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0.0. I will begin with several sentences about Serbian folk epic poetry for those
not familiar with this kind of Serbian literature. Serbian folk epic poetry, as well as
folk tyric poetry, is the most important part not only of Serbian oral tradition, but of
the whole Serbian literature. Without this kind of poetry the Serbs would be, as Voj-
islav Puri¢ says, “without a significant place in world literature, and without the
most immediate and best expression of the folk spirit” (Puri¢ 1969: 7). As a confir-
mation of its importance and values we can mention the fact that Pushkin and Goet-
he were impressed by the creative qualities of Serbian folk poetry. It has therefore
been studied from different angles and aspects, but no one has showed interest in
this particular issue. It should be noted however that the Russian researcher D. N,
Medrish (Menpuwm 1974: 121-142) treated these issued more specifically, consi-
dering the verses of the Serbian folk epic poem The Building of Ravanica. But be-
fore we embark on treating our topic, we should to some extent indicate the pro-
blems of studying time in a literary, creative text and its relation to real, objective
time in which we live and act.

0.1. It should be noted that by the end of the last century (around the 70’s and later)
there was a real abundance of works' investigating the functioning of time (and space
as well), primarily in literary texts”. The essential thesis which held at the time (and

1 We will mention just the few most interesting works from the Russian language area (CyxaHosa
1970; Eropos 1974; Ilerpos 1974; T'eit 1975; dupcosa 1979; Canapor 1974; [Tosusxosa 1980;
Hlymaposa 1980; Skosnesa 1991).

2 Itisvery interesting and very curious that dealing with time in literary texts most researchers with
no reserves confuse the present, past and future tenses with atemporal verb categories such as the
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does so nowadays too) was the opinion that “time can be expressed in two ways: ob-
jectively, i.e. in the way it is in reality, and subjectively, i.e. as individually perceived
and expressed. The first time is real, the second is creative” (ToSovi¢ 2006: 57). Fur-
ther on this thesis was elaborated in the sense that those two kinds of time did not over-
lap. “If they overlapped completely, that would mean that the artist had nothing new to
say about the world, and could only repeat it; then again, if the common basis of cre-
ative and real parameters disappeared, the issue would tum out to be inessential, to be
something unable to exist either in time or space” (T'eit 1975: 253). If we start from so-
mewhat different positions, this thesis seems extremely biased and rather untrue. Na-
mely, time has its course that man, for now at least, cannot possibly affect. It is outside
man, but man is on the other hand in it. Time does not depend on man, but man is extre-
mely dependent on time. But, to make time somehow closer to himself and more easi-
ly comprehensible, within the grammar of his language man gave names to certain pe-
riods of time so that, in the Serbian language, we have the following temporal catego-
ries: the present time (the present), the past time (the perfect), the long-past time (the
pluperfect), the future time (the future). The time designations created in this way ena-
ble a man to observe more easily the position of himself and other things in time. The
so-called “objective time” glides along one plane in one direction — forward. In cre-
ating a work of art by using verbal material (language), the author (artist), in descri-
bing a certain event, makes use of different grammatical temporal categories through
which he builds a multidimensional temporal complex. Thus the notion called “cre-
ative time” does not include the creator’s subjective manner of time perception®, but
his conscious employment of the available grammatical temporal categories dictated
by the creative process. This boils down to creative manipulation, not of objective

infinitive, the imperative etc. We will mention one such example: “In the following extract the
opposite method is used — different verb forms are stated in sequence (present tense — infinitive —
past tense — present tense — infinitive — past tense — imperative — infinitive — imperative — infinitive
— past tense)” (ToSovi€ 2006: 75).

3 “Creative time, as distinct to objective time, is characterised by different ways of subjective per-
ception of time. Man’s feeling of time is, as is well known, extremely subjective. It can be “drawn
out”, but it can also “race”. A moment can be “stopped”, while a longer period can “pass in the
blink of an eye”. A work of art makes this subjective perception of time one of the forms of depic-
ting reality. However, objective time is included at the same time: at times observing the rules of
unity of the time of the plot and readers-spectators in French classic drama, at other times abando-
ning that unity, stressing differences, introducing narration largely from the subjective aspect of
time” (LihaCov 1967 www),
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time but of the grammatical temporal categories. It is therefore that in this paper we are
dealing with grammatical temporal categories (forms) in a literary text.

1.0. Standard Serbian has 14 verb forms: the present, the aorist, the perfect, the im-
perfect, the pluperfect, the future, imperative, the present participle, the passive adjec-
tive, the infinitive, the active adjective, the past participle, future I, the conditional
mood — where only the first six express the category of time. According to our rese-
arch, there are five verbal temporal forms operating in Serbian folk epic poetry: the
present, the perfect, the aorist, the imperfect, the future, with the exception of pluper-
fect. As regards the use of verbal forms not expressing time, the infinitive and the im-
perative are noticeably employed. According to our statistical procedure, considering
the total, there are 2,129 verbal temporal forms in 2,609 verse lines.

1.1. Table No. 1 contains the data on the numerical and percentage occurrence of
the tense forms present in five Serbian folk epic poems, as well as the proportion of
the number of verse lines per poem and the number of used verbal tense forms.

Table 1

Zenidba Dusanova (Dugan’s wedding)

The total number of verse lines in the poem 690
The number of tense forms employed 587 =85.07%
Nahod Momir (Momir the Foundling)
The total number of verse lines in the poem 394
The number of tense forms employed 316 = 80.20%
Banovié¢ Strahinja
The total number of verse lines in the poem 810
The number of tense forms employed 665 =82.10%
Marko Kraljevié i Arapin (Marko Kraljevi¢ and the Arab)
The total number of verse lines in the poem 434
The number of tense forms employed 329=75.81%
Marko Kraljevic i Musa Kesedzija
The total number of verse lines in the poem 281
The number of tense forms employed 232=82.57%
TOTAL
The total number of verse lines in the poems 2,609
The number of tense forms employed 2,129 = 81.60%
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We can notice in this table that in 82 per 100 verse lines there is a verb form signi-
fying time, whereas only 18 verse lines were written without using the tenses. If we
added the presence of verbal forms not expressing time, the percentage would be
even more marked. We could conclude from this that Serbian folk epic poetry is
very rich in tenses. The reason for such a high occurrence of tenses could be easily
explained by the fact that each epic poem is based on an event, and “where there is
no event, there is no time” (ToSovié¢ 2006: 57). However, if we quote the data obta-
ined from research into the same phenomenon in lyric poetry conducted by A. Ci§-
i€, where 376 tense forms were found in 502 verse lines, amounting to 74.90%
(Cisi¢ 2006: ?), then discovering connections between events and tenses in the afo-
resaid way becomes pointless. A high percentage of tense forms in the text of epic
and lyric poetry could therefore be explained by the manner of conveying the po-
etic epic and lyric subject matter including a high degree of dynamics.

1.2. Of special interest here is the dominating presence of the present tense* in
the Serbian language area and in folk epic and lyric poetry. Namely, our research
shows that out of the total number (2,129) of the found verb tense forms, 1,260 (or
59.18%) are in the present, whereas all the remaining forms amount to 869
(40.82%) forms. A. Cigié¢’s numerical values for the present and the other encoun-
tered tense forms are very close to ours, which is shown by the data obtained from
both kinds of poetry, entered into Table 2.

4 Research concerning the Russian folk verse showed that the perfect was the dominant tense (cf.
ToSovi¢ 2006: 71). According to that the perfect tense should also be in the first place in Serbian
folk poetry. However, as demonstrated by our statistics, the present is the most frequent. We come
across the same data in the work of D. Medris, who analysed the Serbian folk epic poem The Buil-
ding of Ravanica (cf. Menpuut 1974). Why is that so? We think for several reasons. Firstly, after
losing the state and sinking into centuries of slavery, folk epic poetry was for Serbs their only spiri-
tual means which united them and kept them alive. Therefore the present tense forms, signifying
the present, namely reality and truth, are the most numerous, as every past carried with it a certain
measure of fantasy, haziness, unreality. Thus all the events from the poems, with the dominant use
of the present tense, seemed much more real and true. Secondly, through the use of the present ten-
se an illusion is created in the literary work of the real presence of the narrator, which dispels any
doubts as to his fictional nature. Thirdly, it is possible that folk epic poets (the gousle players) were
actually witnesses of some events, so that they indicated their presence by using the present tense.
The present was by analogy transferred to other events not witnessed by the gousle players. Four-
thly, apart from its indicative use, the present tense is also often used in Serbian in its relative use
as the historical present, especially in works with historical elements. Its dominant presence in
Serbian folk epic and lyric poetry is therefore logical.
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Table 2

The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect | The future
Epic poetry 59.18% . 19.73% 10.43% 3.24% 7.42%
Lyric poetry 52.80% 27.73% 8.80% 4.27% 6.40%

Namely, in Alma Cii¢’s material, out of 375 tense forms, the present occurs in
198 cases (or 52.80%), while 177 (or 47.20%) represent other tense forms. The
difference of 5.60% to the benefit of the present in folk epic poetry affects the diffe-
rence of 8.00% to the benefit of the perfect tense in folk lyric poetry. The presence
of other tense forms, as it is obvious, is almost identical.

1.3. Before we proceed to analyse tense form combinations in Serbian folk epic
poetry, we will introduce Table 3 with the data on the frequency of all the tense
forms discovered in the five longest, statistically analysed poems.

Table 3
The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect The future
Zenidba Dusanova (Tzar Dugan’s Wedding)

357 98 46 31 55

60.82% 16.69% 7.84% 5.28% 9.37%
Nahod Momir (Momir the Foundling)

196 80 20 0 20

62.03% 25.31% 6.33% 0.00% 6.33%
Banovié¢ Strahinja

376 141 73 32 43

56.54% 21.20% 10.98% 4.81% 6.47%
Marko Kraljevié i Arapin (Marko Kraljevi¢ and the Arab)

202 52 40 5 30

61.40% 15.80% 12.16% 1.52% 9.12%
Marko Kraljevié¢ i Musa Kesedsija

129 49 43 1 10

55.60% 21.12% 18.54% 0.43% 4.31%
TOTAL
1,260 420 222 69 158
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TOTAL
The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect The future
59.18% 19.73% 10.43% 3.24% 7.42%

We have already mentioned that present tense forms are prominent, and that they
practically dominate the verse contexts of Serbian folk epic poetry. In all the poems
their presence exceeds 55.00%, and ranges from 55.60% to 62.03%. The present is
followed by the perfect tense the presence of which ranges from 15.80% to
25.31%, which is on average two to three times less than the present tense. Gene-
rally speaking, these two tenses are present in over two thirds of the cases (over
76.72%), and reach as much as 87.34% in the poem Nahod Momir (Momir the Fo-
undling). However, as the past is not only expressed by the perfect, but other tenses
as well: the aorist and the imperfect — the past is more present than it seems to be. It
covers on average a little over one fourth in all the poems, and in the poem Marko
Kraljevi¢ i Arapin (Marko Kraljevi¢ and the Arab) that percentage reaches
38.60%. The third tense form (the future), expressed by the future tense, does not
reach 10.00% in any one of the poems. This demonstrates that this tense category
was marginally present in Serbian folk epic poetry. It should be pointed out that it
has no higher status in folk lyric poetry either (cf. data from Table 2). It seems, ge-
nerally speaking, that the future for the Serbian people (of whatever confession:
Orthodox, Catholic or Islamic) did not at the time look promising. Therefore future
forms were used only to express conjectures. This is why future forms range from
4.31% to 9.12%. The obtained data on the presence of the discovered tense forms
in the five poems analysed can lead to certain conclusions. The percentage of the
present and perfect tense forms in four poems is almost identical: Zenidba
Dusanova (77.51%), Banovic Strahinja (77.84%), Marko Kraljevi¢ i Arapin
(77.20%), Marko Kraljevic i Musa Kesedzija (76.72%). This can be accounted for
by a certain kind of causality between the two tenses: where the present is promi-
nent, the perfect 1s less frequent, and vice versa. Situation is similar with the forms
of the aorist, imperfect and the future tense. In the same four poems these forms are
almost equally distributed: Zenidba DuSanova (22.49%), Banovic Strahinja
(22.16%), Marko Kraljevic i Arapin (22.80%), Marko Kraljevic i Musa Kesedzija
(23.28%). Thus, the only poem that does not fit into the above system is Nahod Mo-
mir. It has a substantially greater presence of both the present and the perfect tenses,
amounting to 87.34%. According to that, the presence of the aorist, imperfect and
the future tense is reduced to no more than 12.66%. Such a relation of tense forms
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in the poem Nahod Momir can also be explained by its subject matter, which is unu-
sual for Serbian folk epic poetry.

2.0. As regards tense form combinations in Serbian folk epic poetry, they are
affected by various ways of narrating the epic subject matter, as well as the subject
matter as such. As the beginning and end are of most importance in almost all cre-
ative works, we have analysed 50 poems and inquired into what tense form they be-
gin with, and which ones appear at their ends. Table 4 and Table 5 demonstrate the

results of our research.

Table 4
The use of tense forms at the beginnings and ends of 20 poems
The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect The future
3'53 66 1616 1414
77 1818 23523
13513 19519 26—26
2727 25525 28528
3232 3939 4545
36536 53553
37537
4444

*Numbers in Table 4 indicate the numbers of the poems taken from the Anthology of Folk Epic Po-
ems. The numbers repeated in the appropriate columns indicate that the poem under that number be-
gins and ends with the same verb form.

Table 4 demonstrates that 20 poems (or 40.00%) begin and end with the same tense
form. 8 of those (or 16.00%) poems begin and end with the present tense, 6 (or
12.00%) poems begins and ends with the aorist, 5 (or 10.00%) begins and ends with
the perfect tense, whereas only 1 (or 2.00%) begins and ends with the imperfect.

Table 5 exhibits the relations of the beginnings and ends in the poems beginning
with one, and ending with another verb form.
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Table 5
The use of tense forms at the beginnings and ends of 30 poems
The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect The future
1> -1
2> <2
4 4
5 —5
8> —8
10> —10
11— —l11
12> —12
15« <15
17— —17
26 =7
22> —22
29> —29
30« —30
31> —31
33¢« «33
34— —34
35> —35
38— —38
40— 40
41— —41
42— —42
43« <43
46¢- <46
47¢ <47
48— —48
49— —49
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The use of tense forms at the beginnings and ends of 30 poems
The present The perfect The aorist The imperfect The future
52> —52
54— —54
55— —55

Table 5 reveals that 30 (or 60.00%) of the 50 poems begin with one, and end with
another tense form. As many as 22 poems (or 73.33%) begin or end with a present
tense form (poems undernos. 1, 10, 12,21, 34, 40, 48 and 55 begin with the present,
and end with the perfect tense, whereas the poems under nos. 4, 33, 43, 47 begin
with the perfect, and end with the present tense, while the poem under no. 17 begins
with the present, and ends with the future tense); 7 of them (or 23.33%) begin or
end with the perfect tense (poems under nos. 8, 11, 22, 28 begin with the perfect,
and end with the aorist, while poems under nos. 2 and 15 begin with the aorist and
end with the perfect tense, while the poem under no. 42 begins with the perfect and
ends with the future); only I poem (or 3.34%), the one under no. 42, begins with the
aorist and ends with the future tense’.

2.0. In the work so far we have statistically presented the use of tense forms in
Serbian folk epic poetry in order to illustrate the phenomenon under research in the
most accurate way. It will be our task below to investigate all the ways in which ten-
se forms are incorporated into the present epic subject matter. Even though there
are several such ways, we will only demonstrate the ones which represent the most
standard procedures. The most numerous are the text parts with combinations of
two or more time planes. Their combinations are differently realised, depending on
the manner of structuring the text of the realized epic situation.

2.1. Of the greatest interest are the extracts with two or three time planes combi-
ned. Such temporal structures almost always express a certain regularity based on
some universal principle reflecting the field of harmony.

1) Kyny rpaam upHu ApanuHe,
Ky!y rpaau off BafeceT TaBaHa,
yKpaj cumer Mopa nebesora.
KaJ je Apan Kyly HauuHuo,

5 The poemsunder nos. 9,20, 24, 50 and 51 have not been statistically analysed due to their inappro-
priate verse structure.

163



Stylistyka XVI

yoapuo cTakia y neHyepe,

npocmp ‘o je CBHIOM U kKaaudoM,

Ta je OHJIa KYJIH 2060pU0:

,»11ITo e mycta y npumopjy, Kyio,

Kaz mo Tebe HUTKO LIeTar Hema?

MajKe HeMaM, a CECTPHIIE HeMaM,

a jOLITE Ce 0XCeHuo HHCaM

na o tebe Jy6a Moja mielje;

an’ Tako Me He podwia MajKa,

Be'hxobuiia koja Genesnyy,

3anpoculjy y uapa TeBojKy:

jan’ fje Mu je uape noxnonumu,

jauw e My Ha MejmaH uzubu!*

To je Apan kynu uspexao,

1a OH OAMAX CHTHY KHI:HTY MHlle,

Te je wasbe napy ox Crambona:
(KMuA, 217)

2) Oamax nolye, y Ta36uHy aole,
y Ta3buHy, y 6una Kpyuiesiia,
Te onckopo upcTBo nocmarnyno,
a gy ra crpan Jyr Boranane,
u BuTE ra neBeT MHIH LIypa,
cokojioBa aeBer JyrosuTn:
MHIa 3€Ta je[Ba oYeKauie,
y Hapyde 3€Ta 3arpJjiuiie,
BjEpHE C/IyTe KOFba npudarHiie;
3era Boae Ha HpeHTH]y Kymy.
Kon rorose coBpe 3acjexauie,
Te TOCNOACKY pHjed becjeljaxy;
HaBaJHIIe CIYTE U CIYHIKHEbE:
HEKO ABOPH, HEKO BHHO CJIYKH.
Ulto 6ujame punTancke rocnoge,
nocexatle Te nujaxy BHHO:

(BC, 137).

3) ToM ce uyam nape rocroguHe
OTKYZ 49€Z0 Y TOpH 3€NneH0j:
HII’ je 4eno 0ocaduno Majix
Te je mera ocmaguna Majka,
HII’ je KyMa KyM4e u3zHujena
Jia I1ap KPCTH H [a ra AapHBa,
W’ cy BUIIE Yeno noomemyne?
Craja uape neTHH AaH OO NOJHE,
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He OM J1° £IM KO ueay u3uwao,

aJl HUKOra 4ymu oy Budemu;
(HM, 69).

In example (1) time in the quoted extract is realized through a combination of
three time planes: the present, past and future. The present is realized by the pre-
sent tense, the past by the perfect tense, the future by the future. The temporal com-
position has the following form: the present — the perfect — the present — the perfect
—the present — the perfect — the future —the perfect — the present (gradi, gradi —na-
¢inio, udario, prostro, govorio — ces, nema, nemam, nemam, nisam, Sece — oZenio,
rodila — zaprosicu, ¢e pokloniti, Ce izici — izrekao — piSe, Salje). The extract begins
and ends with the present which in temporal terms makes a rounded off, closed
whole. The internal structure is built by alternating two temporal planes: the pre-
sent and the past. The past alternates with the present until the third temporal plane
—the future — appears. From that moment a reverse succession takes place —the pre-
sent comes after the perfect. This structure resembles an object and its reflection in
amirror. The present plays the role of the object, the perfect the role of the object’s
reflection in the mirror, while the future is the mirror. The created structure can for
convenience be displayed graphically in the following way:

I
future ——» % E %
|
|
present — —»
i
:
perfect ——» !
|
I

Graph 1

It is not difficult to understand from this graphic illustration to what extent the
achieved perfect temporal structure has been created by combining the three time
planes: the past, the present and the future. As we can see the past and the present
alternate, and both the time dimensions are projected through the future, butnotata
place at random but a place entering the harmony area, as the two parts form the re-
lation 2/3 : 1/3. In example (2) the total time of the quoted extract is realized
through two temporal planes: the past and the present, while the past is realized
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through its three time dimensions: the perfect, the aorist and the imperfect. The
time composition looks as follows: the aorist — the perfect — the aorist — the present
— the imperfect — the present — the imperfect — the present — the imperfect (prode,
dode - postanulo — vide, vide — docekase, zagrlise, prifatise, vode, zasjedase — be-
sedahu — navalise, dvori, sluzi — bijase, posedase — pijahu). We can see from this
that the extract begins with the present tense and ends with the imperfect. Accor-
ding to that it can be said to be open in the temporal sense. However, its internal
structure is somewhat different compared to that from example (1). Namely, here
we discover two autonomous structures. The first one incorporates two past tenses
—the aorist and the perfect tense; it begins and ends with the aorist, which makes it
closed. The second one is also built with two tenses, but with the present and the
imperfect; it begins with the present tense and ends with the imperfect, which ma-
kes it open. It becomes clear from reading the extract that those two structures con-
stitute two autonomous parts of the quoted text. This temporal structure can for
ease of understanding be represented graphically.

% ! %

present ——»
agorist ——»
perfect ——»

imperfect ——»

Graph 2

As the graph shows, the intersection of the two structures occurs at the boundary
of the area of harmony, as in example (1), the only difference being that here the
first structure stands in the ratio 1/3 : 2/3 to the second structure. In example (3) the
total time of the quoted extract is realized through two time planes: the past and the
present. The time composition is as follows: the present —the perfect—the present—
the perfect — the present — the perfect (¢udi — dosadilo je, ostavila je, iznijela je —
krsti, dariva — podmetnule su — staja — iziSao). As distinct from the last two exam-
ples, alternating the present with the past creates an open time structure, which
appears to reflect the real time flow by alternating the present with the past, and so
to infinity where unpredictable future is waiting. That unpredictable future from
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the last verse line is realized through infinitive forms (al nikoga ¢uti ni videti)
which simulate the future with the enclitic form ¢e omitted. That results from the
meaning of the last verse line: but he will neither hear nor see anyone. This tempo-
ral structure can be graphically presented too.

|
|
Juture ——» : ’

| ! \
: U\
I A

present ——» -—— —— Infinitive

[

PN
1 \ /
t v/

perfect — -y : v
'
)

Graph 3

2.2. Rather less present are parts of the text with two time planes, but such that
the unfolding of one time plane is interrupted by the other time plane. Such an inter-
ruption often occurs in only one place.

1) Ja hy kyma Haona Momupa,
oaBseirhy ra JBopy Ha Bedepy,
M3HOCHNY TPETOAHLIE BUHO
1 pakujy o1 ceiaM rofuHa;
onojuhy Haona MoMupa,
onHehy ra y iapese aBope
Ha yapnake rad ['po3aaHa cnasa,
meTHyliy ra cectpuuy y pyxe,

a CECTpa je CBaka MUJIOCTHBA

¥ Ha cBora Gpara *anocTHsa,

oHa e ra Jeenie NPUrpJIAHTH.
(HM, 72)

2) Kan cy 6uau vcnioa By4utpha,

rneaana ux Jsa BojuHoBuha,

&l06 nidie &erae rosopuan:

,1ITo 1’ ce yjak Ha Hac pacpawo,
T€ Hac He whe 3BaTH y cBaroBe?
Herko Hac je meMy onaanyo,

C H:Era XKHBa Meco oTnagaol...

(K, 53).

3
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In example (1) future forms appear through a long text (¢u, odvescu, iznosicu,
opojicu, odecu, metnucu, prigrliti ée), used in the meaning of intention for actions
signified by them to be carried out in the future. Such a hypothetical sequence is in-
terrupted at one point with the verb form spava, signifying a real state taking place
in the present. Thus an epic structure was created with two time planes included:
the future and the present. All the future forms, except the last one, are connected
with one subject (with Momir the Foundling’s Godfather). The present form refers
to the other subject (Momir the Foundling’s sister). The last future form is also con-
nected with her. While the future and present time planes served to the author to
characterise the two characters who are not interdependent, Momir the Foundling,
the object in the text, represents the contact between them. In order to indicate in-
direct contact between the two subjects, the author used a common element, name-
ly the future tense which belongs to both subjects. We have already pointed out that
future tense forms connected with the subject kum (godfather) have a hypothetical
meaning, the performance of the actions signified by them is directly dependent on
the other subject, Momir the Foundling s sister. The subject kum (the godfather) is
almost certain of the realisation of his hypothetical actions, because he does not do-
ubt that the sister will embrace her brother, whereby his intention will be realised.
The crucial moment is expressed by the verb spava (is sleeping). This state is parti-
cularly actualised by relating it to the present, which raises it to the utmost level of
importance, because if the act of embracing is not carried out, the intention of the
subject kum (the godfather) will not be realised. Therefore the author’s idea is built
around the verb spava (is sleeping), so that it is not only essential for the extract in
question but for the whole poem. In example (2) there are two time planes in the re-
alised epic structure: the past and the future. Perfect verb forms follow one another
through six verses, only to be interrupted in the fifth verse line with a single future
form. The perfect forms signify predicate actions relating to four different charac-
ters: (bili su they were —the wedding guests — 1; gledala ih looked at them; govorili
spoke — two Vojinovié brothers — 2; rasrdio se got angry — the uncle — 3; opadnuo
betrayed — someone; otpadalo fell down — from him — 4). Thus, actions of four
different characters are integrated within one time plane, namely acts of four diffe-
rent characters have been brought onto the same temporal plane — the past (the per-
fect). By using another time plane — the future —now a character seems to have per-
formed his two actions in two time intervals: the perfect and the future —the uncle
who got angry (rasrdio se) didn’t want to invite his two nephews (the two Voj-
inovi¢ brothers) to the wedding (ne hée zvati). Thus the epic character ujak (the
uncle), by taking over the two time intervals, becomes especially important and si-
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gnificant in relation to the other epic characters from the quoted text, whereby he is
additionally singled out and emphasised.

2.3. There are many examples of parts of text in which one time plane is realised,
which is almost exclusively the present. That is understandable as the present, as
we have proved statistically, is the dominant tense in Serbian folk epic poetry.

1) Kan ce senu cprnicku nap Crjenane,
HaIaneko 3anpocH heBojky,
y Jlebany, rpany narunckoMe,
y JIaTHHCKOT KpaJba Mujauna,
no uMeHy PokcaHay heBojky;
1iap je mMpocH, U Kpask My je aaje.
Llap Mcnpocy no kiburam’heBsojky,
nax go3uBa Tonopa Besupa:
,»Ciyro Moja Toxope Be3upe,
Jia MU Maew Oujeny nehany,
MOME TacTy, Kpassy Mujanity,
Jla My ¢ lbUMe cBanly yroBopuin'
(K1, 51).

2) Iloa 0oj, cune, Ha TedTepe Kaky
HO y Liapa CTo XWhaJa Bojcke
HEKAKBOra L1apeBa Craxuje,

IITO MMAjy T10 3eMJBH THMape
M WwTo jeay ybeba LapeBora
| M IUTO jally KOH€ Ol MeraaHa;
| LITO HE HOCE TIO MJIOTO OpYXja,
10 10 jefiHy © mojacy cabiby.
Y TypuuHa, y Typckora Hapa,
KaKy, CHHE, APYTY BOjCKY CHIIHY —
orweBuTe jaHudape Typke,
wTo Jenpene apxe, kyhy 6uny;
jaHudapa, Kaxy, CTO XWhaaa.
Kaxy, cuHe, # rosope jbyan
y Typuuna tpehy Bojcky cunHy —
Hekakora Tyky n MaHiyky,
a WITO Xy'e, a IITO IPAHO TyHe.
¥V TypuuHa Bojcke cBakojake
(BC, 139)

3) IMoTerowe nepHe Oy3n0BaHe,
cTajoLle Ce BHUMa yaaparH;
6y3auBan’Ma nepa obsiomuie,
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G6auuiIe HX y 3eIeHy Tpagy,
o 1o6pHjex Koma OICKOYHIIIE,
LIvenanie ce y KOCTH jyHadke
W MorHauie 1o 3eJeHo0j TpaBH
(MKuMK, 241)

As is evident from all the examples quoted above, present forms have been used
in continuity, thus realizing one time plane — the present. If we bear in mind that the
present, as we have repeatedly pointed out, is the most frequent tense in this kind of
poetry, it is understandable that only it can form such epic structures. The use of the
present forms in example (1) is motivated by demonstrating the moment of prepa-
ration of Tzar DuSan’s wedding. The tzar is getting married, that is the most impor-
tant thing. In order to be married, first he must propose to the girl, which means that
the tzar proposes and that her father gives the girl, and then the girl is betrothed,;
after that someone goes to arrange the wedding. Individual actions from this
extract could have also been expressed by some other tense, not exclusively the
present. But we think that the present was employed with a view to achieving a
stronger actualisation of the epic character’s main intention —- the marriage. Exam-
ple (2) illustrates some details in describing three armies. The first army, with the
introductory kaZu (they say), is depicted with the following details: what its sol-
diers have, what they eat, what they ride and what they wear; the second army, aga-
in with the introductory kazZu (they say), what they hold; the third army, with a triple
introductory repetition of present forms: kaZu, kazu and govore (they say, say and
tell), is said to be beating and roaring. Thus various details and procedures, refer-
ring to different epic subjects, are equalised through a uniform use of present
forms, being brought onto the same time plane — the present. The question is what
the purpose of that was. It was probably to show all the diversity and non-uniformi-
ty as strength and virtue, and not as weakness and fault. As the last verse line su-
ggests: “U Turcina vojske svakojake” (There are diverse armies with the Turks),
the power of that army is actually based on its diversity, and due to that it is ready to
fulfil any number of tasks, however different they might be. This, on the other
hand, provides an alibi, a justification for a possible defeat of the opposite army. In
example (3) all the present forms: potegoSe, oblomise, baciSe, odskodiSe, S¢epase,
pognase are linked to two epic subjects, and serve for naming the actions they carry
out together. The use of the present tense is intended to make all the actions as
obvious as possible, and to create an illusion of the narrator’s presence in the event.
Even though the three examples manifest a certain autonomy and individuality in
their interrelations, there is a pronounced tendency for different subjects and diffe-
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rent actions to be equalised by bringing them onto the same time plane — the pre-
sent, whereby all those epic elements have been made especially striking, relevant
and significant in this context.

3.0. After the analysis, several general conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, in de-
aling with the subject of Combinations of tense forms in Serbian folk epic poetry,
we have excluded from our research all verb forms (moods) which express no tem-
poral dimension, which, in most cases, has not been done by scholars so far. In or-
der to establish correctly and accurately which temporal dimension is the most
frequent in this kind of poetry, we have used the statistical method. By means of
this method we have obtained the data indicating that the present as one of the three
temporal dimensions is the most prominent, and that its presence ranges around
60.00%, whereas the remaining two dimensions, the past and the future, cover aro-
und 40.00%. This data is somewhat surprising, as it was to be expected that the past
should occupy the first place. This expectation, which was logical, was suggested
by studies carried out concerning the Russian folk verse. They showed that perfect
forms, namely the temporal dimension of the past, were dominant. We have there-
fore tried to find good reasons for an unexpected dominance of the present tense in
Serbian folk epic poetry. We think that these reasons arise from the fact that the folk
epic poetry presented to the Serbs a kind of haven for their physical and spiritual
survival following the loss of state and freedom which subjected them to several
centuries long slavery. Thus the present tense signifying the present time, actually
reality and truth, is the most frequent, as every past time carries with it a certain
kind of fantasy, unreality. All the events described seemed more real and truthful
owing to a dominant use of the present tense. In addition, the use of this tense in a li-
terary work is aimed at creating the illusion of the real presence of the narrator in
the event described, whereby the reality of the event as such is confirmed. Apart
from that, there is a strong possibility that the folk poets (the gousle players) were
actual witnesses of certain events, and marked their presence by using the present
tense. The present tense was further conveyed through analogy into other epic po-
ems, where the gousle players did not witness the corresponding event. The domi-
nant presence of the present tense in Serbian folk epic poetry can also be explained
by the fact that apart from its indicative use the present tense in the Serbian langu-
age is often used in its relative function as the historical present. This aspect certa-
inly contributed to its numerous occurrences in epic poetry. As our main task has
been to investigate combinations of tenses in Serbian folk epic poetry, we have
again drawn on statistics analysing the beginnings and ends of 50 epic poems. The
statistics have shown that 19 of them begin and end with the same tense, and that in
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somewhat over a half it is the present tense. The remaining 31 poems begin with
one, and end with another tense. When we embarked on our main task, combina-
tions of tenses in Serbian folk epic poetry, we started discovering very interesting
phenomena. As all epic poems are rather long, and we have analysed the longest
ones, it has not been possible to observe tense combinations throughout the poems,
so we observed that aspect in their individual parts. It was especially interesting
that in this kind of Serbian poetry time is expressed in three ways: one-dimensio-
nally — by means of the present tense; two-dimensionally — by combining the pre-
sent with the future, or the perfect with the future tense; three-dimensionally — by
combining the present, the perfect and the future tense. Each of these tense structu-
res has its specific properties which we have described and displayed graphically
for ease of understanding. But it is fascinating that in the poems with two or three
time planes there is a strict manner regulating their combinations, entering into the
domain of harmony. These combinations, as has been shown, imitating the golden
section (or asymmetry), make up extremely strong and logical systems, which irre-
sistibly remind us of the universality and perpetuity of alternating time periods.
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Combinations of Tense Forms in Serbian Folk Epic Poetry

In this paper the author is dealing with combinations of tense forms in Serbian folk
epic poetry and he statistically proves that the present tense is the predominant tense form
in this kind of Serbian folk poetry. He is trying to discover the main reasons for such use
of the present tense. As regards combinations of tense forms in Serbian folk epic poetry,
they are rather free and depend, primarily, on the manner of presenting the epic content
and on the length of the poem, but there is above all a certain regularity resulting in firm
systems.

Keywords: tense forms; Serbian folk epic poetry; the present, the perfect, the aorist, the
imperfect, the future.
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