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SPIRITUAL POEMS
IN THE RUSSIAN AND SLAVIC TRADITION'

Abstract:

Spiritual verses are a genre associated with an oral folk tradition, and they are often
found in written form as part of handwritten spiritual verse collections, which were
often accompanied by Russian “hook” notation. In Russian and Slavic folklore, they re-
late in content and style to church liturgy books and occupy a middle ground between
such writings and folklore. Russian spiritual verses arose, most probably, back in the
pre-Mongol period. Designed to support the spirit of piety in people, in the past they
were performed by travelling singers, so-called “kaliki perehozhiye“. The Old Believers
serve as custodians of the oldest examples of spiritual verses up to this day. The poems
can be performed at a funeral, on remembrance, during a meal. They served as a par-
ticular link that connected the Church and everyday life for the believer. The article
examines some types of the Old Believers’ spiritual poems, which are not infrequently
compared to examples from eastern and southeastern European folk songs.
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AHHOTANHT: JL.K. TABPIOIMMMHA. «/[VXOBHBIE CTUXU B PYCCKOM U CIABSTHCKO TPATHALIM>,

JyXOBHBIE CTUXU — KAHP, CBA3AHHBINA C YCTHOM HAPOAHOM TPAJAULIMEH, 4aCTO HAXO-
JALEN OTPAKEHUE B IMCbMEHHOU (POPMeE, BXO/s B COCTAB PYKOIIMCHBIX CTHXOBHUKOB,
TEKCTBI HEPEJKO COIIPOBOXKIAIOTCA KPIOKOBOM HOTAIIMEN. B pyCCKOM M CIIaBAHCKOM
(OJIBKIIOPE OHU COAEPKATEIBHO U CTUIMCTUYECKU CBA3AHbI C EPKOBHOM KHUKHO-
CTBIO M 3aHUMAIOT MEXK/Y HeH U (POIBKIOPOM IIPOMEXKYTOYHOE IToJIoKeHue. Ha Pycu
JyXOBHBIE CTUXU BO3HMKJIM, CKOPEE BCETO, €Ie B JJOMOHIOJNbCKUI nepuoj. I1pu-
3BAHHBIC MOAACPKUBATD AyX 6JIarOYECTHS B Hapoac, OHU UCTIOJTHAINCH B JPEBHOCTU
OPOJAYUMU MEBLIAMU «KAJIMKAMU IIEPEXOKHUMU», XPAHUTEISIMU HAUOOJIEE APEBHETO
IUIACTA JYXOBHBIX CTUXOB BIUIOTB IO HALIEI'O BDEMEHU SBJIAIOTCSA CTAPOOOPsAALbL CTH-
XM MOIJIM UCIIOJIHATBHCSA B IEHD ITOIPEOCHMs, HA IOMUHKAX, 33 TPAIIE30L; OHU CITYKUIN
CBOEOOPA3HBIM 3BEHOM, KOTOPOE COEAMHSAIO JIJIA BEPYIOLIETO Y€JIOBEKA [IEPKOBHYIO U
ITOBCEJIHEBHYIO JKU3Hb. B CTAThE PACCMATPHUBAIOTCA HEKOTOPBIE THITBI CTAPOOOpsALYE-
CKHX JIyXOBHBIX CTUXOB, KOTOPBIE HEPEIKO CPABHUBAIOTCA C IIPUMEPAMU U3 BOCTOYHO-
U IOT'O-BOCTOYHOM €BPOIIEHCKON HAPOJHOM CJIOBECHOCTH.

KirroueBpI€e CJIOBa:
IIYXOBHI)IC CTHUXU, «KAJTMKH HCpCXO)KI/IC», CTUXOBHUMKHMH, CTapOO6pHIL‘{CCTBO.

S piritual poems, a genre that is spread, in particular, in the literature of the
Eastern Slavs, belong to both the oral and book traditions and are a kind
of way of expressing people’s theological ideas. Through poetry, people have
created their religious vision of the world.

1 The work was carried out with the financial support of the RFBR (grant Ne 18-512-76004).
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When getting acquainted with various examples of folk spiritual poetry, the
literary and musical breadth of this genre particularly stands out. G.P. Fedotov
called Russian spiritual poems songs on religious subjects. This definition is true
only in a general sense, since the poems are very diverse as to when they were
written, their content and artistic features. They owe their origin to ecclesiastical
bookishness and are closely related to it in stylistic terms.

Intended for the purpose of supporting the spirit of godliness among the
people, in old times the verses were performed by migratory singers, “wandering
minstrels.” Among them, for example, are verses that resemble the Lives, since
they describe a certain period in the life of a saint or his whole life from birth
to death. The most famous example is the “Verse about Alexey, the Man of God,”
who devoted himself to God, abandoning his bride and leaving his parents, and
after many years came to his native house, where he lived as a slave, unrecog-
nized by his relatives. One of the oldest verses in the Russian tradition about
saints is a spiritual verse about the first Holy Martyrs, the princes Boris and Gleb,
who were Killed by their elder brother, Svyatopolk, for the sake of succeeding
to the princely throne. In the poems that appeared during the schism of the
Russian Church in the 17th century and immediately thereafter, considerable
importance is given to eschatological themes, the coming into the world of the
Antichrist, and the ways of saving and purifying the soul in anticipation of the
Last Judgment:

“Already the Antichrist sits on the kingdom,

He gives such a charm,

There will be a great order — persecution.
Throughout the whole earth, through the universe.”

Up to this day the Old Believers have been the custodians of the most ancient
set of spiritual verses. At the end of the last century it was possible to find Old Be-
liever communities in which the singing of verses was an important part of their
established way of life. Verses were sung after the service, at funerals, at meals,
at wakes. They served as a kind of link connecting church and everyday life.

In many poems, in particular poems about the afterlife of man, confessional
and penitential principles prevail. Although the basis of folk compositions of
this kind is not always a specific plot, in each of them there is a stable image
of a certain religious idea, embodied in one of the many textual and melodic
variations.

The moralizing principle did not prevail in every verse. This genre contained
many things, from confession and repentance (as already mentioned) to fasci-
nating history and folk legend. A fanciful image of popular faith is found in a verse
about three trees used to build a church, in which, in turn, the Virgin, Jesus Christ
himself and John the Baptist lie in three coffins. It is believed that in this way —
not wanting to part with them — the people expressed their love for Christ,
the Mother of God and John the Baptist.
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Thus a significant vein of folk poetry exists wholly or mainly in oral form.
However, as already mentioned, poems are also preserved in the written tradi-
tion. The Old Believers’ spiritual poems could be sung by hook verses, in which
hook notation was accompanied by a text written in Church Slavonic. Among
them, for example, is the verse Sidya Adam pryamo raya (“Adam was sitting op-
posite paradise”), which existed, in particular, among the priestless Old Believers
in the Nizhny Novgorod region.

In many cases, verses are sung from the text of a handwritten or printed
poetry to a chant, which is passed down from one generation to the next.

The repertoire of poems recited by one or another performer is determined
by his age, participation in church life (for example, singing in the choir during
worship), as well as personal preferences. It is also important that the singing
of poetry in many families was a tradition. To this day, in the homes of Old Belie-
vers, manuscript notebooks with verses are handed down from fathers and
mothers to children.

The existence of spiritual verses in a peasant environment is a unique cul-
tural phenomenon. In some rural communities there are illiterate people who
throughout their lives retain lengthy verses in their memory, each time perform-
ing them slightly differently. However, when creating new versions, performers
rely on a concrete text existing in the book tradition. In this regard, the spiritual
verse 10 Whom My Sorrow, dedicated to Joseph the Beautiful (a story from the
Old Testament), is very interesting; it has many oral versions, and its text, includ-
ing printed verses, is one of the most extensive in the Russian tradition.

Folk performers themselves sometimes leave notes in manuscript verses re-
flecting their idea of the significance of this genre in the life of a believer. So, in
them you can read that the spiritual verses are of ancient origin and are imbued
with a deep prayerful feeling. It is reported that in olden times verses were sung
with reverence, that they supported those singing and listening to them in dif-
ficult times.

A rather significant vein of spiritual verses is devoted to the afterlife of the
human soul. Russian peasants were very skeptical about the possibility of their
own salvation in a future life. While they certainly regarded Christ as their Savior,
they were hard on themselves, recognizing themselves as sinners who should
not place any hope in a heavenly abode. That is why paradise in spiritual verses
seems unattainable — this is merely a certain land which you can admire as you
pass by, while lamenting over the fact that the doors are closed there:

“I pass by paradise,
Bitterly I cry and grieve,
Oh, woe, woe to me, great!”

Among the poems widely spread in Russia is the so-called The Virgin’s Dream,
which relates the sufferings of the Virgin and contains both her monologue sto-
ries about the Passion of Christ and her dialogues with the Savior. Its final lines
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contain a reminder of the need to read this verse several times a day to get rid of
all kinds of dangers and ailments. This verse, which was also used as a talisman,
was widely circulated in manuscript form.

One of the oldest themes of spiritual verses in the Slavic tradition as a whole —
about the parting of the soul from the body — is closely connected to the an-
cient legend of the journey to the afterlife, about the transmission of the soul
by an angel to God’s judgment. The legend of the “dispute between the soul
and the body” is known in many literatures of Europe and beyond and dates
back, according to the Russian researcher E D. Batyushkoyv, to the first centuries
of Christianity. The Russian oral tradition has numerous examples of poems with
this theme. In them the angels leading the soul to paradise appear in the guise
of white doves, who flew to Mount Zion and saw the soul part from the body.
Doves lead their conversation, in which the soul complains to the body about
its plight. If the body has but to lie in the ground, then a test awaits the soul —
“Itis far to go, and it is hard to bear, it is hard to bear sins so serious to the Terrible
Court on Judgment Day ...”

In the Serbian poem, Soul and Michael the Archangel in Paradise, placed in
the collection of Vuk Karadzhich, Srpske narodne pjesme iz Hercegovine (“Serbian
folk songs from Herzegovina”), it refers to the soul that has parted with the body,
which is forbidden entry into paradise. The Archangel drives away the soul try-
ing to pass itself off as righteous from the gates of paradise. It must return to the
tomb, where its body is buried, and turns to him with words of reproach, which
is that while on earth, it only enjoyed food and drink and did not pray to God
(“Tjelo, ti si jelo, ti si pilo, ne si Boga si molilo” / “Body, You were eating, you
were drinking, and weren’t praying to God”). The body responds to the soul’s re-
proach, reminding it that while it is rotting in the ground, it must “repay its debts
to God.” In the Belarusian version, the body objects to the soul, in turn reproach-
ing it for its intemperance: “Ab, body, why did you eat so early? And you, soul, why
were you not patient?” In a similar way, the plot unfolds in modern transcripts
of a similar verse from the Urals.

All of the above attests to the deep antiquity of the plot, which concerns not
only the literature of the Slavs and Europe as a whole, but in part other literature
based on the Christian tradition.

A huge number of other subjects, including those which are decidedly an-
cient, underlie the works of folk poetry of East Slavic literature. Their origin and
interconnection within the framework of the Slavic community are still little
studied. Spiritual poems as a unique area of folk culture also need further study
of their deep connections with the fate of written sources and the literary con-
text of their existence in Slavic countries.

Translated by Igor Kaliganov
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