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Abstract

The Cretan religious drama The Sacrifice of Abraham (H Guaio tov Afipadu) enjoyed great popularity among
Orthodox populations of the wider cultural realm of Southeastern Europe. Soon after its composition the text
entered the sphere of oral tradition and it was written down in various forms throughout the Greek-speaking world.
In addition, the Cretan text also surpassed its initial linguistic framework by a series of translations which in turn
became very popular: the Serbian translation by Vicentije Rakié (Zertva Avraamova, which is also the first known
stage performance of the text, set up by Milovan Vidakovi¢ in the Serbian gymnasium of Novi Sad in 1836), the
Bulgarian translation by Andrey Popdoynov Robovski (Sluzba, ili Zertva Avraamova), as well as at least two
Karamanlidic Turkish translations by Sophronios of Sile and Ioannikios of Kazanlik (Hazreti Avraamin... kurban
hekyaesi). My paper focuses on the diachronic interaction of the elements of oral tradition, performativity, and
Biblical myth characteristic of this text. The (post-)Ottoman Nachleben of the Cretan version raises some important
questions about the modes of construction of literary histories and their narratives in Southeastern Europe,
simultaneously comprising a somewhat unanticipated example of an early modern transnational literary text.

Key Words: The Sacrifice of Abraham, Vicentije Raki¢, Milovan Vidakovi¢, Andrey Popdoynov Robovski,
transnational literature

The Biblical story from Genesis 22 stands at the center of the three Abrahamic religions. It
is explored in Kierkegaard’s classic work on ethics and religion, Fear and Trembling, and more
recently by Derrida in his very interesting book on the “secrets of European responsibility,” The
Gift of Death. In literature, the story is retold in Midrashic Genesis Rabbah, in Flavius
Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews, in the homilies of the Christian church fathers, in two sixth-
century Syriac poetic homilies called memre, in a hymn (kontékion) by Romanos the Melodist,
in the 37" Sura of the Qur’an, and in innumerable other literary adaptations and oral
compositions covering the vast geographic space from England to the Middle East. The motif
remains popular to this day and can be found in the works of various artists of all profiles, from

! My warmest thanks go to Julia Dubnoff for her generous help with proofreading this paper and correcting several
mistakes. All errors and omissions in this work are mine.
* Modern Greek Literature, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Greece. boskovic@fas.harvard.edu
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Emily Dickinson to Woody Allen to Madonna. The story was also rewritten by Russian director
Andrei Tarkovsky in his masterpiece The Sacrifice (titled Offret in Swedish).

Stemma

[ancient near-eastern sacrifice themes including ancient Greek]

/\ Genesis 22

[Hebraic, Syriaé, Greek traditions] [Flaviusjjosephus/
|
Ephrem gt
anonymous homily Greek homilists 5%c.
[Jewish tlexts] Two Syriac Memre Romatios - 6hc.
[midrashic texts] — /Qur'an/ western mystery plays]

Jewish narrati\!e poem Cretan Thysia Grotto, Lo Isach 16% c.
oralll religious poems of the Mediterranean and Near East 16™-20% c.

This is the stemma of the story proposed by Margaret Alexiou in her important analysis
(1989:17; my additions are between slashes), in which she discerns two branches in the tradition
of the motif: The Biblical version on the one side and the rich popular tradition of the
Mediterranean and Near East on the other. One of the ‘popular’ branches of Alexiou’s scheme
is the Cretan drama H @vaio 100 Afpocu that had a rich afterlife | will address in this paper.

The Cretan version was composed in the late sixteenth or the early seventeenth century,
likely by Vincenzo Cornaro, the famous author of the chivalric romance Erotokritos. The work
is based on the Italian play Lo Isach by Luigi Grotto, as shown already by John Mavrogordato
(1928). Its form is typical of the Cretan Renaissance literature, the rhymed couplets of 15-
syllable iambic verses very common in Greek poetry (“political verse’).

Holding a “‘quite unique position in Cretan theater’ (Politis 1973:62) and in the histories of
the Greek literature and being utterly remote to the tastes of modern audiences, it is not easy
now to imagine the popularity the Sacrifice of Abraham enjoyed in the past, up until the interwar
period. Bakker (1978) enumerates thirty-seven Greek editions between 1696 and 18742 and the
editions continued in the following years. To this we may add numerous manuscript copies, out
of which two came down to us: Kollyvas 221 and Marcianus Graecus X1.19 (1394); the latter
was written in Latin characters. The play was spread from Crete to the lonian Islands and then

2 Legrand (1874) mentions editions of ‘1535,” ‘1555,” and ‘Glykos’s 1668,” but later scholars, ever since
Xanthoudidis’s objections in the introduction to Erotokritos (published in 1915), dismiss these dates. For an
excellent review of the many editions of the Sacrifice, see Skowronek 2016. (In a truly postmodern turn, the author
widely quotes and opens discussions with the present paper, whose draft was previously posted online.)
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throughout the Greek-speaking world. Its popularity is partially due to its compliance with
church doctrine: the Vortoli edition in 1713 carries the subtitle ‘the most edifying story,
excerpted from the Holy Scripture.” The ideological context of the play should, thus, be
considered equally as its demotic character as a factor contributing to the text’s unhindered
reach; all the translations and most of the adaptations were done by priests.

It is hard to imagine today the popularity The Sacrifice of Abraham enjoyed in Greece, in
the complex interaction between the oral and written tradition of the text. It was turned into a
cento love poem from Naxos, where Sarah’s and Abraham’s laments for their child are
transformed into expressions of sorrow for a lost lover. The Greek scholar Xanthoudidis recalls
that the Sacrifice was read aloud in Crete in his childhood, in the 1870s, “as much as Erotokritos
and Erophile,” often by women ‘on Sundays and other holidays... with much piety and
sometimes with tears’ (Megas 1954:134-5, my translation). In 1943, G. Lianoudakis describes
his memories of sung performances of the Sacrifice in the region of Sitia in Crete, with his
grandfather, a priest, singing the role of Abraham, his daughters the roles of Sarah and the
Angel, and his nephew the role of Isaac (Lianoudakis 1943, reference in Megas 1954:86n1).
He describes the music as ‘nothing special, monotonous melodies.” As late as 1953, D.
Oikonomidis reports: ‘Many of my compatriots read the Sacrifice so often that they knew the
entire passages by heart.” He mentions two copies of the book (most likely from Venice) in the
village of Aperathos in Naxos, known to be inhabited mostly by Cretan settlers, and gives
examples of the two laments from the play he recorded in 1935 (Oikonomidis 1953:112, my
translation).

The play is written in a popular language close to that of the oral folk tradition. It abounds
with ‘markers of orality’ in Zumthor’s terms.3 On the first level, it contains ‘anecdotal signs’
or ‘quotations’ from oral tradition, that is, popular poems inserted into the text. Sarah responds
to the tragic news about her son with a series of embedded funeral laments, a product of

centuries-long intertwining between the folk song and lamentations of Virgin Mary (vv. 171-
6):

‘Opov povtaro, 6pov pwvi, Opov Kapoias Aaktopa,
0pov pTIo. TOD U’ EKOE, OPOD KoPuUiod Tpoucpao!
‘Opov poyaipio kol orobic wod urijxay oTthv Kopola pov
Kl EKOUOY EKATO TANYES Uédo, aTo awOiKd, 1ov!
MEe moiow amouovy vo. (@, vo unv EBYeT 1 woyn nov,

aéapvov 1’ Eroio Bavoro va yaow to mooi pov,

(Oh the message, oh the news, oh how my heart is beating.

3 Zumthor (1990:44-5) lists four basic criteria by which elements of an oral tradition can be traced in a literary
text: anecdotal signs, formal indications, allusions to oral transmission, and contemporary practices.
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Oh the fire burning me, oh how my body trembles!
Oh the knives and swords that struck my heart
And inflicted my innards with a hundred wounds!
Where can | find patience to live, how can my soul not leave me,

When | am losing my child, suddenly and through such a death?)

Another Zumthor’s marker for orality are the ‘formal indications.” In the Greek case it is the
dominant ‘isometric phrasing,” to borrow the term from the eminent Greek scholar Stilpon
Kyriakidis. More specifically, those are ‘tripartite constructions’—the terms are rather self-
explanatory (‘Ogov wpovtaro, dpov @ewvi, dpov kopdids Aoxtdpo, V. 171), ‘isometric
parallelisms’ (x1 a0 ’govve ta pudtio pov ki éod 'oovve 10 pis uov, V. 378), and ‘isometric
oscillations’ (woav dpvakt keitetor k1 woay movAl kowdzor, V. 411).

These characteristics set the text inside the frame of Greek oral poetic tradition, and it is not
strange that soon after its composition it entered the orbit of oral transmission. More precisely,
the text existed within a dynamic system of interrelations between oral and written domains. It
was a good example of what Alexiou (1991) calls ‘integration of oral, literary and religious
tradition,” with a mutually dependent set of transfers and interventions, resulting in a
particularly rich Nachleben of the play.

If we return to Zumthor’s theory, it is possible to take the same path in an opposite direction,
and to list ways in which both forms of the same text can exist and relate to each other:

1. writing down

a. ‘standardization’ of the text

b. linguistic and stylistic intervention (“correction,” ‘purification’)
2. reading aloud, reciting, and performing
3. reading to oneself

a. using written text for memorizing

b. using written text for ‘correction’ of the oral version

In this arrangement, it is of secondary importance whether the “first” or ‘original’ text
comes from written or oral sphere, in other words, whether it is dyuddeg or onuotixo. These
distinctions depend largely on the socio-cultural milieu of a given society and on particular
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meanings given to the terms for ‘poets’ or ‘artists’; in premodern times the boundaries between
the two were not exactly clear. Modern writers of popular songs can belong to either oral or
literary tradition, or both; or they can establish boundaries between the two domains, with
dynamics of osmotic exchange between them.

Cretan plays were works of literary educated individuals, written for wide audiences but
directed primarily to the island’s social elite. This poetry was cultivated in Renaissance
academias and literary salons, and divulged through theater performances, copies, and early
printed editions. The Sacrifice of Abraham was in many ways connected to the oral tradition,
orally transmitted and susceptible to variations in form and language, composition and form,
submerged into the generative system of oral poetry. For the major part, however, it remained
a distinctively literary work, transmitted primarily in the form of a chapbook, copied, and
translated.

Following the outline above, one may postulate a continuous cycle of editions, readings, and
performances (not necessarily including all three), with sub-branches of memorization and oral
transmission; the oral forms of the poem were continuously checked by the coexisting written
editions. The textual changes in the editions regularly came from editors, and their interventions
were based on older editions or manuscripts. The literary form remained the chief source of the
text dissemination, notwithstanding the popularity of a given oral version. With these
precautions, then, | will claim that Sacrifice was part of the popular tradition.

The point at which the text entered the purely oral tradition is not easy to discern. The total
number of copies in circulation needed not be too high, but the text appears to have been able
to reach the audience in urban or rural settings alike. The oral character of the text materialized
itself in two ways: the text was learned by heart and its fragments and poetic phrases entered
the repertoire of folk poetry. In the first case, the “authority of the written text” (numbered 3-a
above) is dominant; in the second (number 2), the written and oral transmissions are combined
to form a composite set of interrelations.

To the first group belong testimonies by D. V. Oikonomidis mentioned above, who gave

examples of the two most popular laments from the play he recorded in 1935, composed in the
local dialect. The first of them reads:

Qyov padazo, dyov pwviy, Gyov kKopdig LoyTépo.
ayov pwbia Tod 1 Exaye, WYOL KOPULOD TPOUGPO”
ayov uoyaipia kol owadia, wo bijka oty gopoid. pov
K1 EKOUOY EKATO TIANES UETO. 00, 0WOIKA LUOD.

Me mroi0 dmouovij va (@, va unv ELy’ 1 woxn wov
AEaPVIKG KL GVOPTLOTO, VO, YATW TO TOLOL 1OV,

Ag 1jOele “evad koven, atpafin oto. ‘epabeia pov
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va ) wpod da uabia pov, va ui ypoikod d’ avbid. pov.

(Oh the message, oh the news, oh how my heart is beating,

Oh the fire burning me, oh how my body trembles:

Oh the knives and swords that struck my heart

And inflicted my innards with a hundred wounds!

Where can | find patience in life, how can my soul not leave me,
When | am losing my child, so suddenly and unexpectedly?

I wish | had became blind and deaf in my old age

So that my eyes cannot see, so that my ears cannot hear.)

If we juxtapose this to the verses 171-8 quoted above (p. 11), we note that the text matches
accurately the phrasing of the written editions. The differences show the interpreter introduced
phonetic features of the local dialect (pwOia, 7o, minés, mroidv, *evd, "epobeid, uabia, oboid)
and replaced the exclamation dpov with the more common @yov. He also simplified syntax in
the phrase dlapviko k1 dvépmiora where Bakker & van Gemert write adpvoo 1’ étoio Oavaro;,
the written tradition was also leaning towards simplicity in this verse, with alternative readings
&agpva (Vortoli 1713) and mé ton thanato (Marcianus). These simplifications liken the
structure of the verse to that of traditional oral poetry; similar adjustments are noted in
Erotokritos (Roilos 2002:217) and Erophile (Puchner 1983:178-81). They show exactly how
thin the dividing line between written and oral really is, and how a text can detach from its
written form and enter the orbit of oral transmission.

And that is exactly what happened. Already Megas (1954:133-8) noted a remarkably
diverse Nachleben of the play in the oral tradition. Sarah’s laments were still heard in villages
of the Eastern Crete and recorded by Maria Lioudaki in the late 1930s. Their form is very close
to the Sacrifice: the quotes from these laments—e.g.: Qgov oudpa, deov kanuog, deov
ueyain lovpao, | dpov pwbio mov 1’ Exawe uéoa aro pvilorapora (Lioudaki 1939:412)—show
that their structure is identical to Sarah’s lament. The replacements of uavzaro with tpoudpa
and pwvr with kanuog serve to decontextualize the text so that the lament can fulfill its function
outside the play. The close thematic kinship with the oral tradition—metaphors of death as
journey and death as marriage—are analyzed in detail by M. Alexiou (1991). The phrasing and
imagery of some fragments of the Sacrifice are also shared with various mantinades, ranging
from possible echoing the play (Mant. 155: Ay, ué woiov aroxobia vo. umwij °c wpv dpeén pov, |
Ve kduw méTpa T Kapdid, ve a” apvndd, wixph uov)* to structural formulas of traditional oral

4 Cf. Sacrifice vv. 37-38: "Ogov, ué woicv dmoxotic, vé. umel oty Speciy uov, | pé tivog Aiovrapiod kapdic va cpaém
70 ool [ov;
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poetry employed by both (Mant. 134: "Eva uoyaipt 1’ éopale, uo éda ue opalet ki dAlo, | uo o¢
Yoréyw, ue 10 O16, w016 *vai 10 TG UeYGA0).”

Bouvier (1976, no. 164) notes the correspondences in a lament recorded in 1889 in
Cesme, also known as Kp7jvr, in Asia Minor (reference in Bakker & van Gemert 1996:135). It
might be useful at this point to compare three different versions of the verses 377-8:

Tpeic ypovoug, yié pov, cod 'otdo. to yaia t@ Pold uov,

Kl €00 'GOVVE TO. LLATIO. OV K1 ETD 'GOVVE TO PAS LOD.

(For three years, my son, | gave you the milk of my breast,

You were my eyes, and you were my light.)

This couplet is recorded in Crete by Lioudaki (1939:415) in the following form:

K1’ ag taéw, d¢ o’ éfvlaca 10 yaia t@d Pold uov,

éo0 "oovv kal to. uabia pov, Ead govy Kai T0 PAS Hov.

(And still, I have never nursed you with the milk of my breast,

You were my eyes, you were my light too.)

In the Cesme version (204-5) the fragment reads as follows:

11 pov ypoacé, yié pov kalé, mod o’ EBpeya ue yala,

yia Aoyov oov moAla ‘walbo, tovta v’ To. To ueydia.

5 Cf. Sacrifice vv. 113-4: I'sig névog i° éopale dpyuds, uo 66 ué opaler k1 dAiog, | kai vo Aoyidlw 5é umopd moiog
Va3, 'vor Ao ueyalog.
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(My golden son, my good son, whom I nursed with milk,
| suffered much for you, but this is the hardest pain of all.)

The three versions show three different treatments of the common reference to nursing. The
period of three years from the first version is inexistent in the second, while the third one
(spatially remote from Crete?) not only contains no reference to the number of years but also
introduces a gradation of mother’s sufferings. It would be appealing to conjure an ‘original’
phrasing of an individual poet, whose formulation becomes ever weaker as it leaves its original
spatial, chronological, or cultural orbit. But an individual poet may have also used a familiar
phrase and make it more concrete, including it in the linear structure of the lament embedded
in the text (375-90): pregnancy-nursing-childhood-death, which was reproduced in Bouvier’s
version.

Another quotation from the Sacrifice in oral tradition is found in Panaratos, the popular
adaptation of Chortatsis’s Erophile (Zoras & Kretsi-Leontsini 1957:119; reference in Bakker
& van Gemert 1996:133):

Qoov tpoudpa ue kpotel, (OANY UEYOANY Exw

il &yporvog §j Edmviog Gv eluo Jev Karéyw.

(Oh what fear is consuming me, my confusion is great,

I do not know if | am awake or asleep.)

Perhaps what we have here is a trace of performances of the Sacrifice by popular theaters,
which would explain the transmission of a fragment into another play that was itself an
adaptation of a learned text.

Apostolos Karpozilos (1994) published an oral version of the Sacrifice in the dialect of
Mariupol Greeks. The song was recorded in the villages of Sartana, Makedoniya, and
Khersonets by A. Beletskii, in seven versions of which the longest one comprises 106 verses.
Those versions are remains of a longer poem entitled Sacrifice of Abraham composed in 1902
by Damian Bgaditsa from Sartana, but that text has not survived. A fragment of 14 stanzas
entitled ‘Lamentation of Sarah” was published by K. Kostan (1932) in Ukrainian translation;
the original is now lost. Karpozilos brings the longest song with a translation, comments, and
variants of the remaining six versions. The song is in rhymed fifteen-syllable verse, with an
additional rhyming of half-verses (on caesura). It is not known whether Bgaditsa’s poem came
as result of an oral tradition or the Greek Sacrifice was circulating in written form; what is
certain, though, is that its distant echo is heard in the Mariupol song (vv. 29-30; this dialect is
not comprehensible to standard Modern Greek speakers):
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I'nefa, Avram, ynefa, Avram, ty t’'masy us ta tora?

Ato tu styssis tu xurban, na tu pajs indun ora.

(Wake up, Abraham, wake up, Abraham, why are you still sleeping?

You need to offer a sacrifice, it is time for you to go.)

Compare the Cretan version (vv. 1-2):

Ebnva, APpacu, Comva, APpoou, yeipov ki Grovew oToov,

HOVTATO GO TODG 0VPAVODS GOV PEPVOD, K GPOVKPATOD.

(Wake up, Abraham, wake up, Abraham, come and stand up,

A news from heaven is brought to you, listen to it.)

The resemblances to the Cretan play, although striking and obvious, are relatively few;
structure of the plot, handling of motifs, relevance of actions have all undergone
transformations to conform to the system of folk poetry. We can recognize, for instance, Sarah’s
and Abraham’s laments, waking of Abraham (although due to the change in composition it
appears somehow gratuitous), waking of Isaac, and Isaac’s asking his father to bind his hands.
The most striking difference is the three visitors introduced in the beginning of the song,
representing the Holy Trinity in disguise, to which Abraham promises his long-desired child.
This episode is likely based to the iconographic depictions of the Hospitality of Abraham,
particularly popular in Russia (based on the Biblical story in Gen. 18:1-8). The poem ends
somewhat abruptly, in the manner of traditional folk songs. The form of the verse is observed
quite consistently, and the rhyme probably contributed to a more precise memorizing of
Bgaditsa’s text.

George Savvidis found quotations from the Sacrifice in a 12-verse poem entitled
Calliope’s Return or On Poetic Method written in 1819 by Phanariote Charisios Megdanis of
Kozani (Savvidis 1990). The poem represents, as Savvidis puts it, ‘an attempt of the Phanariote
cycle in the early nineteenth century to innovate linguistically and to vary metrically the
“monotony of Cretan epics” (Kalvos, 1824)’ (1990:69, reference in Bakker & van Gemert
1996:132, my translation).®

% Professor Savvidis also found quotations from the Sacrifice in texts by Kaisarios Dapontes; see Savvidis 1993,
reference in Bakker & van Gemert 1996:131.
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Glykeria Protopapa (1960) edited and published a short poem from an eighteenth-
century manuscript from Naxos, described in the catalog of the National Library in Athens as
A Poem of a Lovelorn Maiden (I1oinua Arwopvnuévnyg, Z 1027). The poem consists of 58 verses
out of which only four are not taken directly from the Sacrifice of Abraham. Protopapa calls
this poem an ‘imitation of the Sacrifice’ (oriyodpynua koo uiunor tijc O. t. A.) but the proper
term for this type of work, known from late antiquity, is cento — ‘a patchwork of hundred
pieces.” When needed, the verses were slightly modified so that the fragments may fit into the
genre of love poetry; Abraham’s and Sarah’s laments are transformed into sorrow for the absent
lover. Here is an example (eadem:215, vv. 1-4):

[1&g etvon Todto Poretd O ITAdotng voL OgAion
TNV Ayamds va apvnotig mob kdavel dikia kpion;
‘H Quyapia 1) Go@aitog, 6mov 0 dikio Kpivel

TG lvar Suvatdv &30 Vi GEAAT Kod VoL KAv;

The Sacrifice in this place reads (vv. 661-664):

[I&g etvon Todto umopers, 6 MAdotng va Oelioet
TETOL0 UVGTHPLO VO, YEVET, IOV KAveL dlKia kpiom;
H Quyapia 1) Go@aitog, 6mov ta dikio Kpivet,

TG vl umopetov £50 viL GPAULEL Kod vl KALve;

As one can observe, the only difference between the texts at this point is the beginning of
the second verse, where the motif impossible-made-possible, omnipresent in the Sacrifice, is
replaced with a phrase that fits better with the theme of the new poem. As Protopapa rightly
suggests, the words foleté and dvvarov — instead of umoperd(v) — are likely due to Venetian
editions of the Sacrifice that had the Cretan text ‘corrected.’

But it appears that it was in its written form that the play surpassed the limits of the Greek-
speaking readership. It was translated in prose into Karamanlidic Turkish—that is, Turkish
written in Greek alphabet for the use of Turkish-speaking Greek community—by a priest called
Papa-Andreas, and published in 1800 by the Patriarchal Press in Constantinople. This version
was reprinted in the Armenian script in 1812. The play was translated again in 1836 and
published by Ignatiadis brothers, also in Constantinople, this time in rhymed couplets of the
learned Ottoman poetry of ‘une valeur littéraire particuliére’ as Salaville and Dalleggio’s put it
in their catalog (1958:237). The name of the translator is hidden in an acrostic in a sphragis of
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the text (eidem:239). I think even this short passage can show the difference in poetic discourses
between the two texts; | owe thanks to my dear colleague Bilge Girgin for her help with the
translation:

Xntknie  IMaxdonv Povyavi kapwvooacip
Ipavike  TMoxnn OxoVd0VKTA GEV S1VOAGILL.
AonkAfy  Zoymy Noaoyet moviatlakony,
EttikatAfy QAapax Itootfi dovyratldkony.

Ad papx  @alhetA] Olovpoav mod APpadp yKimd,

Ivoaiiay, mod yextoyer Xovado OAOVP TOTAR TOOL YK,

If you look at it with Truthfulness, my spiritual sibling,

If you look at it and read it with Faith, my fellow believer,
You will find a worthy, true advice,

You will feel obedience like the faithful;

Even if you are as virtuous as this Abraham,

God willing, this story will become like sweet food for you.

The acrostic reads ‘Sileli Papa Sophronios’ or, in other words, Papa-Sophronios of Sile on
the Black Sea (X7 in Greek). The adaptation of the text into the meters and forms of Ottoman
learned poetry, including the passage above, is an appealing topic in its own right, with cultural
and historical implications regarding the political and cultural setting of millet-i Rum. It clearly
shows that the literary preferences of the educated Greeks of Ottoman Constantinople were at
least partly overlapping with the Ottoman learned audience of the time. The translation was
reprinted in Constantinople in Cyrillic in 1845, by a Bulgarian priest loanikios; there was also
the third Karamanlidic translation of 1862, published seven times before 1905.

At about the same time as the first Karamanlidic translation, the text was translated into
Serbian. This translation was published in 1799 by Vikentije Raki¢, at that time a priest in the
thriving Serbian merchant community of Trieste. Raki¢ attended a Greek school in his native
town of Zemun and his position in Trieste probably helped him come in touch with some of the
Venetian editions of the Greek Sacrifice. The translation was reprinted at least twelve times
until 1907, and apparently was widely read. A geographer Stevan MiloSevi¢ wrote at the time
(1822: XI1I):
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I encountered with joy quite a few shepherds in Syrmia who were spending their time with
flock in the field reading the Sacrifice of Abraham, Life of St. Lazarus, and other similar books.
And why do they read them so gladly? Because, first, these books are intelligible for their mind,
and second, since they are reasoning from the perspective of their nation [rod=yévoc], they
think all those things happened among Serbian people.’

But not only shepherds were interested in the Sacrifice; a well-known Serbian teacher and
writer, Milovan Vidakovi¢, teacher at the Serbian high school in Novi Sad, informs that the
Sacrifice of Abraham was one of the plays performed by the teachers of his school in 1836
(Popovi¢ 1925:153). According to Bakker and van Gemert, to whom we owe an excellent
critical edition of the Greek text, the first known Greek performance is given only in 1855 in
the island of Zakynthos by Dionysios Tavoularis, who then was a sixteen-year-old boy (Bakker
& van Gemert 1996:134). This makes Vidakovi¢’s staging of the Sacrifice the first known
performance of the text.®

Here is a fragment from the Serbian translation; it is faithful to the original with almost word-

for-word accuracy, but some of the ideas and images from the original are simplified to comply
with the traditional phrasing of the shorter Serbian verse (Raki¢ 1799:13):

Ljuta vatra serdce mi upali,
TeZak ognj duSu moju pali.
Kakvi noZi serdce mi proizoSe,

I utrobu moju probodose.

(A fierce flame has ignited my heart
A painful fire is burning my soul.
Oh the swords that struck my heart

And cut through my innards!)

" Reference in Vukadinovi¢ 1936:53-4, my translation.

8 The tradition of adaptations of Cretan theatrical works for performance was alive from the 18™ to the early 20"
century in Zakynthos during carnival, and points out to earlier performances; we have no surviving testimony for
any performance in Crete.
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While the Karamanlidic translations remain highly literary works, the Serbian translation,
despite the elements of the learned language, is markedly popular in character. It is written in
the traditional Serbian ten-syllable trochaic verse, rhymed after Greek original. The text fits
perfectly into the formulaic diction of the Serbian folk song, following the patterns established
by Albert Lord in his classical work, The Singer of Tales. This is Sarah’s lament (Raki¢
1799:26)

Ustaj sine Zalostna ti majka,

Ceka tebe na dvoru babajka.
Zalostnici da s njime putujes,
Do Morije gore da drugujes.
Da se tamo Bogu pomolite,

| Zalostnu Zertvu ucinite.

(Wake up my son, don’t make your mother sad,
Your daddy is waiting for you in the yard

So that you can travel with him in sorrow,

And keep him company to Moriah,

So that there you may pray to God,

And offer a sorrowful sacrifice.)

What Raki¢ translates here is not only the text itself, but also the orality of the original.
Cicero would probably call it a translation non verbum de verbo, sed sensum de sensu (not word
for word, but meaning for meaning). The meaning of the Cretan text was indeed to make the
known story sound popular, to draft it to the living oral tradition. The most striking deep-
structural element of the Greek play—its compliance to the rules and norms of oral poetic
diction—is thus transferred into another language using analogous expressive means. This can
explain the shepherds’ perception that “all those things happened among Serbian people.’

But not only Serbian priests were attracted by the charms of the Cretan drama. In 1858, a
Bulgarian sakellarios Andrey Popdoynov Robovski from Elena published a book entitled The
Sacrifice, or the Service of Abraham (Zertva, ili Sluzba Avraamova. Razgovorka za
Avraamovata i Isaakovata zertva), at Taddei Divichian’s print in Constantinople (Robovski
1858). Andrey Robovski was a teacher and priest in Elena and his work is a translation of Papa-
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Sophronios’ version; according to Fani Angelieva, who presented the Bulgarian translation in
the Balkanistichen forum a few years ago (Angelieva 1996), Robovski was using the Cyrillic
reprint of Papa-Sophronios’ translation of 1845.

If the translation was not ordered, then Robovski’s motive may be linked to the
popularity the Sacrifice already enjoyed among both Greeks and Serbs; by the middle of the
nineteenth century, the translation of Vikentije Raki¢ took a prominent place among Serbian
readership both in Austrian Empire and in the Principality of Serbia. At the time the Bulgarian
version was published, at least nine Serbian editions were in circulation. The press of the
Serbian Principality in Belgrade was a major center of print in Bulgarian language and many
important works of the Bulgarian cultural revival (sw3pasicoane) were printed there; the same
press also hosted an undated reprint of the Sacrifice, which can be roughly dated not long after
1848.° At this point we do not know whether Robovski knew about Serbian translation and if
it influenced his treatment of the Karamanlidic text, but it should be taken into consideration.
The Karamanlidic translation was also transliterated into Armenian script and published in 1812
(Bekker & van Gemert 1996:133).

Robovski’s text follows the structure of the Turkish translation, with a narrative introduction
and a versified prolog to the readers. Angelieva gives the following examples:

Tlauot pov, kavaxaopn pov, Bappog ki araveoyn uov,

apnyopio. kol (Hon 1ov, GUE UE THV EVKN LOD.

(My child, my boy, my strength and my endurance,

My consolation and my life, go with my blessing.)

In Turkish written in old Cyrillic:

Xatioe cesronu oenymnv, 8e CUSUHAONCAKD, YMYOYMD i0IVHA ODAPACUHD

xatioe 2b03yMYHD HypPY, OMPYMYHD 6apU, Xaupb 006aMU Anacunb.

(Go, my beloved son, my sweet shelter, my hope, take off to the journey,

® The ‘widow of Gligorije Vozarovi¢’ is signed as publisher; Gligorije Vozarovi¢, editor, founder of the Serbian
Principality Press, died in 1848.

10 In modern Turkish orthography: Haydi sevgili oglum ve siginacak umudum, yoluna bakasin | Haydi gézimin
nuru, omriimiin vari, haywr dovami alasin.
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Go, light of my eyes, my life’s all, you have my blessing.)

In Bulgarian:

Xatioe 4400 u Haoextcoo, 66 NEMA 04 CU UOUUD,

cerme Ha ouume mu, npreov boea da npreocmasuute.

(Go, my child and my hope, take off to the journey,

Light of my eyes, present yourself before God.)!

The verse of the Bulgarian translation was meant to be the rhymed trochaic fourteen-syllable
(8+6), but the number of syllables varies from fourteen in the beginning up to twenty-four
towards the end of the poem. Robovski has no control of his verse and his rhymes are poor and
irregular. This is one of the extreme examples (Robovski 1858:53):

O Omue! Tol omb Mmb3u ApOCMb AKO He Cb OM’ 8bPHUULD, NOCITID Welb 0d CA PACKAUWUD,
(that is one verse!)

3611/1401’1’10 Cb mv3u pa60mfx, HA C6rbms Welds 3vj1b NPpUMIops mal 0a ocmasul®.

Angelieva’s assessment of Robovski’s translation is not a positive one; she says that ‘the
Bulgarian translation does not correspond to the Greek original in terms of artistry.” One may,
however, suppose the high literary value of Papa-Sophronios’s Karamanlidic translation had at
least partially influenced Robovski’s decision to translate the work. Robovski’s translation
never became popular, although it has its place in the early period of the Bulgarian
8b3padicoane.

In conclusion, I will list some of the fundamental questions raised by the Sacrifice of
Abraham. The first is related to the field of literary history and the construction of its narratives.
If we are to approach the works of the past reconstructing their sociocultural contexts, and |
believe we do, then we should also observe the tastes and attitudes of the public of the period.
Seen in this light, it might seem that the age of Enlightenment is less the age of the
Enlightenment and more the age of the Sacrifice of Abraham.

U1 Raki¢ in this place has only Sladkij sine ah uteho moja! / Zalostnica §to ¢e majka tvoja. (My sweet son, oh my
consolation! / Your unfortunate mother can do nothing now.)

62



Iphigenia as A Bestseller: The Sacrifice of Abraham and Its Slavic and Ottoman Nachleben

The second point is related to the orality of the Greek text and its translations. | do not believe
it is a coincidence that the versions that were closer to the oral poetic tradition had become
significantly more popular than those that were strictly literary in character. Despite the text’s
themes and motives, which were largely incompatible with the repertoire of the popular poetry,
its form allowed it to be osmotically absorbed into the textuality of the folklore tradition, often
substantially changing the text’s original themes, its important ideological and religious points,
and even its genre. The style seemed to matter above all, while the content was negotiable and
of secondary importance.

My third and the final question is: Was there a literature of the Millet-i Rum? I am fully
aware how this question may sound at this point; but if there was one, the Sacrifice of Abraham
would be its primary example—even though, strictly speaking, two of the versions were
composed outside of the Ottoman borders. Its translation was so easily absorbed in another
language that a reader thought it happened ‘among his own kin.” A translation of a text in this
case is not an exploration of otherness, as we like to think of it today, but on the contrary, a
quest for similarity and familiarity, a palinode of one’s own dominant identity.

In line with Maria Todorova, | argue that, somewhat paradoxically, it was the Ottoman
imperial context that enabled those close cultural ties. Soon after the formation of the nation
states, the interconnectedness, cooperation, and antagonisms between the ethnicities of the
Millet-i Rum were irretrievably lost. The multilingualism was the first to disappear: the Greek
school in Zemun, where Raki¢ like many other Serbs of his time learned Greek (although,
strictly speaking, outside of the Ottoman borders), was closed in the mid-nineteenth century.
The similar applies to the knowledge of Greek among Bulgarians. The widespread knowledge
of Turkish was suppressed and replaced with standardized national languages, pushing the
Karamanlidic or Cyrillic Turkish editions into complete irrelevance and oblivion. After the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the Southeastern Europeans get to know each other through
Western eyes and with the mediation of the Western cultural centers. To return to Todorova,
the more efficiently the Balkan nation states erase the memory of their Ottoman past, the more
they are losing the common denominator of their own cultural heritages.
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