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Oral Literature
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Tale telling and ballad singing have been tied intrinsically to the social and cultural life of the
Roma for centuries. The transition from pure orality to newly acquired literacy and the success of
mass media resulted in fundamental changes in the oral literature — or ‘traditional textuality’— of

the Roma, causing the art of story telling to become extinct in only a few decades.

1. 1 Zlata Nikoli¢ (center) at a recording session in Belgrad

DUJ SOMNAKUNE RAKLORE | TWO GOLDEN BOYS

Sah pe katar nah pe. DeSto 'ume, desto them, 'ume impéracije $i acolo §i vitezije, kaj marla muro papu le machen.
Kéren misto thaj ertin, Romale! Pativale manusendar asund’om la, pativale manusehke phenav la.

Akana phenav tumenge ek lasi paramic¢i, Romale te fala tume.

It was because it wasn't. In the tenth world, the tenth country, a kingdom and heroes, there, where my grandfather caught fish.
Relax and pardon me, Roma! I have heard this story from honorable people, and I am passing it on an honorable man.

I will tell you a beautiful tale now, Roma, here’s to you!
Sah pe katar nah pe, desto 'ume, desto them.
Kon zanel, inke vi maj dur, sah ek impérato. Phenel o impérato pehke kociséhke...

It was, because it wasn't, in the tenth world, in the tenth country, who knows, maybe even further away?
Once upon a time there was a king. He said to his coachman...
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ORAL LITERATURE

TRADITIONAL TEXTUALITY AND THE SHIFT TO LITERACY

Worldwide ethnological research in the field of oral traditi-
on and oral literature (or “traditional textuality”; the latter
term gradually replacing the former) over the past decades has
brought to light some “universal features” of oral societies.
Walter Ong, an American cultural historian and philosopher,
identified ten characteristics we can expect to come across
when dealing with traditional textuality in general: formulaic
style (the like beginning and end formulas of Romani tales);
additive rather than subordinative language (see the mulo-tale
on the text factsheet); aggregative rather than analytic expres-
sions (formulas, phrases); redundancy (see the repetitions in
the mulo-tale); a conservative or traditionalist approach (the
whole “romipen”-concept is about tradition and so are tales);
relatedness to human life and every day world (concreteness);
the agonistical tonus (direct conflict and struggle of the cha-
racters, violence); empathetic and participatory strategies for
decision-making and learning (“vakeripen”); homeostasis con-
cerning information storage (personal and interpersonal sto-

rage of memory is limited, so any new, important information

replaces the old and unimportant) and situational rather than
abstract concepts (concepts are used in a way that minimises
abstraction, focusing on objects and situations directly known
by the speaker).

Therefore, it becomes clear that a shift from oral to written
recording and consequently written communication means more
than just freezing the traditional status quo. Rather, it means
opening up a whole new channel of communication, drastical-
ly increasing possibilities of memory storage and creating new
possibilities for social and aesthetic comparison, altering the
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concepts of “now” and “then”, “us” and “them” and entering
a new, less concrete and more abstract sphere of philosophy and
knowledge, etc. However, it also means a substantial change
with regards to the previous way of recording, which was the
oral channel of discourse and everything inseparably connected
with it such as the art of tale telling.
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(see Walter J. Ong (2002) Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word.

New York: Routledge)

INTRODUCTION

Until the beginning of the 20™ century,
the literature of the Roma was exclusi-
vely oral. It was transmitted in spoken
form (an elder telling a story to young-
sters; an artist performing a story to an
audience). Affected by literacy, mass
media and optional reproducibility, the
tradition of story telling, still alive in
the 1950s, was virtually extinct by the
1980s.

The oral literature of the Roma
has changed in the past and will surely
continue to face changes in the future.
However, the changes which have oc-
curred so far are nothing short of a revo-
lution, because they mark the transition
within Romani culture from pure orality
to verbal expression. This is a change
which the surrounding European nations
experienced gradually over hundreds of
years, but which has just started with re-
gards to the Roma.

It is, however, ironic that only re-
cently it has been possible to get a picture
of the traditional Romani textuality as it ‘re-
ally’ was. Modern recording techniques al-
low capturing of stories and songs in an al-
most unaltered form, and indeed a wealth of
recordings has been made by contempora-
ry scientists, depicting in much detail the
oral tradition of the Roma. Nevertheless,
when we talk of the oral literature of the
Roma in this context, we talk of something
which in many respects no longer exists.

GENRES OF TRADITIONAL

ROMANI ORAL LITERATURE

Within the oral literature of the Roma se-
veral genres have developed with cha-
racteristic features both in form and con-
tent. Since the differences between the
genres vary from one Romani group to
another, an outright systematisation of the
genres is noteasily achieved. Any attempt
atclassification deals with a genre system
thatis highly sophisticated and serves both
the artist and the audience in their need

foredification, moral advice, artistry, sus-
pense, etc.

There is a division between epic
and lyric forms, the latter usually finding
musical expression in different types of
songs. Ballads, epic songs, songs of mour-
ning, songs of joy, wedding songs, dance
songs, children’s songs, lullabies, and
probably many more are known and prac-
ticed among the Roma. With regards to
the former, there is a further general divi-
sion into more or less fictional stories on
the one hand and true stories on the other.
A fictional story is usually called “para-
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pamarisi”,
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paramic(i)”, “paramu-
zi” (or in certain communities “istorija”,
“pric¢a”), and includes what Western tra-
dition regards as fairy tales, fables, para-
bles and legends. Riddles and proverbs as
well as jokes are also common among the
Roma. Non-fictional stories called “vake-
riben” by Servika Romaand “tertenetura”
by the Lovara include mulo-stories, anec-
dotes and more historical narratives in
general such as life stories. Even though
itis common to call any kind of story “pa-
ramisi”; the division between fiction and
non-fiction remains significant.
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Johan Dimitri Taikon, the famous tale teller (left) at tinning.

(from Lundgren / Taikon (2003)

From coppersmith to nurse: Alyosha, the son of a Gypsy chief. Hertfordshire, p. 29)

PARAMISI

The tale is the most formalised, standard
form of prose in the oral literature of the
Roma. It may be of many kinds: magic
tales, hero tales and novel tales which
illustrate moral values as well as fables,
parables, droll stories and legends. The
storyteller is requested “to tell it as it is;
the way it must be; the way the story goes;
compactly”,i.e.,so he keeps the mainidea
in his mind and tells the story correctly.
A true storyteller must use “Sukar lava”
(beautiful words) and standard story for-
mulas. These aspects of content and form
pertain to all types of stories. The story-
telleris judged by his usual way of telling
acertain story, and the tale in some ways
“belongs” to him just as a book belongs
to its author.

Probably the most frequently told
and widespread type of tale among the
Roma s the one of the hero who conquers
evil — a witch, a dragon, an evil king,
treacherous friends, etc. Its structure is
one of a linear sequence of tests or chal-
lenges which the hero has to pass. On
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Guszti Szendrei, the Lovara “paramicari” Szendrei was one of

the many tale tellers who remained unknown to a wider public.

the contrary, there is the small, funny
anecdote with its subclass known as
“dzungale paramisa”, literally “dirty
Servika Roma, for instance,
differentiate accordingly between “vite-

stories”.

jzikaparamisa” (heroic tales) and “phe-
rasune paramisa” (funny stories). “Vite-
jzikaparamisa” are also known as “bare
paramisa” (long stories) whereas “phe-
rasune paramisa” are known under the
name of “xarne paramisa” (short tales),
whichindicates their length. Novel tales,
which are also told frequently, are of
varying structure as are magic tales in
addition to legends adopted from the
majorities.

In a hero tale, a Rom is usually
victorious over a farmer, a parish priest
(“raSaj”), ahodja and sometimes a count.
He wins by being clever or by outwitting
his enemies and tricking them or he em-
ploys his ingenuity to defeat them. The
hero of the paramisa is often a “Chavo”,
a young Rom who usually comes from a
poor Romani family. In a “vitejzika pa-
ramisi”, the young man faces his enemy
and the evil embodied in supernatural
and non-fictional characters appearing

(photograph by Paul Meissner)

in tales within the whole Eurasian cul-
tural radius. They could be a dragon
(Sarkani, Serkano, draxo), a devil/demon
(beng) or a witch (Coxani, bosorka,
inzibaba, gadija, veSterka). Some among
the hero’s non-fictional enemies are a
wicked king (kral’is, kral'o, kraj, thagar)
or a jealous, wicked queen. Usually the
king demands that the Romani youth per-
form an impossible task in order to get
rid of him. The demand often ends with
the threat “miro xaro, tiri men” — “my
sword, your head”, i.e., “if you do not
performthe task, I will cut offyour head”.
Another threat intended to terrify his
adversary is expressed in the formula:
“Adad’ives imar tiri zumin na xala, tiri
zumin xava me.” (Even today you will
not eat your soup; your soup will be eaten
by me.)

In addition to encountering all
kinds of tales, we also come across all
kinds of heroes. In “pherasune parami-
sa” (funny stories) they are quite often
stupid and immoral. The stupid character
isnotnecessarily a Gadzo. With regards
to humorous stories the audience is en-
tertained by a “dilino Rom” (stupid Rom)
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EPICS AND TALES

When old Roma recall storytelling gatherings, successful
storytellers and vitejzika paramisa, they use the nearly ritual
sentence:

“Jekh vitejziko paramisi bari dzalas, the Star pandz
ori.” (A heroic tale lasted a long time, four or five hours.)
or “O phuro XY xudna te vakerel efta, oxto orendar rati -
jekh paramisi vakerelas dzi tosara.” (Old XY began to tell
the story at seven or eight o‘clock in the evening and went
on telling it until the morning.)

Milena Hiibschmannovd, a Czech Romist from Pra-
gue, recalled listening to a heroic story in 1976 which took
seven hours to tell. The storyteller was Michal Adam-Jancu
of Kladno (near Prague). The transcription of the story took
up 105 typed pages.

As far as its complexity is concerned such a tale can
be compared to medieval epics such as “Nibelungenlied”.
Nevertheless, it remains a tale by scholarly definition be-

cause it does not focus on the hero’s genealogy and other

THE CATALOGUES OF TALES

The science of tales is based on international catalogues of
tales, in which a vast number of tales is listed and categori-
sed according to single motifs. Romani tales have so far not
been included in any of these collections. The explanation
for this is most likely the widespread misbelief that the Roma
didn’t have a tradition of their own which would be worthy of
recognition. The prevalent view is that the Roma only borro-
wed from majority nations, and thus could not have develo-
ped their own tradition.

This view is false because it is a fact that no nation in
Europe and worldwide has a set of tales which it could enti-
rely call its own. Tales have never been the property of a na-
tion; there has always been a vivid cultural exchange taking
place between ethnicities and groups. Apart from that, this
view is based solely on the prejudice against the Roma.

Ironically, the exclusion of Romani tales does have
its advantages: if a Romani tale differs from the type of tale

recorded in a catalogue or if it is not found in the collection

family affairs but on the hero himself.
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at all, it is likely to be an “original” in some respect.

ora“baro Spekulantos” —the sly guy who
cheats the innocent for his own benefit.
Such “heroes” appear in tales of the
whole Eurasian region. However, with

all these common tendencies, the dif-
ferences between the groups also have
to be mentioned. Certain types of tales
are found rather exclusively in some

communities, for instance, the Lovara
often tell the tale of the husband who
eavesdrops on his unfaithful wife and
consequently punishes her.

STYLISTIC DEVICES

USED TO TELL FAIRY TALES

Specific formulas are used in the intro-
ductions and conclusions of fairy tales
(standardised phrases of varying length,
ranging from a few words to a short sto-
ry of its own). Other characteristic de-
vices occur in all the genres, and are not
limited to fairy tales.

The standard introductory formu-
la for tales among Servika Roma is: “Sas
kaj na sas, mre gule Devla baxtaleja the
¢aceja.” (Onceuponatime, my sweet God

blessed and true.) Variations of this for-
mulaare many, e.g.: “Sinakajnana, kapa
sina, plasta nana” (lit. “It was ‘cause it
wasn‘t; there were blankets, but no pil-
lows” — Once upon a time there where
blankets but no pillows; Burgenland).

Vlax Roma of Hungarian origin are
known for the most substantial introduc-
tions. The inornate “hine/sine ek Rom”
(There was a Rom) is usually used for
anecdotes or legends, although it often
occurs in tales as well.

The concluding formulas show
more variation. Non-Vlax communities
living outside the Balkansuse the follow-
ing: “Te na mule, dzi adad’ives dziven.”
(They lived happily ever after; lit. “Ifthey
have not died, they live until this day”;
Servika). Vlax Roma address the au-
dience directly: “T’aven saste haj baxtale,
phralalen haj §avalen!” (May you be heal-
thy and lucky, brothers and friends!;
Kalderas). Non-Vlax Roma in the Bal-
kans, however, usually end their tales
with an opposition of here and there:
“Athe paramuzi, akathe sastipe.” (There
the tale, here health; Prilep).

Crucial passages are sometimes
also marked by special formulas. One of
these is the above mentioned “miro xaro,
tiri men” (my sword, your head), a for-
mula not only widespread among the
Roma but also among the non-Roma in
the Balkans.

In Romani tales more than one
hero wins thanks to God or a miracle of
God. “O Del” (God) plays an important
role in the life of the Roma and appears
accordingly in standard formulas and
phrases: “Le Devleske som andro vast.”
(I am in God‘s hands.); “So o Del dela,
odaela.” (What God gives, will be.) The
villain asks the hero: “Kames te dzivel
¢ino, abo but?” (Do you want to live a
short time or a long time?) to which the
¢havo replies: “Ani ¢ino, ani but, ¢a sar
o Del dela.” (Neither short nor long, just
as God wishes).
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THE INDIAN CONNECTION

Tales are a common “traveling” cultural heritage of the entire Eu-
rasian region with no marked difference regarding their type and
topic. In 1859, Theodor Benfey, a German Sanskritist and comparative
philologist, was the first to argue that European tales had origina-
ted in India, with the exception of animal fables. He identified three
stages of transmission from India to Europe: firstly, oral transmission
via travelers up until the 10" century,; secondly, written transmission
via the Islamic sphere of influence manifested in Persian, Arab, and
Jewish scripts from the 10" century onwards; and third, oral and
written transmission via travelers, traders and missionaries from Bud-
dhistic regions in Mongolia, China and Tibet. Benfey's theory was
heavily discussed and rejected by many, although accepted by some.

Since Benfey s initial argument, the Indian origin of Roma-
ni tales has long been confirmed, and the possible role of the Roma
in their transmission to Europe brought to the fore. Most recently,
Heinz Mode and Milena Hiibschmannova were of the view that
the Roma's contribution as circulators and bearers of the Indian
tradition was substantial. Heinz Mode, a German folklorist, ethno-
logist, Indologist and an expert on Indian tales pointed to the fact

that an outstanding number of Romani stories corresponded with

Indian, Persian and Turkish models. It is on the basis of this that he
hypothesised that the Roma had played a role in bringing to Europe
models and motifs found in Indian stories.

Milena Hiibschmannova later added that the Indian back-
ground to Romani stories also brought to mind some typical cha-
racters, although “clothed in European cultural garments”. She
mentioned the figure of “Bluebeard”, the man who murdered his
wives, and who appeared in both Indian and European tales. Being
a handsome man, he proposed to an unsuspecting girl but turned
out to be a monster who murdered her. In Indian tales, the monster
had the form of a tiger,; in Romani tales from Serbia it appeared as
a dog. Hiibschmannova identified more characters and themes that
were frequent in Indian, Romani and European tales in general. By
stressing the similarities, she attempted to show the development
from the Indian to the European stage. To this day, however, the-
re has been no convincing proof of Romani tales’ allegedly more
direct connection to India or of the suspected role of the Roma as
bearers of Indian motifs and tales. On the other hand, neither of
these hypotheses has yet been refuted.
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GENERAL STYLISTIC DEVICES

Other stylistic devices, though frequently
used in fairy tales, are not exclusively li-
mited to them. They result from the pro-
cess of storytelling itself and the
storyteller’s dialogue with the audience.
Typically the storyteller communicates
with honourable persons, friends or guests
by asking reassuring tag questions (“you
know?”, “isn’t it?”’) or by offering cla-
rifying comments. He would also apolo-
gise for using a coarse word or for having
to tell annoying or simply improper things.
Such dialogical devices are common to
oral literature in general. They serve se-
veral functions: they show the storyteller’s
audience that he cares for them, and they
assure him of their attention; they may

help him to structure his tale; they may
also serve as a short diversion enabling
the storyteller to regain his strength or
may simply mark his personal style.

There are two features which are
often cited when non-Roma reflect on Ro-
mani tales, sexual allusions and exple-
tives. This does not necessarily refer to
“dzungale paramisa” — ribald stories
which naturally require the use of hefty,
graphic language. Rather it refers to for-
mulas such as “xav ¢o kar” (lit. “I am ea-
ting your penis”), which may occur in
every tale as means of expressing affection
and are translated as “my dear”. Expletives
have tobe viewed in like manner, and their
literal meaning should not be confused
with their real meaning.

A common feature is tense change.
Usually the tales are told in the past tense,

but justas common is switching to the pre-
sent tense. For instance, the present tense
isoftenused when the charactersuse direct
speech or when a person is thinking some-
thing, making up their mind, deciding so-
mething or the like. These tense changes
must in no way be viewed as errors. The
present tense is used whenever during the
telling of a tale the audience can identify
themselves with the characters. “Present”
does not refer to a certain point on a remo-
te time scale but to “what we are experien-
cing together right here and now”.

Breaks of many kinds, anticipa-
tions, even apparent mistakes most often
do not create problems for the audience
since the listeners hardly hearthe giventale
for the very first time, nor would a single
tale hardly be told without any reference to
other “pamarisa” - tales of the majorities.

MULO-STORIES

In contrast to other tales, mulo-stories
(“mulo”: dead person; revenant) are

told and understood as being true. A
literary technique frequently used for
telling a mulo story is first-person
narrative, and the storyteller describes
an actual event witnessed by himself.

In other cases he has heard the story
from somebody else, and the narrative
shifts from first to third person, but
the story is still presented as true.
This has lead some scholars to regard
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FUNCTION OF THE TALES

“As far as the tales and songs go, their function is completely different
in the life of the Roma compared to us. To them they are much more
existential and important. A life without music and dance cannot be
imagined in the world of the Roma, they really play a vital role in their
life as opposed to us who might indulge in them as a mere hobby. In
their world they are of central importance because of community cent-
red values. And this is what makes it exciting: even within our world
another world is possible. Nowadays problems we face are ones of sur-
vival, integration or assimilation; however, this is another question.
If society changed, and the Roma were to face living condi-
tions different to 20 or 30 years ago, then the structure of it all would
change, including the tales. The question of what they could tell us
now is part of the computer era. A relevant question I cannot answer,
in fact. I can only say that in my days tales had an immensely impor-
tant function and carried with them a fascination, which is similar
to watching a really good suspense movie which makes you forget

THE IMPACT OF THE HOLOCAUST

Among the several factors that are responsible for the
profound changes in the oral tradition of the Roma the
impact of the Holocaust can hardly be overestimated.
The German Sinto Reinhold Lagrene says:

“The telling of tales has a long tradition and
belongs to the identity forming factors of the Sinti and
Roma. [...] My generation as the immediate ancestors
of the survivors of the racist persecution in the ‘Third
Reich’ had to put up with an unbridgeable gap in our
cultural tradition, because in many families of the
survivors the old people were missing. Moreover, the
custom of telling tales to each other in convivial ga-
therings was for many years overlaid with the even
more urgent necessity to cope with the horror of perse-
cution by telling to each other [...] of the experienced
hardship again and again.”

>

completely about your surroundings.’
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Teichmann in 2007)

(Mozes F. Heinschink, the unpublished passage of an interview conducted by Michael
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(translated from Reinhold Lagrene (1995) Miindliche Erzéhlkunst
als Volkskultur. In: Solms/StrauB8 (eds): Zigeunerbilder in der

deutschsprachigen Literatur. Heidelberg, pp. 95f.)

such stories as a separate genre since
they involve a special set of cultural
knowledge such as who may in the af-

terlife come back as a mulo; how the
mulo behaves; how you will cope with
him, etc. Most Roma, however, would

consider them paramisa — with the
grave apodosis, of course: “But this is
a true story!”

SETTINGS

Styles and genres of the oral literature of
the Roma were formalised to a certain
extent as well as the occasions on which
they were practiced. Within every group
of the Roma, to give the best known ex-
ample, there were gatherings at which
adults told tales. During these sessions
more or less clearly defined interaction
took place between the storyteller and
the audience. A gathering was based on
certain rules, and anyone who did not
want to be thought of as an ill-bred boar,
a “deges”, kept to them. Typically, the

participants would gather together at the
house of a well known storyteller or a
well respected person. The audience so-
metimes rented the room from the owner
for a small sum. Those without money
brought a log to keep the fire burning in

winter. The storyteller was rewarded with
a pouch of pipe tobacco, for instance.
According to many participants
plenty of coffee, alcohol, and tobacco was
consumed in more prosperous times du-
ring a session, which could lastnearly the
whole night. Other witnesses, however,
state thatno eating and most importantly
no alcohol drinking took place during a
storytelling session. In any case, the li-
steners were not permitted to chat or in-
terrupt the storyteller. On the contrary,
they were continually expected to follow
intently the telling of the protagonists’
heroic exploits and to encourage the sto-
ryteller with laughter, sighs, screams of
horror and all kinds of interjections.
Other populartale telling settings
included the workplace, the military and
lastbutnot least wakes which lasted three
whole nights and brought together many
people, often from distant regions. There

are also accounts of outright storytelling
competitions. Just as a good storyteller
was a well respected artist, being a well
respected member of the community re-
quired the ability to tell tales.

As outlined above, the storytel-
ling itself was only partly monologous as
it required the participation of the audi-
ence inamore or less ritualised way. This
was true not only of the performance its-
elf but also of its aftermath. Since the
Roma had no traditional literary codex
written down, it had to be agreed upon
by the participants each time a text was
produced. The fact that this agreement
between the storyteller and the audience
had to be reached every time a story was
told became evident in “who-told-it-ori-
ginally” and “who-told-it-better” discus-
sions. In this context, storytelling was an
art form serving both conservative func-
tions and evolutionary needs.
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(Mozes F. Heinschink at a recording session)

What Servika Roma defined as
“vakeriben®, and what we would describe
asbeingtogether, talking, joking and sto-
rytelling was generally among the favo-
rite pastimes of any traditional Romani
community. By means of “vakeriben”, all

kinds of information were explicitly or
implicitly evaluated according to the “ro-
mipen” criteriaand simultaneously passed
on. In this way the community maintained
its ethic, social and aesthetic norms and
values. “Vakeriben” therefore acted as a

ACTUALISATION
AND IMPROVISATION

One more special characteristic of
Romani tales is their “timelessness”.
Recently, their traditional form was
adapted to mirror modern, every day
life with its ups and downs as well. For
example, in one tale by Servika Roma
there is a peace-loving king and a so-
cial worker side by side; a beautiful
princess who glowed like a “200 Watt
light bulb”; a king who puts ads in
newspapers or on TV, etc. These com-
binations may seem absurd and funny,
but most listeners do not think it out of
the ordinary. However, actualisation
and improvisation should not occur at
the expense of the continuity of the sto-
ry; they should not “mess up” the tra-
ditional topic.

1. 13

kind of cultural codex. It is not by chance
thatthe word literally means “talk”, “dis-

cussion”,
lingual interaction serves as the “cultural

speech”, “language”, because

glue” keeping the Roma together and pre-
serving them as a society.

THE ROLE OF ROMANI

The skilful storyteller was not only con-
sidered a tale master but also a language
master, which contributed to his often
high social standing and made him the
authority on a range of issues since the
dialect of Romani spoken by a given group

is one of the most decisive factors for
“romanipen” or “romipen”,
or “romahood”.

Telling a story and singing a song
required the use of beautiful words —the

textual aesthetic codex of Romani was

romadom*

tied intrinsically to the social event of
telling, singing or simply conversation.
The end of the tradition of tale telling

thus marked the end of the aesthetic tra-
dition of Romani as it had existed for
centuries. The key factor of this traditi-
onwas apermanent discourse among the
Roma as to which word, phrase or even
dialect was more “beautiful” or “Roma-
er” than others, or as to who originally
used which expression; who told which
tale, and who told it which way.

STORYTELLERS

The official storytellers were men. The
successful among them were known
throughout the land and were highly
valued, sometimes even paid. At home,
women would tell tales usually meant

or adapted for children. At public gathe-
rings children were merely tolerated,
and when “dZungale paramisa” (lit.
“dirty stories”) were told, the children
had to leave the room.

The storyteller knew how to cap-
ture his audience’s attention. He was
equipped with every conceivable device

for the presenting of tales, which went
far beyond our modern concepts of sto-
ry telling. Accounts of people present at
traditional gatherings confirm without
exception that storytelling was an art
defined by a single and sometimes a
group performance, with skilled perfor-
mers enacting tales and relying on their
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life-long practice and vast repertoire.
Some of them were able to cause their
audience to tremble in fear and laugh
out in joy literally the whole night.

Since illiteracy was common
in Romani society, the storyteller had
to learn tales by heart and reproduce
them without notes, which signifi-
cantly affected the texts. For exam-

CONTEMPORARY GENRES

- STATUS QUO

Although oral literature or traditional
textuality is present among every peo-
ple, it has in general lost its relevance
due to the importance and virtual om-
nipresence of mass media today. The
same applies to the Roma. Poets, pro-
se writers and dramatists now out-
number storytellers by far. This, ho-
wever, should not be viewed as a
simple replacement since the writers
usually seek their audience not only
among the Roma but also among the
non-Roma and have a strong tendency
to write in majority languages. In ad-
dition to this, the process of storytel-
ling brings people together, whereas
writing is a lonely act which does not
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word but rather learned the structures
and the crucial parts of them. Thus,
no two versions of one and the same
text were identical. This also held
true for ballads and songs. The best
example of this is the famous Balkan
ballad “Song of the Bridge” of which
there are 500 different versions re-
corded.

contribute to social coherence in like
manner. Hence, the changes that have
affected the oral tradition of the Roma
in the last 50 or so years are now clo-
sely related to profound socio-cultural
changes in their communities. In many
respects, a description of the oral tra-
dition of the Roma is a description of
something irrevocably past.

The art of tale telling among
adults no longer exists. If at all, they
are told only to children. Less formal
genres not typical of the Romani style
of storytelling such as mulo-tales still
live on. The traditional aesthetic di-
mension of textuality has faded, alt-
hough not completely, and written texts
have not yet developed the normative
power that permanent and everyday
oral aesthetic discourse once had. In
former days, the gifted youth acquired

on the storyteller’s repertoire. The
vastest repertoire consisted of 250
tales, which is the highest number re-
ported while many renowned storytel-
lers got by with a repertoire of about
100 tales. Available data suggests that
they amassed a repertoire rather early
on in life; most accounts speak of sto-
rytellers in their early twenties.

their position in the community through
learning tales, songs and Romani by
communicating with the Roma and the
neighboring non-Roma. Nowadays
their higher education is based on text-
books written in majority languages.

Mozes F. Heinschink, a pro-
found Austrian expert on the culture
of the Roma, put it this way: “The que-
stion is: Do people need fairy tales or
not? What supersedes them? They may
have had an essential function in for-
mer times ... one didn’t have a TV or
a radio, so they just told something ...
and then, as many people were sitting
together, something arose. These were
then also psychic phenomena which
only occurred in the community. My
own experience regarding this is still
wrapped up in an enigma not found in
our enlightened world.”
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