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Abstract

The peoples of the Balkans have a profoundly rich folklore with an
exuberant oral and written tradition, and North Macedonia is no exception,
although it mainly shares its characteristics with the other folklores from the
region. This essay will present one area of the beliefs of the Macedonian people
and that area are supernatural beings. They include the vampire, the specter,
the fairy, the dragon, the lamia, the witch, the fates and the talasam. What is
interesting is that the beliefs in some of these creatures is not a simple matter
of history, but they are to be found persisting in certain areas up until now, the
215 century.

Keywords: Supernatural beings, folklore, tradition, Balkans, North
Macedonia.

Makedon inanglarinda Dogaiistii Varliklar
Ozet

Balkan halklarinin coskulu bir s6zIi ve yazili gelenegi olan son derece zengin
bir folkloru vardir ve oOzelliklerini esas olarak bolgedeki diger folklorlarla
paylasan Kuzey Makedonya da bu gelenegi paylasma konusunda istisna
degildir. Bu makale Makedon halkinin vampir, hayalet, peri, ejderha, lamia,
cadi, kader ve talasam gibi dogatstu varliklara olan inanglarini ele alacaktir.
Enterasan sekilde, bu yaratiklarin bazilari hakkindaki inanglarin basit bir tarih
meselesi olmamasidir ve bu durum simdiye kadar bazi alanlarda kalici ve israrci
sekilde striip gitmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Dogalstu varliklar, folklor, gelenek, Balkanlar, Kuzey
Makedonya.
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AncTpakr

HapoauTte of bankaHOT MmaaT HeBepojaTHO 6oraT GOSKAOP U UCTO TONIKY
6orat ycHa M nuwaHa Tpaguuuja. MakegoHUMTE He Ce MUCKAYYOK MaKo
MaKegOHCKMOT  GONKAOP TeHepaNHo M AeM  UCTUTE  WAM  CAUYHM
KapaKTepUCTMKM CO OcCTaHaTuTe GoaKopu of pernoHot. OBOj ecej Ke rm
NpeTcTaBu BepyBatbaTa Ha MaKeAOHLMTE BO HAaTNPUPOAHM CYLUTECTBA, KOU U
BKAy4yBaaT BamMnupoT, MPUBMAEHMETO, CamoBMAaTa, 3MEjoT, namjata,
BELUTEpPKaTa, HapeyHuuute M TanacamoT. OHa LWTO € WMHTEePecHO € AeKa
BEPYBakbaTa BO HEKOM O, OBME CYLUTECTBA He ce AeN of UcTopujata, TyRy
nepsncTMpaaT BO 0APeAEHN PETMOHN U 40 AeHec, BO 21-MOT Bek.

KnyuHu 360poBu: HaTnpmnpoaHu cywtectsa, donknop, Tpaauumja, bankaH,
CesepHa MakegoHwja.

Introduction

Beliefs have a tendency to persist and persevere, even when they
seem to be outdated or simply not in line with modern beliefs,
especially when, like in the 21 century, the scientific evidence against
those beliefs is unquestionable. On the other hand, the beliefs of a
people, their mythology and folklore, make up a fundamental
distinguishing feature that must never be underestimated.

The peoples of the Balkan Peninsula share a lot of beliefs, even
though those beliefs seem to vary from village to village, with
overlapping onomasticons. These beliefs are a palimpsest of centuries
upon centuries of indigenous, pre-Slavic, Slavic pagan and, later on,
Christian influences, each set of beliefs transformed by a variety of
influences and evolutionary change. The result is a rich tapestry of
rituals and anthropomorphic (and theriomorphic) creatures that are
either deified or vilified.

This essay is going to present several of those creatures, which we
found not only interesting, but the belief in some of which seems to
defy time and persists even nowadays. The popularity of the creatures
to be presented here is further aided by popular culture, mainly
literature and film. For reasons that are not the focus of this essay,
supernatural beings continue to provide inspiration through the
centuries.
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The mythology of Macedonians

When it comes to the beliefs of the people of North Macedonia, they
follow the general characteristics of the Slavic folk culture in the
traditional archetype of which, according to Tanas Vrazinovski® “are
inscribed tendencies towards a mythological and symbolic
personification of occurrences and processes that took place in nature”
and these tendencies play an important role in the formation of
fantastical mythological characters and images in human
consciousness?. The collective folk psyche has been partially built upon
the mythic-religious (connected with the ritual) and the mythic-heroic
(related with the legend). Mythology (any, not just the Slavic one)
answers questions such as when, how and why the world was created,
with all its beings and people, what is the meaning of human existence,
while also containing guidelines on how to live.

Myth, therefore, expresses, emphasizes and confirms belief, it keeps
and asserts moral principles, and it ensures the efficiency of the rituals
and gives practical rules to people. What is more, mythology gives birth
to the belief in gods and other supernatural beings. The religious and
mythological motifs on the Balkans, including North Macedonia,
comprise of rudiments of the old Indo-European mythology as well as
segments of antique and indigenous Balkan ritual culture and cults.?

Supernatural beings are numerous in Macedonian beliefs and we
are, therefore, going to limit our presentation to only a handful. Most
of these beliefs have been collected by the most famous collector of folk
work in this region and that is Marko Cepenkov, who is believed to have
gathered over 800 works, making him one of the top collectors of folk
tales in Europe®. Two other collectors of folklore material and of great
importance are Stefan |. Verkovic and Kuzman Sapkarev. In recent
decades, two members of the Institute for Folklore in Skopje, namely

1All translations from Macedonian and Serbian are done by the author of the text.

2 TaHac BpaxkuHoBCKM, HapodHa mumornozuja Ha MakedoHyume KHura 1, Ckonje:
Knuromnspgatenctso Matmua MakegoHcKa, 1998, p. 9.

3 BpaKMHOBCKK, HapoaHa mutonornja Ha MakegoHuuTte, p. 14.

4 Kupun NeHywnuncku, KHuea 3a npukasHume Ha Mapko LleneHkos, Ckonje: MaTtuua
MakegoHcka, 2003, p. 5.
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Tanas Vrazinovski and Leposava Spirovska, have contributed greatly to
the understanding of the current state of beliefs in rural areas of the
country, witnessing the persistence of some old beliefs.

Albeit there are numerous supernatural beings in the folklore and
mythology of North Macedonia, the ones we have chosen to present
are: the specter and the talasam; the vampire, the dragon, the lamia,
the witch, the fates and the fairy. The choice was influenced by several
criteria: first of all, creatures which are specific to the region, namely
the talasam, the lamia and the fates. The talasam can be found in
Serbian and Macedonian folklore, whereas the fates and the lamia
come from Greek folklore and mythology. Even though the vampire has
gone on to have an international career on its own — we felt it was
important to demystify its roots. The fairy and the dragon can be found
in most European mythologies and folklore (Celtic, Slavic, German,
English, and French). The specter proved the least easy to define of all
beings and the witch is the most universal being.

Supernatural beings in Macedonian beliefs
The talasam (Tanacam, TanacmaH, T'n’c’m, ToNI0COM, TaNaCoH)

This supernatural being is quite an elusive one. The two stories we
have collected by Marko Cepenkov® refer to it in two ways: one is a
nominal reference to a ghost-like creature, usually to be found in places
where people have been violently killed and buried; and the second is
an adjectival reference to what would be translated as ‘haunted’ as in
house or place. In both these instances, the term talasam can easily be
replaced by ghost or specter. In Serbian beliefs, however, the talasam
or talason, gets its specific role: as a house demon, a keeper of bridges
or houses, which reflects the adjectival form Cepenkov was using. So,
the talason is linked to builders who, wanting to ensure their creation
lasted longer, would often use the measurement of a person in their
building and thus the person would forever remain attached to that
object, after death. Although generally a benevolent, protective

5 Mapko LeneHkoB, MakeOoHCKU HapoOHU ymomeopbu, KHura gesetta (HapoaHu
BepyBarba. JeTcku urpu). Ckonje: MakegoHcKa Kuura, 1972, p. 105 and 123.

Jiees



Supernatural Beings in Macedonian Beliefs 95

creature, the talason could, of course, be very frightening and
vindictive.

The specter (ceHuwrTe)

Marko Cepenkov has collected 20 stories which tell of specters —
their equivalent would be the generic term ‘ghost’. The specter is,
however, not immaterial - in some of the stories it appears as either as
human®, a goat’ or a dog®, whereas in the others it resembles a shape-
shifter: either each night or to each person, it appears differently, some
of the forms including that of a huge ox, a huge bull, a huge cat, a rabbit,
a kid. When it could not be seen, it could be heard, producing sounds
resembling a donkey, a cat, screaming and crying sounds. Cepenkov
says that the forms it could take were as many as there were days in the
year.® When in human form, it interacts with people, but in most
interactions, the people involved in the experience seem to be in a
trance, or a dream-like state, from which they recover either when the
roosters announce dawn, or someone else addresses them.

The fates (HapeuHULM)

Belief in fate is universally present in all pre-modern societies and
belief systems and the people from the Balkans are no exception, with
the determining of a newborn’s fate being one of the most present
motifs.1% In Macedonian beliefs, the fate is determined at midnight, on
the third night of the birth of a child by three women, commonly
considered to be three sisters. This is done in gradation: the fate of the
child if prophesied by the youngest woman first, then the middle and
the oldest at the end — it is her decision that is final and cannot be
changed. In some parts the gradation is reversed, with the oldest giving
the worst fate first, which is them ameliorated by the middle and the
youngest, so that the child has some good and some bad in his/her life.
The fate is inscribed on the child’s forehead or written down in a book.

6 lbid., p. 91
7 bid., p. 92
8 |bid., p. 95
9 |bid., p. 82
10 BpaxuHosckuM, 1998, p. 193.
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It was important for the fates to be welcomed properly, so parents
would leave honey and other sweets on the table, making sure the fire
was on during the night. There were also certain rituals to be performed
on the night of their arrival, including placing three objects in the baby’s
crib, tying in a ring in its clothes, etc.

The purpose of all activities was to ensure longevity, on the one
hand, and material wellbeing on the other.

The lamia (namja, namma)

The lamia of Greek mythology - a woman who became a child-eating,
half-woman, half-serpent monster after Hera killed her children as
revenge for Zeus’ infidelity with her — only tangentially resembles the
lamia of Balkan beliefs, where it is a serpent-like creature, but with no
anthropomorphic characteristics. It is, however, female and in some
areas, it is believed to be the sister of the dragon. According to
Vrazinovski, there are insufficient authentic materials to reconstruct
precisely a complete image of the lamia in Macedonian beliefs!!, except
for a few: it is known that she is hunted by St. llija, who throws
thunderbolts at her in the summer when she is destroying the wheat
crops. She is also known to drink the wheat and grapes as they ripen. In
Macedonian beliefs, it is also St. Gjorgjia who kills the lamia (in western
Christian beliefs, it is a dragon in question) for, as an exceptionally
negative demon, she is considered the bringer of sleet-filled clouds and
the destroyer of the harvest.

She is described as being an animal with a huge mouth, wings, four
legs and a long tail. She can have more than one head -3, 7, 9 or 40
and, in some beliefs, can breathe fire as well, which blurs the distinction
between her and the dragon even further.

The dragon (3mej, 3meB)

The dragon is yet another being inherited by the Macedonians from
the pagan beliefs, where it differs greatly from the image and the
function given in fairy tales and stories. In the beliefs of Macedonians,
the dragon is a protective creature, protecting its town or region, as a
‘sleet-protector’ whose function was to stop the sleet-carrying clouds,

11 BpasknHoBCcKM, 1998, p. 188.
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brought on by different demons (mainly the lamia) — each weather
storm was a huge threat for the livelihood of the peasant and these
protectors had, therefore, a very important place in their beliefs. The
dragon has gone through significant changes and alterations through
the centuries —an example of an aspect no longer pertinent is the image
of the winged, fiery creature stealing beautiful women.

As for his form, he can even be dimorphic — half human, half animal,
although he is generally either theriomorphic or anthropomorphic. It is
this anthropomorphism that is unusual for the modern reader, as
Macedonians believed the dragon to be human, just like them, with the
ability to procreate with women, who then give birth to baby dragons —
humans with tiny wings, and only those pure of heart are able to see
them.

The fairy (camosuna)

The fairies are one of the most common supernatural beings in the
folk beliefs of many European nations, but particularly in the beliefs and
folk tradition of the southern Slavs, in which they are connected with
the cults of water, rivers, springs, forests and mountains. In Macedonian
beliefs they are also very popular, and are known under several other
names, such as camoaueu (samodivi), jyaun (yudi), amunmum (lichnici),
nepum (perii), majku (majki-mothers)'?, even though, generally, people
avoided saying any of their names, for fear of invoking their fear, and
instead used personal pronouns.

They are, almost without exception, female, the exception being an
area in western Macedonia where they can also be male. Although they
are always thought of as beautiful and benevolent (aided, without a
doubt, by the fascination with them in popular film and television), they
are actually considered demons and, in some areas, are thought to be
ugly and malevolent. Oftentimes, they are described with a beautiful
face, green eyes and usually red, very long hair which they never cut,
for within in lay their power. In contrast to this, they are also thought to
have goat’s hooves instead of feet. They are also described as lustful,
choosing strong human men as their partners — but these secret
partners often waned away. Fairies are also known by the fairy wedding

12 1bid., 166.
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and the fairy folk-dance, both filled with magic, music and joy, in many
areas believed to continue up to today.

The witch (BewTepKa, BewTnya)

The most universal of all supernatural beings mentioned here, the
witch is yet another way to demonize women. The belief in them
predates Christianity and they are thought to either send illnesses to
people, turn them into animals, bring discord between spouses, cause
storms, but also sometimes heal.'® In the one reference by Cepenkov??,
similarly to the vampire, the witches became old women after death, so
in this case it is as a female equivalent to the vampire. However, in most
cases they are live women who live just like everyone else, but have
contact with the devil and therefore, their soul leaves at nighttime,
sometimes in the form of a butterfly, and roams the village, often
causing trouble. Some women were able to become witches just by
being very bad or by performing certain rituals.

They are also famous for their secret meetings to which they flew on
broomsticks, and at which they feasted on human hearts. Similar to the
fairies, they had dance and music, but overall these were more sinister
meetings. Just like in other belief systems, the traditions in the region
also mention different ways of recognizing and destroying a witch, but
these are about as preposterous as the ones used to persecute witches
in the famous Salem witch trials.

The vampire (Bamnup, Banup, Bonep, BoNnup, BaMnNupuH, janep)

John Lawson?, it would appear very justifiably, called the vampire
an invention of the Slavs, and for this essay two aspects related to the
vampire are of importance: the first is the etymology of the term
vampire and its relation to this region; the second is the stubborn
persistence of the beliefs and popularity of this being, which is reaching
all-time heights in the 21% century. Milisav Popovic says that many
today believe that they know all there is to know about vampires, if we
take into account the sheer volumes written about them, but the secret

13 1bid., 237.

14 lleneHKos, 1972, p.124.

15 in NlenocaBa CnupoBcKa, TaHac BpaKMHOBCKW, Bammnupume 680 MaKeOOHCKUme
sepysarba u npedaHuja. NHcTUTyT 3a ponknop Mapko LleneHkos, 1988, p. 8.
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ties that keep these creatures bound to the mountains of the Balkans
have never been fully unveiled.*®

According to Spirovska and Vrazinovski'’ there are no thematic,
content and aesthetical differences between the stories Cepenkov
collected in the 19" century and what they both collected in the 20™,
confirming the continuity of the beliefs in this creature. Testifying to its
popularity that as recently as the very end of the 20*" century, they were
able to gather no less than 50 legends involving vampires in just one
village.

The etymology of the word still remains a mystery, although
Kazimierz Moszynski'® insists that the origins are Macedonian, from
whence the word was taken by Serbian and Croatian and then it found
its way to all European languages. It is interesting to note that all Slavic
people have very similar terms: Russians and Ukranians call it upir or
vapir, vepir, vampire; Belorussians call it vupor, Czechs upir or vihodlak,
Poles vampire or upjur, Bulgarians call it vampir, vapir?.

In Macedonian beliefs there are elaborate details as to who and how
one can become a vampire, how to prevent the becoming of one, and
how to destroy a vampire. There are also different types of vampires:

e Husband, sexual partner. This type of vampire is trying to
conceive a child with the woman who used to be his wife while he was
alive (interestingly, he never attacks someone else’s wife). If a child is
born, he becomes a vampirdzija (eamnupyuja) — a vampire hunter, i.e.
a person who can recognize and destroy a vampire.

e  Family man. This is a benevolent type of vampire who helps
with the cattle, providing the family with money and clothes.

16 Milisav Popovic, Zaboravljena gora: Mitska bica drevnog Balkana, Laguna, 2009,
p.131.

17 CnnpoBscKa, BpaxKMHOBCKK, BamnupuTe BO MaKefOHCKUTE BEpYBatba U NpeaaHuja, p.
6.

18 |bid. 11.

19 Kazimierz Moszynski, Kultura ludowa Slowian: Kultura duchowa. M, Warszawa, 1967,
p. 654.

20 CnnposcKa, BpaskmHoBsckK, 1988, p. 8.
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e A damage causing vampire. This is the most common type,
causing damage to his close ones, the property and the cattle.

e Butcher. This is the rarest type, who becomes a butcher to be
close to blood.

e Animal. This type of vampire can transform himself into a dog.

Several other characteristics come up in the legends as well: the
infidelity of the wife, physical harm and damage, scaring the cattle and
the other villagers, the digging up of a body that is bloated with blood,
killing it with a stake, involving the local clergy, etc.

Many rituals?* were performed to ensure the dead one does not
become a vampire: burning the body, throwing the body in a swamp,
burying it at a crossroad, weighing it down with stones, burying it facing
downwards, or placing poppy or a scythe in the coffin, placing a pebble
or a coin under the tongue, cutting his heels, tying his arms behind his
back and, more often than not, the head was cut and placed at the feet,
on the stomach, or the heart was pierced with a stake. Another measure
of prevention was to never leave the body of the deceased alone, for
fear an animal might jump over his body and to ensure the burial rituals
are performed precisely, so the body is watched over day and night,
with the lights on.

As for the type of person who was likely to become a vampire after
death, there many different descriptions, ranging from very bad and
sinful people, to those who have died alone, or have died with an
unfulfilled desire, or those who died either childless or with another
unfinished obligation towards the family or society, or those who have
died a violent death.?

From the descriptions given above, it is clear that the vampire of the
legends and folk beliefs is greatly different from the image of the
vampire we have today — that image is based mainly on the literary
character of Count Dracula from the novel by Bram Stoker, further
shaped by Hollywood.

21 Bpa)KMHOBCKK, HapogHa muTonorvja Ha MakegoHuumTe (KHura 1), p. 222.
22 |bid., 223.
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Conclusion

The brief descriptions of some of the supernatural beings to be
found in the beliefs of the people of North Macedonia, on the one hand,
provided proof that most mythologies, at least the Indo-European ones,
have many universal beliefs and many beings in common, and the Slavic
ones have even more in common. On the other hand, it was important
to present the origins of these beings, in their original form, before the
advent of literary works and Hollywood which, in most cases, drastically
changed the image of these beings. It is also noteworthy how not just
the image, but the beliefs in some of these creatures persist until now,
the 21° century, pointing to the more archetypal and primeval nature
of supernatural creatures, and not just the function they have in each
folklore or mythological system. It is our belief that these creatures will
persist in the centuries to come as well, for they form a part of our
collective and inherited tradition.

References

Kupun MNenywnunckn. KHuza 3a npukasHume Ha Mapko LleneHkos. Ckonje:
MaTuua MakegoHcka, 2003.

Nlenocasa CnmposBcka u TaHac Bpa*KMHOBCKW. Bamnupume 80
MaKkedoHCcKUme sepysarba U npedaHuja. Ckonje: MHCTUTYT 3a donknop MapKo
LleneHkos, 1988.

MapKko LleneHkoB. MakedoHCKU HApoOHU ymomeopbu. KHura pesetta
(HapoaHu BepyBamba. [leTcku urpm). Ckonje: MakegoHcKa KHura, 1972,

Milisav Popovic. Zaboravljena gora: Mitska bica drevnog Balkana. Beograd:
Laguna, 20009.

Mladen Milosavljevic. Bica iz narodnih verovanja i predanja (2) — Talason.
(retrieved  from  http://urbanestrane.rs/2018/09/14/talason-tajanstveni-
cuvar-gradjevina/?fbclid=IwAR158Kdx13sFiXqBDTOgbZFubdz-
VBXEIBqSkFdpMTUFY5v-z 5A6lw\Vy84)

Coduvja TpeHuyoBcKa. “[lemoHONOWKKUTE OUTUjA BO MaKegOHCKUTE
BO/LLEOHMU npuKasHu”, (retrieved from
http://makedonija.rastko.net/cms/files/books/4a73026303d4e)

TaHac BparknHoBcKU. HapodHa mumornoezuja Ha MakedoHyume (KHura 1).
Ckonje: KHuronsgatenctso MaTtuua MakeaoHcka, 1998.

liees



http://urbanestrane.rs/2018/09/14/talason-tajanstveni-cuvar-gradjevina/?fbclid=IwAR158Kdx13sFjXqBDT0gbZFubdz-VBxEIBqSkFdpMTUFY5v-z_5A6IwVy84
http://urbanestrane.rs/2018/09/14/talason-tajanstveni-cuvar-gradjevina/?fbclid=IwAR158Kdx13sFjXqBDT0gbZFubdz-VBxEIBqSkFdpMTUFY5v-z_5A6IwVy84
http://urbanestrane.rs/2018/09/14/talason-tajanstveni-cuvar-gradjevina/?fbclid=IwAR158Kdx13sFjXqBDT0gbZFubdz-VBxEIBqSkFdpMTUFY5v-z_5A6IwVy84
http://makedonija.rastko.net/cms/files/books/4a73026303d4e

