examined 
earlier, offers another example of how the traditional epic register functions. Here the focus is on 
the lamenting hero who disturbs his captor’s son and threatens the survival of the royal lineage 
until a powerful female figure, usually the captor’s wife, intervenes and negotiates the prisoner’s 
release. That set of characters and events produces the literal force of the typical scene, but there 
is more to its meaning than that. From the moment it begins, customarily with a formula starting 
with the verb cmiliti (“to cry  out, scream”), the “Shouting in prison” pattern forecasts a hero 
who, once released from longtime captivity, will successfully make his way back home to test 
the faithfulness of his wife. He will face severe challenges en route, and his wife (or fiancée) will 
have to defend herself against the advances of suitors who are trying to win her in marriage, but 
at some future point they  will meet and some resolution—positive or negative—will take place. 
There can be no doubt of that outcome; the resolution will happen. All of that embedded story-
material is implied when the guslar sings the typical scene of “Shouting in prison.”

3. Ancient Greek

Similarly, the traditional register of ancient Greek oral epic is far more than a useful 
compositional device; it  is also a finely  made instrument for expression. By encoding idiomatic 
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implications, Homer’s “way of speaking” conveys much more than a literal level of meaning.39 
Both individual phrases and typical scenes make implicit reference to the traditional network of 
ideas, which is of course much larger and deeper than we can discover in a dictionary or lexicon. 
Understanding the Iliad and Odyssey depends on working toward a fluency in this specialized 
language or register.

In the area of formulaic diction, noun-epithet phrases such as “much-suffering divine 
Odysseus” or “goddess bright-eyed Athena” are considerably  more than fillers. They amount to a 
coded message: by using their recognizable and recurrent form, oral epic poets can gain direct 
access to the entire complex characterization of the people they name. It is not often immediately 
important that Odysseus is called “much-suffering” and “divine”; these adjectives do not apply 
specifically to any one appearance in any single situation any  more than a greeting like “Hello” 
or a wish like “Have a pleasant weekend” applies only  to any one moment in one person’s life. 
They  are idiomatic phrases, pathways to the larger identity  of the figure, methods for 
characterization on the largest scale. Such coded names access the traditional network and enrich 
any one episode with global, tradition-wide implications.

Two other formulas mentioned above work in similar ways. The small phrase ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε, 
which occurs 149 times in the Homeric poems, regularly serves two idiomatic purposes: (1) it 
divides one section of a speech from another, preparing the listener or reader for a change of 
focus; and (2) it  leads to a command or prayer. Note the impressive economy of the phraseology. 
Two words (or in our special sense, a single three-syllable “word”) carry  a complex, multilayered 
connotation; they organize a speech, mark a transition, and predict the nature of the next action. 
Likewise, the exclamation “what word escaped your teeth’s barrier!” (ποῖόν  σε ἔπος φύγεν ἕρκος 
ὀδόντων) not only  occupies a significant  subdivision of the poetic line, but it also furnishes a 
built-in traditional context. When it appears, the fluent audience or reader knows that the speaker
—an older or socially superior figure—is scolding another person for something the younger or 
socially inferior person should have known or done. Although it is far more than the literal 
meaning of the phrase, that larger frame of reference is the implication of this recurrent frame. 
Again we can see how the aoidos communicates very economically.

Fundamentally the same strategy underlies the use of typical scenes in the Iliad and 
Odyssey. Whereas the Feast  scene consists of a regular and expectable pattern of elements, it also 
carries with it a regular and expectable set  of implications. Whatever the situation and whoever 
the host and guest(s) may  be, Feast always leads to mediation. In other words, the fluent 
audience or reader who encounters a Feast scene will expect  at least an attempt at solution of a 
problem as the next narrative increment in the epic. Thus in the first book of the Odyssey, for 
example, the Feast hosted by  Telemachos for the disguised Athena leads to the young man’s 
speaking boldly to his mother’s suitors and eventually to the trip  to Menelaos’ and Nestor’s 
homes that prepares him for the reemergence of his father Odysseus later on in the story. 
According to the same pattern of implication, a Feast precedes Kalypso’s release of Odysseus 
from captivity, Kirke’s assistance to Odysseus, and many other corrective episodes.

Finally, the three-part typical scene of Lament—an address to the fallen hero, a narrative 
of their personal history  and the consequences of his death for those left behind, and a final and 
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intimate re-address of the hero—is also more than a structural convenience.40  Although it  does 
provide a “map” for exploring the mourning speeches given by Andromache, Helen, Hekabe, and 
Briseis in the later part of the Iliad, the typical scene does more than that. In the sixth book of the 
poem, while Hektor is visiting his wife and son in a brief respite from battle, Andromache asks 
her husband to remain away  from the fighting, to preserve himself for their sake. Of course, 
Hektor denies her sad request and eventually  returns to the battlefield, where he will die by 
Achilles’ hand. But if we listen to the poem’s special language, its register, we will notice that 
Andromache’s plea for her husband to stay safe within Troy  is expressed in the form of the 
typical scene of Lament. If we are a good Homeric audience, aware of the way things are said, 
we will realize that she is already  mourning the death of her husband—even though he stands 
alive before her. Such is the power of the traditional register.

4. Old English

One way to describe the expressive power of the register in Old English oral-derived 
poetry  is to inquire into the idiomatic meaning of the typical scenes and formulas mentioned 
above in the answers to Questions 3 and 4. What traditional implications do these units bear? In 
addition to dependable, ready-made structures that are useful for composition, what do the 
singers accomplish idiomatically by employing these larger “words” in their storytelling?

As already noted, the Exile theme or typical scene occurs very  widely across a broad 
spectrum of different poems and different genres. In every  case, it brings with it the idea of a 
person separated from essential networks of kinship  and society, and it implicitly  compares that 
person—the character under immediate examination in the given poem—with other exile figures 
in the poetic tradition. By aligning this particular character with a host of other exiles in the 
audience’s prior experience, the poets take advantage of the expressive resources not just of one 
poem but of the entire tradition. This kind of resonance helps to deepen our appreciation of the 
speaker of the poem entitled Deor,41 for example, an oral singer who has lost his job and position 
at the royal court. His poem is a lament over the fact that  he has been displaced by a new singer, 
Heorrenda, and he compares the misfortunes of a number of familiar figures from Germanic oral 
legend in order to convey his sense of loss and estrangement. But when the character Deor says 
that he “had knowledge of exile” (line 1) and “winter-cold exile” (4), he places himself in a 
traditional category—a cognitive slot—with which the audience is familiar. Deor is not simply 
estranged; he is idiomatically  a Germanic exile, and that status helps us understand his pain and 
desolation.

Likewise, the three instances of Sea Voyage in Beowulf are structurally very similar but 
expressively quite different.42  The two actual trips—from Geatland to Denmark and back again
—are straightforward enough: in each case a hero leads his men on a journey. But the third is not 
even a real voyage; it chronicles the ship-burial of a legendary hero. First, the dead hero and his 
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men go to the ship (element 1), which waits, moored (element 2). They board the ship  and place 
treasure in the form of grave-goods by the mast (element 3). Metaphorically, the ship  is said to 
depart and sail (element 4). But here is where the poet brilliantly manipulates the pattern of the 
typical scene and the audience’s expectation. Instead of the anticipated landing at the other end 
of the journey, which customarily  involves a coast-guard, the Beowulf poet indicates that “men 
don’t know, to say truthfully, hall-counselors, heroes under the heavens, who received that 
burden” (lines 50b-52). The typical scene is serving not only  as a structural convenience but as a 
strategic ploy. The poet is saying that no one can be certain about the afterlife of Scyld Scefing; 
both his destination and his reception are beyond our knowledge. Here the traditional idiom of 
the register adds a great deal to the poem.

As for the idiomatic content of formulas as another aspect of the register, both of the 
examples discussed above are heavy with implication. The phrase “in X-days,” where X is a 
substitutable element bearing the alliteration, is involved in a larger cluster of phraseology that 
signals a beginning of a narrative and invokes traditional mythology. Combined with the 
interjection Hwœt (“Lo!” or “Listen!”), this formula identifies the onset of a heroic tale and the 
background of other stories against  which the present poem is presented. Many Anglo-Saxon 
narratives start with a version of this cluster.43

The half-line formula “that was an X king,” where X again is a substitutable element 
bearing the alliteration, also has a traditional meaning beyond its literal force.44  Wherever it 
appears, this unit certifies the character as a fine leader and protector, a figure whom both his 
people and succeeding generations will celebrate as an ideal king. This status is automatically 
conferred by tradition; it  is not  open to argument nor is there need for independent verification. 
Thus, for instance, Hrothgar is certified as an excellent king (line 863), even though under his 
reign Grendel has been able to ravage his people, killing them at will during the night. 
Hrothgar’s excellence derives from his earlier effectiveness, this phrase affirms, and Grendel’s 
ability  to overcome his followers is simply  a measure of the monster’s unprecedented strength 
and fury. Additionally, this phrase can be turned to a negative purpose, as when the Deor poet 
says the following of the cruel king Eormanric: “that was a savage king” (line 23). Using a 
traditional structure, the poet reverses the idiomatic expectation; while the audience anticipates 
the positive certification of Eormanric as an effective leader with concern for his people, what 
they  actually hear or read is just the opposite—he is not an excellent  but a savage king. By using 
the implications inherent in the register, the Deor poet creates a memorable characterization.

Conclusion 

 These four epic traditions—Mongolian, South Slavic, ancient Greek, and Old English—
represent an enormous variety. They cover an extensive geographical area, from Northern Asia to 
Western Europe, as well as a time period of at least 3,000 years. As we have attempted to answer 
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each of the five questions for all four of the epic traditions, we have come to appreciate their 
diversity even more deeply.
 To start, we asked “What is a poem in an epic tradition?” Although this may  seem like a 
simple, straightforward question, we discovered it depends upon that tradition for both structure 
and meaning. Poems follow story-patterns and depend on implied (rather than explicit) reference 
for the development of characters, events, and situations. Asking “What is a typical scene in an 
epic tradition?” led to similar conclusions. Each of the poetries discussed here uses narrative 
increments as building blocks, and the patterns change with each performance according to the 
terms of the individual language and tradition. Typical scenes in Mongolian epic are shared from 
one canto to another; they take slightly different shapes in the mouths of different singers. 
Correspondingly, Mongolian typical scenes are in some ways quite unlike the units of ancient 
Greek, South Slavic, or Old English epic. Each tradition has its own language for composition 
and reception.
 Our third question—“What is a poetic line in an oral epic tradition?”—again addressed 
the phenomenon of unity and diversity. Some lines are measured by syllables, some by stress or 
emphasis, some by  musical melodies, and others by  head-rhyme, tail-rhyme, and assonance. The 
lesson here is to realize that each oral epic language must be understood on its own terms, and 
not by imposing irrelevant criteria. The same is true of the formula, the initial subject of our 
fourth question and a unit that exists in cooperation with the poetic line. Since formulaic 
phraseology  is defined by its metrical component, it also will vary  from one singer to the next 
and even more from one epic tradition to another.
 These questions and answers led us to our fifth question and our final concern—“What is 
the register in oral epic poetry?” With this focus we reached beyond the level of structure and 
utility  to the level of idiomatic meaning. Mongolian cantos begin with a “palace scene” and end 
with feasting; this ring structure acts as a frame for whatever action it encloses. Homer, the 
ancient Greek legendary  singer, uses a feast scene to signify  upcoming mediation. The South 
Slavic guslari can refer to a woman as a “black cuckoo” to indicate that she either has been or 
soon may  be widowed. And Old English scops certify  a leader’s effectiveness and heroism by 
saying “That was an excellent king!” All of these bytes of narrative or phraseology mean much 
more than they seem to mean; their traditional, idiomatic sense goes well beyond their literal 
sense. In their various ways, each of the four epic languages has great resources of implication.
 In closing, we hope that this comparative analysis of Mongolian, South Slavic, ancient 
Greek, and Old English oral epic has proved useful for scholars in various fields. There is an 
enormous amount still to be done: we need to understand the structure of these performances 
thoroughly  enough to hear and read them on their own terms; we need to assemble dictionaries 
of “words” (formulas, typical scenes, story-patterns) for each tradition, and we need to take full 
account of the fact that, no matter how many real similarities we may  find among traditions, 
differences will also remain of fundamental importance. In short, we must strive to become 
better, more fluent audiences for epic singing.45

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
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