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IN THE PERCEPTION OF WOMEN:

A FEW REMARKS FROM HISTORY AND FOLK TRADITION

ABSTRACT

The perception of women in past centuries has

often been based on preconceived ideas, models and

patterns of behaviour, all of which formed stereotypes concerning women. Many stereotypes originated
in the patriarchal environment and according to Christian moral principles. Not even ladies from impe-
rial circles were spared of being labelled with different stereotypes, one of the most frequent being their
modest provenance, and of being called harlots, courtesans or prostitutes. This perception was later
taken to a new, deeper level in the centuries-long folk tradition, where women, often of foreign origin,
from notable families or in high positions in the state, were considered cursed or guilty for something
that a man was not supposed to be blamed for. These women were the objects of many legends and were
often associated with demonic creatures and considered fairies or witches.
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INTRODUCTION!

Stereotypes in the centuries-long perception
of women in society go back to the distant past,
i.e. to the time when Christianity as a religion was
establishing models, standards and patterns of
behaviour, and some of these stereotypes haven’t
changed to this day. Starting with the archetypal
male fear of paralysing female powers connect-
ed to Medusa, i.e. the Gorgons, to horrifying
executions of “witches” in the Middle Ages, all

1 The article is a result of the project: Viminacium, Ro-
man city and military camp — research of material and
non- material culture of inhabitants by using the modern
technologies of remote detection, geophysics, GIS, digital-
ization and 3D visualization (no 47018), funded by The
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Devel-
opment of the Republic of Serbia.

the way to the universal labelling of prostitutes,
some of the stereotypes have been generally ac-
cepted in human language and conscience to the
present day. Attempting to unravel at least some
of the questions concerning stereotypes in the per-
ception of women in society, in this short study
we will look back at the origin of the appearance
of the usual stereotypes, which can be tracked
through the emergence and rise of Christianity, as
well as through the forming of myths and legends
in folk traditions, which, as we shall see, are based
on historically generated stereotypes.
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STEREOTYPES IN HISTORICAL
SOURCES

One of the first Christian reports of a negative
image of a woman was one concerning Romula,
Galerius’ mother. Due to the notorious persecu-
tions of Christians by Galerius in 303, Christian
authors fostered a distinctively negative attitude
towards the emperor and his mother, who was
described as a superstitious woman, venerating
mountain deities and organising daily sacrificial
feasts in their honour, which is something that
Christians refrained from and, therefore, this ha-
tred towards Christians allegedly instigated her
son to destroy them (Lact. De Mort. XI: 1-2).2
Surely, these descriptions and the negative attitude
of Christian written sources need to be taken with
caution, although architectural structures, as well
as the ornaments from Felix Romuliana support
the idea that Romula venerated the mountain de-
ities Liber and Libera, i.e. Dionysus as the coun-
terpart of Liber, the deity that occupies the central
part in the iconography of artistic decorations of
the Gamzigrad palace (OKueuh 2010: 107-140)
(Fig. 1, a-c). It seems that the tendency towards
a negative attitude of the authors from Antiqui-
ty in regard to empresses who were not of noble
descent resulted in the creation of a specific form
of venerating women, emperors’ mothers, that be-
gan during the tetrarchy. The gradual occurrence
of female figures in politics or in public events in
the Empire, generally speaking, could probably be
interpreted as a reaction to the dominance of male
figures and the militaristic atmosphere during the
era of “barrack emperors” (Valeva 2009: 67-76).
However, Galerius used his mother to create a
legend about his divine discordance with the god
Mars. In this way he glorified himself as the new
Romulus, so that he did not even mind that such
a legend would publicly shame his mother for
adultery.® In the wake of the legend of Galerius’

2 See more on this in: [Tomosuh 2010: 479-489.

3 Galerius’ divine descent originates from the god Mars,
who was his father, Romulus being his brother, and his
mother Romula, just like Olympias, mother of Alexander
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divine conception, his mother Romula, becoming
thus known as an adulteress, turned into the pivot
of the glorification of the emperor’s origin and his
connection to Romulus, and even Alexander the
Great. This fact, as well as the act of erecting a
palace in his mother’s honour, could testify that
in Galerius’ ideological concept of the cult of the
emperor, the new Romulus, Jupiter and Heracles,
the veneration of the mother figure also took the
form of a cult, which could neutralise the negative
image formed by the subjects, created by this leg-
end or by the hostility towards Christians.

The first Christian empress, and one of the
most famous, Helena, the mother of Constantine
the Great, not only became a model of piety for
all future Byzantine empresses, but was also cel-
ebrated as a saint. Although her origin was glori-
fied and mostly based on myths in written sources
from later periods, according to the importance
that she gained with time (ASS Aug. III: 580-
599), in contemporary sources, Helena’s name
was associated with negative connotations.* The
negative attitude of contemporaries towards the
empress’ origin is visible in the allegations that
she was an innkeeper, even a prostitute, and Con-
stantine’s rival Maxentius ridiculed him as a “son
of a harlot”, indicating that he was not worthy to
be proclaimed Caesar (Lenski 2012: 62). Accord-
ing to Eusebius’ assertions that she died at the
age of eighty, after her pilgrimage to Jerusalem, it
could be assumed that she was born around 248/9
(Euseb. Vita Const. 3.46.1). It is not known where
and when Helena met Constantius Chlorus, but it
is possible that they were never in an official mar-
riage, but in some sort of concubinage, permitting
a relationship between two partners from different
social classes (Drijvers 1992: 17-19). Constantius
found a politically more convenient choice of part-
ner in Theodora, daughter of Augustus Maximi-

the Great, conceived him with the god himself, who
approached her in the form of a dragon (Lact. De Mort.
IX. 9; Epit. De Caes. 40, 16).

4 She was not only described as a waitress in an inn, but
also as a prostitute. Concerning sources on this matter, see:
Lenski 2012: 59.
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Fig. 1 — a) View of the Gamzigrad palace b) Inscription FELIX ROMULIANA on the discovered archivolt at the site
c¢) Capital with the so-called portrait of Romula (Documentation of the Institute of Archaeology)
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anus, whom he married ca 289 (likewise, Galerius
married Valeria for similar reasons), which per-
mitted a closer relationship between the Augustus
and the Caesar (Barnes 1982: 125-126). Howev-
er, since Constantine was proclaimed Augustus in
York, Helena became a significant support for her
son and an active participant in religious matters
(Drijvers 1992: 35-38). Having become one of the
tetrarchs, Constantine, like his father before him,
ruled from Trier (Augusta Treverorum), the city in
which legends about Helena’s noble descent start-
ed to develop, which is why it is presumed that it
is here that the empress joined Constantine’s court
(Freisenbruch 2011: 211). Unlike Romula, who,
according to historical sources, directly influ-
enced Galerius’ decision to persecute Christians
by her veneration of mountain deities, Helena’s
support for Christians, as stated by written sourc-
es, was instigated by her son Constantine (Euseb.
Vita Const. 3.47). As previously mentioned, since
the time of the tetrarchy, the attitude of emperors
towards their mothers became particularly em-
phasised, not only in some political or religious
matters, but also in art. Thanks to the support
that Helena had as the empress mother of the first
Christian monarch, her modest provenance was
quickly forgotten, and, aside from her rise to the
higher status of Augusta in 324, the image created
of her as a pious woman was even more important
(Fig. 2). The shift in regard to her descent, thanks
to her benefaction, the churches she had erected,
her journey to the Holy Land and the legendary
finding of pieces of the True Cross, contributed
to the empress Helena acquiring the reputation of
a great Christian and coming to be a role model
to future Byzantine empresses, who, by their ac-
tions, became “new Helenas”.?

The empresses of the Theodosian dynasty,
each in their own way, fulfilled the traditional ide-
al of imperial domination and, like the empress
Helena, became models of good Christian be-

5 More on this in: Drijvers 1993: 85-90; Brubaker 1997:
52-75; James 2001: 14, 149-150, 153-154; Coon 1997: 97-
103, 118-119, 134-135; Herrin 2001: 1-2, 21.

Fig. 2 — Solidus of the empress Helena
from the National museum of Belgrade
(After: Anticki portret u Jugoslaviji 1987, 244)

haviour.® However, at the beginning of the 6" cen-
tury, the question of the lowly origin of empresses
was opened again, in one of the most well-known
works of Procopius of Caesarea, Secret History
(Historia Arcana).

Euphemia, the wife of the Emperor Justin I, was
a Byzantine empress between 518 and 523/524. In
light of Procopius’ Anecdota, and considering his
aversion towards women from the imperial circle,
we discover that Justin, before reaching a high
position in the army, married a former slave of
barbaric origin and a concubine, Lupicina (Proc.
Hist. arc. 6, 17). The meaning of this name can be
linked to a word designating a prostitute,’ so that,
shortly after Justin’s installation on the throne, the
members of the demos chose a more respectable
name for the empress — Euphemia (Theophanes,
Chronicle, AM. 6011). If this name was chosen
in honour of Saint Euphemia of Chalcedon, it can
be presumed that, in this symbolic way, the newly
elected emperor and empress declared themselves

6 More on this in the study on Theodosian empresses:
Holum 1982.

7 The Latin noun Lupa is linked to the cult of the she-wolf
who brought up Romulus and Remus, in whose orgiastic
rituals during the festival of Lupercalia people celebrated
the fertility of the annual cycle. Brothels across the Empire
were called Lupernalia (Grahn 1993: 139).
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Fig. 3 — Bust of the empress Euphemia
from the National museum of Ni§
(After: Anticki portret u Jugoslaviji 1987, 104)

as adhering to the orthodox principles, and thus put
an end to the support of monophysitism by former
emperors (Cameron 1976: 145). During her reign,
empress Euphemia was known and celebrated as
a devout and respectable Christian (Vasiliev 1950:
91). Her death could be dated in the same year or
several years before Justin’s abolition of the law
that forbade marriage between a member of the
senatorial class and an actress or a slave (in 524),
which made the matrimony between Justinian and
Theodora possible, which Euphemia was opposed
to (Vasiliev 1950: 91, 98). Euphemia herself, as a
former slave and concubine, was not subjected to
the terms of this law, most probably because the
emperor retroactively proclaimed her a free per-
son since birth (Daube 1967: 385-386). Euphemia
falls into the circle of empresses of lowly origin
who gained respect as a notable Christian and pi-
ous empress (Fig. 3).

One of the best-known Byzantine empresses,
Theodora (527-548), the wife of the Emperor
Justinian I, has remained equally intriguing to sci-
entists and the wider public to this day. Theodo-
ra’s power was not as great as that of the former
empresses Ariadne and Euphemia and her heir
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Sophia, and the popularity that she gained later
was mostly based on Procopius’ Secret History
(McClanan 2002: 121). According to Procopius’
report on the empress’ past, we discover that The-
odora, as the daughter of an animal keeper, more
precisely a bear keeper, belonged to the lowest
rank of the Byzantine society, and that, after her
father’s death and subsequent poverty, became
an actress, as well as a courtesan.® After being a
concubine of the governor of Lybia Pentapolis,
she also engaged in prostitution in Alexandria and
across the Middle East, and afterwards came back
to Constantinople, where she met Justinian, be-
came his mistress, and was elevated by him to the
patrician status (Proc. Hist. arc., 9, 27-30). The-
odora’s connection to brothels is also expressed
by her close friend and protégé, the monophysite
bishop John of Ephesus (John Eph., Lives, PO 17.
188-9). Written sources also mention Theodora’s
frequent pregnancy terminations, as well as a son
and a daughter born before her marriage to Jus-
tinian (John Eph., HE 2.11, 5.1; Proc. Hist. arc.,
17.16-23). As mentioned above, the marriage be-
tween Theodora and Justinian was made possible
by the introduction of a special law, and it could
be dated into the period after Euphemia’s death
in 523 or 524. Theodora’s influence on religious
matters was mostly carried out through unoffi-
cial channels, while, according to written sourc-
es, Justinian’s infinite love made her a dominant
political and state governing partner, so that she
was described as the emperor’s co-ruler (Garland
1999: 29-30). Taking her cue from former em-
presses, Theodora’s philanthropy encompassed
the restoration and erection of many churches and
monasteries, hospitals and orphanages, together
with the Emperor Justinian or on her own, and the
empress’ benefactions included the protection of
the monophysite community, especially women,

8 Procopius gives a detailed description of her services
and her behaviour on stage: Proc. Hist. arc. 9, 3-26. Other
sources concerning Theodora’s youth give a more morally
acceptable image of the empress and establish a new
legend about the empress’ origin; cf.: Evans 2002: 18-19;
Evans 2011: 7-9.
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Fig. 4 — Mosaic depiction of the empress Theodora from the basilica San Vitale in Ravenna
(photo by: N. Mrdi¢)

referring thus to her origin.” The negative image
of women loved by emperors seems to culminate
in Procopius’ Secret History and the historian’s
hostile tone in describing the empress Theodora.
The empress’ intriguing personality captured the
imagination of later generations of researchers,
artists and writers. Nevertheless, in many stud-
ies, the authors who treated the personality of the
empress Theodora implemented their knowledge
and pursued different approaches to this problem
in order to revise the legendary image of her, es-
tablished for centuries (Fig. 4).!° The precedent
concerning the implementation of the law that
permitted the wedlock of Justinian and Theodo-
ra, as well as the empress’ influence on the em-
peror’s decisions, as in the case of the Nika riots,
demonstrate the strong personality of this wom-

9 More on Theodora’s beneficence and foundations, as
well as on the attitude of the writers from Antiquity on this
matter, in: McClanan 1996: 50-72.

10 Cf: Allen 1992: 93-104; Brubaker 2004: 83-101.
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an.'" Theodora is one of the rare examples in Byz-
antine history of a woman who started out as a
dancer, from the lowest status, and arrived at the
court, and who, as an outsider, unlike the empress-
es born in the purple and raised and prepared for
the role of the Augusta, came to the position of
power through marriage (Herrin 1993: 167-189).
Just like Justinian erected Justiniana Prima in his
mother’s honour, following the model of his pre-
decessors who honoured their respective moth-
ers in a similar way, in the same way Theodora’s
well-doing and beneficence followed the tradition
of the empresses from former dynasties; it is also
important to emphasise her active involvement
in resolving matters of women, especially prosti-

11 Theodora’s intrepid personality showed when she
dissuaded Justinian from abdicating and escaping during
the Nika riot in 532, with the speech that she gave before
the emperor and his councillors, using her legendary
words: “The purple is a fine burial shroud”. Procop. De
bellis,. 1.24.33-37.
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tutes, which resulted in the official adoption of the
law of protection of women in the famous Codex
Justinianus (Garland 1999: 15-18).

MYTHOLOGICAL PATTERNS
IN CREATING THE IMAGE OF
WOMEN IN LOCAL TRADITIONS

Different interpretations of myths, legends,
historical sources and images have, over time,
led to the creation of patterns and models in folk
tradition, according to which certain types of be-
haviour have been interpreted. Thus, Jerome A.
Voss writes that archaeologists have excavated
and examined many monuments during the last
few centuries, but the history of their interpreta-
tion in folk tradition was much longer (Voss 1987:
80-85). Folk interpretations of monuments are
usually different from their real function, due to
the fact that people know very little or nothing
about them and ignorance opens the possibilities
to folkloric expressions of understanding nature
and society, mostly associating the place with
strange, supernatural or mysterious forces (Voss
1987: 80285). Although magical stories from oral
folklore are impossible to explain by rational re-
searchers, it seems that tradition, as a phenome-
non that exists between reality and imagination,
still reproduces a certain degree of truth (Kouma-
rianou 2007: 171).

Some authors believe that legends are simply
a continuation of traditions and rituals that began
in the time when the monuments were being built,
so they often attribute a significant complexity to
ancient societies, based on present-day stories.
Others think that the Christian connection to these
places exists solely because they used to be im-
portant before Christianity. Ultimately, the only
thing with constancy and continuity is the lore it-
self, which, although imperfect, conserves some
traces of the past times. Imprecise knowledge en-
abled folk to find alternative and flexible explana-
tions according to views and concerns belonging

to their time, just like today, when the past is inter-
preted according to present habits and tendencies.
Folklore teaches us about the way people ponder
their history and helps us understand today’s mo-
tivations and drives (Voss 1987: 80-85).

Pavilovica and Jelica — antipodes of Christian
ethics

One of the most interesting legends of the
Branicevo region in Serbia is set in the time of
Prince Lazar, and is referred to in Serbian oral
poetry, in a poem belonging to the non-historic
cycle: “God Settles All Scores” (PamoBanosuh
1997: 238). This legend is linked to several mon-
asteries, springs and toponyms, among which are
the monasteries Rukumija in the village of Brada-
rac, Sestroljin in the village of Poljana, Zaova and
Bradaca, also associated to the cult of sister Jeli-
ca, originating from this region (bojkoBuh, Hokuh
2016: 99-108)."2

The lore associated with the origin of these
monasteries is consistent with the aforementioned
poem, recorded by Vuk Karadzi¢. According to
the lore, not far from the place where the mon-
astery of Zaova is situated today, two brothers
lived, the noblemen Pavle and Radule Radi¢ with
their families, and their sister Jelica. The execu-
tion of Jelica, condemned by her brothers Pavle
and Radule to be drawn and quartered by hors-
es, after a false accusation by her sister-in-law
Pavlovica, happened, according to the lore, on
August 2™ 1385, on Saint Elias’ Day. Accord-
ing to the poem, where a part of her body fell,
a church appeared. However, according to a leg-
end, a year after this event, when Prince Lazar
heard of what had happened, he visited Jelica’s
grave - the spot where her head fell, above which
he erected the monastery of Zaova, and in addi-
tion, three more monasteries: her chin generated
the monastery of Bradac¢a, her hand — the Ruku-
mija monastery, and her eyes — the monastery of

12 More on this cult in: Cracuh 1996: 219-226.
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Sestroljin. (JoBuh 2014: 260-262). Leontije Pav-
lovi¢ also wrote about the cult of sister Jelica and
recounted the legend about the origin of the four
monasteries. According to this lore, the hill of So-
pot was owned by the noblemen from the Radi¢
family, vassals to Prince Lazar and, although they
lived in Belgrade, they had a summer house on
the hill. Pavle was also called the prince of Stig
(ITaBnoBuh 1965: 221). Field research shows that
this lore still exists among folk (Jouh 2014: 260-
262; ITaBnosuh 1965),'* but only in the Brani¢evo
region (Mupxkosuh 2012: 15-17).

The existence of a hand as a relic in the Ru-
kumija monastery was noted by Josif Veseli¢ in
the 1860s,'* while Joakim Vuji¢ and Milan D.
Mili¢evi¢ make no mention of it. The previous
hegumen of the monastery, Father Sava, recount-
ed that he had a memory of this relic and that he
used to come with his parents from Klenovnik to
Rukumija to attend the service, at a time before
World War I, and used to kiss this hand, which
was partly coated in silver and placed in a wooden
reliquary in the church. During the war, the hand
disappeared, and rumour had it that it was taken
away by the Bulgarians (MupkoBuh 2012: 10-12).

On the other hand, it is interesting to establish
a link between the interpretation of the epic poem
and the use of a spolia with the representation of
Medusa built into the fagade of the monastery in
the 19" century. Thus, even in the title of the poem
itself, “God Settles All Scores”, we can feel a cer-
tain warning. The poem relates a family harmony
between the brothers Pavle and Radule and their
sister Jelica, which was disturbed by the arrival
of Pavlovica (Pavle’s wife). Pavlovica, as a for-
eign element in the family unity, jealous of the
love and attention that the brothers (her husband
included) show to their sister Jelica, perpetrates a
series of crimes in order to place the blame on her

13 This legend was also described by Josif Veseli¢ in his
work published in 1861, Monasteries in Serbia, 140-143.

14 Veseli¢ wrote that in the church there was “a holy
object, i.e. a hand of a holy person, generally believed to
belong to that girl who was slain despite being innocent.”
Becenuh 1861: 144.

sister-in-law, from killing her husband’s horse and
falcon to murdering her own child. The brothers,
misled by her accusations, sentence their sister to
be drawn and quartered and, despite the injustice,
Jelica accepts the verdict without complaint. From
the standpoint of patriarchal and Christian ethics,
Pavlovica’s intention to “sow hatred” between the
brother and the sister is recognised as a sin and
adequately punished by illness. Although it is the
brothers who killed Jelica, the transference of the
sin of her killing to the sister-in-law can be inter-
preted in the spirit of traditional representations
of the ambivalent nature and destructive powers
of women, so Pavlovica’s character is structured
according to the model of a demonic female be-
ing (bomkoruh 2005: 77). Furthermore, all the
elements in the poem relating to Pavlovica and
her punishment — the appearance of a lake as a ch-
thonic place, the image of death caused by an ill-
ness lasting nine years, snakes as chthonic animals
hatching inside her body or consuming her eyes,
as an indication of blindness (i.e. witch’s blind-
ness) and her activities during night-time — indi-
cate her demonic nature, and the murder of a child
in the cradle opens the possibility of interpreting
this character as a witch (bomkosuh 2005: 79-80).
As a consequence of all of the above mentioned, it
could be expected that a woman without a personal
name, known only by the female variation of her
husband’s name, Pavlovica, finds a visual repre-
sentation in the image of Medusa, shown between
two doves in a pediment, together with horsemen
in the acroterion of a Roman marble stele, by no
means fortuitously built into the southwest wall of
the Rukumija monastery just beneath the cornice.
However, though she is a demonic creature, Medu-
sa’s image has been humanised over the centuries
and, in art, since antiquity, it has been considered
as a significant motif because of its apotropaic pur-
pose, so the folk interpreted the head of the female
figure on the facade of the monastery as a person-
ification of the unfortunate Jelica, and the horse-
men as representations of her brothers (Milova-
novié¢, Andelkovi¢ Grasar 2017: 176-177) (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5 — Spolia from the facade of Rukumija monastery with the depiction of Medusa and horsemen
(After: Milovanovi¢, Andelkovi¢ Grasar 2017, Fig. 19)

Another spolia with a representation of Medu-
sa is associated with the Nimnik monastery. Since
there is no reliable data concerning the time of the
origin of this monastery in the village of Kurjace
nor concerning its ktetor, it is assumed that it was
built during the last decades of the autonomous
Serbian state, as a foundation of some lower noble-
man, and folk tradition ascribes it to Prince Bogo-
slav, a contemporary to Despot Purad Brankovic¢.
In a piece of writing from 1734, Exarch John dates
it to the time of Prince Lazar. In the Nimnik mon-
astery there is a chapel named “Svetinja” with the
grave of a holy man of unknown identity. Accord-
ing to the legend documented by Josif Veseli¢ in
1861, hajduks killed a boy named Nikolaj, the son
of a monk. The monks buried him, and later the ha-
jduks built a house above the tomb. However, the
house “turned into a chapel”, so that “the folk still
bring their ill here at any time of year, seeking help
for various illnesses” (Becenmuh 1861: 147). “A
family of hajduks still lives in the area and restores
this tomb from time to time”, writes Veseli¢ (loc.
cit.). Later stories about a little girl named Nikoli-
na superseded the lore about the boy Nikolaj. The
new hero is a Vlach girl Nikolina, killed by haj-
duks according to one version, or Turks according
to another. Since the story of the hajduks is more
widespread, it is probable that the lore originated
in the 19" century, when the term “hajduk” des-
ignated bandits who attacked anyone with money.

According to the lore, the hajduks went to pillage
the monastery, but didn’t know how to reach it. In
anearby Vlach village they came across a little girl
who was guarding sheep and asked her where the
monastery was. To every question, she persistently
kept answering “Nu $¢u nimik”, which, in Vlach
language, means “I don’t know anything”. Later,
when the hajduks found the church after all and
pillaged it, a member of the hajduk gang who was
the little girl’s godfather said that she must have
recognised him, so the leader ordered him to kill
her. Since the girl never came home, the villag-
ers went to search for her. In the distance they saw
a bright light, and then the little girl’s body on a
tree, engulfed in flames. However, when they tried
to take the oxcart carrying the girl’s body, in the
direction of the village, the oxen wouldn’t move.
Someone suggested they should head towards the
monastery, the oxen started moving, so the little
girl was buried next to the monastery. After peni-
tence above her grave, her godfather built a chapel,
and the monastery was named Nimnik, as a ref-
erence to the words that the girl repeated to the
bandits. Thus, Saint Nicholas fell into oblivion and
in his place the boy Nikolaj appeared, and later the
girl Nikolina (bojkoBuh, Boxuh 2016: 90-92).
The legend of the little girl’s suffering was related
in the poem “Holy Relic of the Nimnik Monas-
tery”. There are no written records concerning this
poem, but it probably originated at the beginning
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of the 20" century (Cmacuh 1998: 318). The oth-
er fragmented pediment of the Roman stele with
Medusa’s head was built into the lower part of the
southern wall of the monastery of Nimnik (Fig.
6). Similar to the aforementioned example of the
monastery of Rukumija, the memory of the unfor-
tunate girl was evoked by the delicate and subtle
image of the Medusa (Milovanovié, Andelkovié
GraSar 2017: 177).

Fairies

Beliefs in imaginary beings with supernatu-
ral powers are deeply rooted across the entire re-
gion of northeast Serbia (3euesuh 1993: 257-258;
1981: 8-9). Cults — as the worship and veneration
of a certain mythical subject (a plant, animal,
force of nature, object, mythical being or a de-
ceased person), as well as rituals that were per-
formed as a set of rules and procedures within the
cult itself and expressing veneration, secretly or
publicly, represent an important element when re-
searching the intangible cultural heritage of a spe-
cific area (3eueBuh 1973: 43). According to Slo-
bodan Zecevi¢, eastern regions of Serbia keep a
much clearer and fresher memory of demons than
the western regions of the Dinaric Alps (3eueBuh
1981: 6). He states that the church invested lots
of effort into erasing the memory of pagan gods
and idols and, thus, neglected the beliefs related
to “lower mythology”, i.e. demonic creatures,
which could explain why local folk conserved
more memories of demons than Slavic pagan dei-
ties. They did not reach the Serbs in their original
form, but changed constantly under foreign influ-
ences and assimilations with the beliefs of other
ethnicities (op. cit. 175-176).

Fairies as mythical beings, i.e. nature demons,
exist in the beliefs of Slavic folk, as well as Ger-
manic folk and people in Antiquity. According to
Slobodan Zecevi¢, they are pan European myth-
ical beings, and in Serbia, the beliefs of the na-
tive population blended with those that the Slavs
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brought from their land of origin (op. cit. 9, 40).
The fairies are exclusively female, and look like
beautiful young girls, who often gather around
springs to frolic, dance, sing and bathe. Their su-
pernatural power lies in their hair or the garment
that covered their head and wings on their back.
It was believed that they could bring a dead per-
son to life using medicinal herbs. However, their
attitude to humans could be either friendly or ma-
levolent, depending on their current mood, but
also on the behaviour of humans towards them.
A punishment of death or the deprivation of cer-
tain bodily functions was reserved for those who
accidentally saw them bathing or enjoying some
other pleasure, which was the ultimate transgres-
sion, because these events took place in locations
that were taboo for mortals (op. cit. 41-43, 179).

Specific places in the landscape associated
with different memories were based on certain
elements of the environment that fascinated an-
cient societies, elements that people were familiar
with or intuitively felt the presence of many gen-
erations. These places were often linked to rituals,
and their spatial relationships, significance and
functions mainly originated from certain histori-
cal values, common memories and the notions of
origin and ancestry (Roymans et al. 2009: 338-
340). Almost as a rule, water was an accompany-
ing element to cult places; the people attributed to
water, especially spring water, healing effects and
sacredness. Thus, numerous legends related to
healing are present in the local population of spe-
cific regions, but there are also some places whose
fame extends to a wider area. People visit them
often, and in large numbers on certain holidays,
when these places become “gathering places,
fairgrounds and playing grounds” (PamoBanosuh
1997: 237).

In the village of Recica, near Kostolac, at the
location whose toponym is “Dusnik™" there is an

15 In the “Brani¢evo Journal” from 1467, DusSnik was
listed as a village of six houses in Lucica Nahiye, and
Momcilo Stojakovi¢ locates it west of the village of
Biskuplje, noting that a hill named Dusnik still exists
(Stojakovi¢ 1987: 192). It is the same location that
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Fig. 6 - Spolia from the fagade of Nimnik monastery with the depiction of Medusa
(After: Milovanovi¢, Andelkovi¢ Grasar 2017, Fig. 20)

acacia believed to have supernatural powers. Folk
believe that every tree that differs from others by
its size, appearance or position represents a poten-
tial residence of souls, spirits and mythical beings.
A tree overgrown with vines is believed to be a
“fairy tree”. The acacia at “Dusnik” has a “fairy
wreath” that sets it apart from other trees. It is
believed that fairies gather around trees like this
one and do harm to humans who hurt them. Thus,
the tree itself is taboo as a fairies’ meeting place,
and any harm done to the tree would bring about
the fairies’ revenge. This belief system regarding
“fairy trees” is a part of the traditional religious
system of the Serbs (Boxuh, Jartanosuh 1992: 65).

“Svetinja” is a place on the left bank of the old
riverbed of the Mlava in the village of Kostolac.
It is considered sacred, the land is not supposed to
be cultivated and it is forbidden to cut down trees
in this location. In the central part there was an

Miljkovi¢ and Krsti¢ define as the area under Dusnik Hill,
at the tripoint of the territory of the villages of Recica,
Kli¢evac and Kurjace (MusskoBuh, Kpctuh 2007: 134).

elm, where people hung icons, and believed that
this place had healing properties for many dis-
eases. A lot of people, especially young women,
from the entire area used to come here, wash their
face, place offerings on the elm and light candles.
Since the elm was situated on the rampart of a
fortification from the Roman period, it withered
with time, and cult functions were transferred to
three smaller elms nearby. When archaeological
excavations began at the site of “Svetinja”, none
of the locals wanted to remove the remains of the
old elm, and scarcely anyone was willing to work
on the excavation site. All the hardships that the
archaeological team subsequently encountered
were attributed by the locals to the archaeologists’
activities in this area, where the existence of Ro-
man, Early Byzantine and Slavic settlements with
a necropolis have been confirmed (op. cit. 73).
Some villagers believed that this was the exact
spot where fairies lived and even used to choose
some of the local inhabitants as spouses; these
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men would then visit this place during night-time.
Incidentally, it is a common belief in Serbian de-
monology that fairies can have intimate relations
with humans (3eueBuh 1981: 9, 179). In the vil-
lage of Kostolac, some residents believe that fair-
ies also appear at two local crossroads.'¢

Jerina

The Despotess Jerina was the wife of the Des-
pot Purad Brankovi¢; she was Greek, and her
original name was Irene Kantakouzene. Her for-
eign origin in the country that found itself in diffi-
cult political circumstances, on the verge of being
occupied by the Turks, carried negative connota-
tions in the mentality of the folk, similar to the
story of Pavlovica, who, as a foreign element in a
family, destroyed the harmony between the broth-
ers and their sister Jelica. Notwithstanding the
feeling of closeness to the Greeks, which existed
among the folk, thanks to the Orthodox religion,
in traditional culture, any foreigner was equated
with the category of foreignness, associated with
evil and demons (Kowuxk 2006: 59). Thus, in folk
poems, the Despotess Jerina, as a foreign woman,
was described as a damned person, blameworthy
of family misfortune and the political ruin of the
Despotate and, furthermore, her powerful role of
a woman who surpasses the household sphere cer-
tainly contributed to the negative image created
in poetry. The folklore not only emphasises her
arrogance in constraining the people to forced la-
bour for building medieval edifices, but also im-
putes to her the frequent company of young men
that she took as lovers and then killed, until finally
one of them, Purad, became her husband. These
stories created a message conveying unacceptable
behaviour, which could be transmitted from gen-
eration to generation (I'y3una 2011: 84-85). This
way of establishing a negative image and mem-
ory of this woman was deepened in oral poetry
about the Brankovi¢ family, where Jerina and her

16 According to the stories of locals.

daughter Mara Brankovi¢ were described as the
damned female part of the family and accused of
blinding Grgur and Stefan. In these poems, Jerina
is also considered as being solely responsible for
the marriage of her daughter to a Turkish ruler, an
infidel; namely, the absence of men in contracting
this marriage meant failing the patriarchal norms,
which by default announced trouble and misfor-
tune (Cram6omuh 2017: 222-224).

The names of two towers of the despot’s court
are associated with Roman sculptures which were
built into them: “Jerina’s Tower” was named after
a statue of a Roman goddess situated in the niche
in the first tower at the court entrance, in which
the medieval population “recognised” the Serbian
Despotess Jerina; and “Jezava Tower”, i.e. “Nine
Brothers’ Heads Tower” and “Seven Brothers’
Heads Tower”, named after built-in sculptures tak-
en from Roman tombstones (L[erkoBuh 2009: 29-
31) (Fig. 7). Petar Popovi¢ indicates Roman sar-
cophagi, sculptures, plates with inscriptions and
architectural fragments, and highlights the afore-
mentioned statue of a Roman goddess, saying
that “every good Serb had a duty to throw a stone
at it, because it was believed that the figure rep-
resented the Damned Jerina, so in this way they
would take revenge for the forced labour of their
ancestors during the construction of this fortress.
The villagers were even supposed to use their own
carriage and oxen and the labour took so long that
Old Man Novak had to rebel and join the hajduks”
(TTommoBuh 1931: 52).'7 “The poor Despotess Jerina
— Irene — they laid all the blame on her, as a Greek,
believing that the wise and good Purad wouldn’t
be so heartless” (op. cit. 52-53). In order to justify
the actions of their ruler, the folk laid the blame
on the foreign woman, his wife. During the bomb-
ing in World War I, the sculpture of the goddess
fell down and broke, revealing an inscription on
the back of the pedestal, copied by a certain Mr
Miljjevi¢, but the copy was ruined during the war.

17 This shows how folk legends are often a blended mixture
of events and characters. Namely, Old Man Novak was
born in the 16" century, so he couldn’t be a contemporary
of the construction of the Smederevo fortress.
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Fig. 7 - Sculpture of the Roman goddess Vesta,
so-called Jerina, spolia from Smederevo fortress
(After: LietkoBuh 2009, 32)

The fallen sculpture, as well as others assembled
in one place in Veliki Grad, was taken away by the
occupiers (op. cit. 53)."® Negative associations to
the unfortunate despotess still live among the Ser-
bian folk in the saying: “Evil deeds were done by
Purad’s Jerina, she did evil but lived to see worse”
(T'y3una 2011: 84). Outside of folk tradition, his-
torically speaking, the Despotess Jerina’s destiny
was not any better. She died a year after Despot

18 An interesting story about the interest of foreign
armies in antiquities in Smederevo is related in an article
(Kovéacs, Prohdszka 2016: 59-63). A Hungarian soldier,
a teacher by profession, sent a postcard to the Hungarian
National Museum in Budapest, describing an inscription
on a Roman tombstone that the soldiers in his unit found
near Smederevo, and inquiring about the possibility to
transfer it to Budapest by boat. It is unknown what became
of the monument, but given the fact that this inscription
has not been published anywhere, it was probably never
transported to Budapest and remained in Smederevo,
where it was destroyed or reused later for something else.

Durad’s death, in 1457, possibly as a consequence
of poisoning or while trying to escape from the
court, and the sole heir to the Serbian throne be-
came Lazar Brankovi¢ (Cripemuh 2013: 905-906).

CONCLUSION

Based on everything we mentioned above,
it is possible to conclude that, throughout histo-
ry, women were perceived in different ways, but
often according to preconceived patterns. Even
when they belonged to the imperial circles, they
could not escape being judged and their origin, as
well as the way they arrived at the throne, being
questioned. References to women’s activities in
historical sources often appear in narratives that
primarily do not concern women, and were writ-
ten by men. However, women fought in ingenious
ways and managed to overcome the limitations
of their rights and a life in a militaristic society,
defying preconceived stereotypes, which were of-
ten overlooked and forgotten when these women
would include Christian values in their life (Her-
rin 1993: 167-189; James 1997: 123-140).

The label of harlot and a woman’s libertine be-
haviour became, with time, usual patterns of neg-
ative attitudes, associated to the primary, instinc-
tive principles in women and often connected to
demonic notions. Associating women to demonic
beings, most often fairies and witches, was one
of the generally accepted models of stereotypes in
folk tradition. Besides the fact that there existed
ordinary, innocent women who suffered because
of these associations, the fear and awe that these
mythical beings inspired in people can be linked
to one of the oldest fears that men experienced
with regard to women, the fear of female gener-
ative powers (gynophobia) (Irwin 2007: 13-23).
One of the incarnations of this relationship with
the fear of female powers was the image of Me-
dusa, who, as a demonic creature, became demy-
stified even during the Roman period. Although a
being of demonic nature, but carrying a significant
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apotropaic character, it was accepted in the Chris-
tian world, through folk tradition, as a symbol of
the triumph of justice, repentance and punishment
for the culprits, harmonising pagan religious prin-
ciples with Christian ones, and linking Medusa’s
image to two legends from the Branicevo region,
those of the sister Jelica and the little girl Nikolina
(Milovanovi¢, Andelkovi¢ Grasar 2017: 177).

Due to the fear of otherworldly forces and the
destructive powers of female demonic creatures, it
was believed that during the construction of every
important edifice it was necessary to make a sac-
rifice to these beings, mostly fairies, who would
otherwise, during night-time, destroy everything
that had been built during the day. In the village
of Kostolac we have recorded a legend which is
a mixture of the variant of this Balkan motive,
present also in the poem “Building the City of Ska-
dar” and the motive from the poem “God Settles
All Scores”. In the legend we have recorded three
brothers were erecting a monastery, but everything
that the masons had built during the day, a fairy
would “bring down” during the night. In order to
appease the fairy, according to her request, the
brothers built the youngest of their three sisters into
the wall. As folklore was distancing itself from my-
thology, the act of creation was being transferred
from gods to humans. However, the model of cre-
ation remained the same and, in order to “copy” the
primordial cosmogonic act in all of its segments
- the victory of the Creator over the incarnated
Chaos, i.e. tearing apart the mythical monster and
shaping the world out of its body parts - the in-
stitution of the building sacrifice was established
(building a human body into the foundations of the
future edifice) (bomkosuh 2005: 74).

The characters can, thus, be mixed up, their
names and names of places forgotten, but the
memory of the elements of the poems bearing the
basic values remains. Legends as specific folkloric
forms can offer a wide range of evidence concern-
ing the sociocultural characteristics of a popula-
tion and a time period, while folkloric forms en-
able us to learn more about the beliefs, values and

customs of a specific cultural community and re-
veal the way in which they directed and formed the
behaviour and convictions of people. Legends pre-
serve the tradition and the consciousness of identi-
ty of a population, and in their core they preserve
the memory of real events (I'y3una 2011: 83).

As a result of all of the above, we can only
imagine what it must have been like for women to
withstand a centuries-long heritage of stereotypes
and how close they constantly were to being pun-
ished, not only for their behaviour, but precisely
for the stereotypes through which they were per-
ceived. Although such examples are many in leg-
ends, lore and epic poetry, even historical figures
could not escape becoming a part of cultural mod-
els, and in this case part of the stereotypes, one of
the best examples being the Despotess Jerina and,
subsequently, Mara Brankovi¢ as her offspring.
These two women were characterised through
typical categorisations of lower female deities,
particularly fairies and witches. Since many evil
deeds were ascribed to Jerina, from constraining
the people to forced labour, marrying her daughter
to a Turk, to being an intermediary in the blinding
of her sons, the folk found an analogy with the
actions of witches, evil women of demonic na-
ture, who attack their own male children, and in-
troduce their daughters to the “witch company”
(Crambomuh 2017: 225-227). On the other hand,
in the character of Jerina we can also recognise
some attributes of fairies, like the abovemen-
tioned demand for sacrifice during the construc-
tion of a city. Furthermore, Veselin Cajkanovi¢
considers Jerina as possibly the oldest fairy, or
Mother Earth, or a cursed girl condemned to wan-
der among ruins for eternity, which explains the
fact that, aside from Smederevo, many other city
fortresses are named Jerina’s City (Yajkanosuh
1994: 276; Crambonuh 2017: 228).
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REZIME

STEREOTIPI KAO PROTOTIPI U
PERCEPCIJI ZENA: NEKOLIKO
PRIMERA IZ ISTORIJE I
NARODNE TRADICIJE

KLJUCNE RECI: STEREOTIP, ZENA, CARICA,
KURTIZANA, VESTICA, VILA, DEMONSKO
BICE, ISTORIJA, LEGENDA, NARODNA
TRADICIJA.

Stereotipi koji prate Zene ve¢ vekovima su uo-
bicajeni i odomaceni u patrijarhalnim druStvima,
kakvo je i naSe. Osudivanja i tzv. ,etiketiranja“
nisu zaobilazili ni dame carskog kruga, a posebno
su bile osudene one Zene, ¢ije se ponaSanje ili po-
reklo, kosilo sa hri§¢anskom etikom.

Ranohris¢anske carice najcesée su u izvorima
opisivane kao bludnice i prostitutke, neznatnog
porekla, koje su moralnu sliku sticale udajom za
cara i aktivnostima vezanim za crkvu, §to je rezul-
tiralo uzornim hris¢anskim ponaSanjem i izmenje-
nom percepcijom drustva prema njima. Ova vrsta
stereotipa nije zaobisla ni najpoznatiju hris¢ansku
caricu, majku Konstantina Velikog, koja je postala
uzor svim dobrim, budu¢im hri§¢anskim carica-
ma, 1 Zenama uopSte. Ovi narativi uglavnom su
pisani od strane muskaraca, a slika o Zenama, ka-
kva je stvorena i o carici Teodori u Prokopijevoj
Tajnoj istoriji, teSko se menjala, a Cesto ostajala
prisutna u sveti ljudi vekovima.

Sa druge strane, narodna tradicija pokazuje
istu mo¢ stereotipa, ovoga puta onih koji nisu za-
pisani, ve¢ usmeno prenoseni generacijama i ¢esto

vezani za legendu, a ponekad opevani u narodnoj
poeziji. Mnoge Zene koje u svojim sredinama nisu
bile prihvacene ili su svojim ponaSanjem rusile
uvrezene modele ponaSanja u strogo koncipira-
nom patrijarhalnom druStvu bile su povezivane sa
demonskim bi¢ima, i to najcesce sa vilama i vesti-
cama. Zato i ne ¢udi da je u dva primera lik Medu-
ze, kao jednog od takvih demonskih bica, uzet za
asocijaciju na dve Zene za koje su vezane legende
o kaznjavanju i zrtvi, Jelicu i Nikoliju, te da je
usaglasavanjem paganskih sa hris¢anskim moral-
nim nacelima i ovaj demonski lik duboko humani-
zovan u odnosu na njegov inicijalni izgled.

ZastraSujuce Zenske demonske moci u naro-
du su izazivale strahopoStovanje, a verovanje u
vile 1 vestice, bilo je sveprisutno, do te mere, da
je bilo koja zena iole drugacijeg ponaSanja mogla
da bude smatrana upravo ovakvim bi¢em. Narod
je verovao u €in prinoSenja Zrtve vilama tokom
graditeljskih poduhvata, §to je zabelezeno u vise
legendi i narodnih pesama. Jedna od najpoznatijih
jeiona o gradenju Smedereva, zbog ¢ega je vizan-
tijska carica Irina Kantakuzin, u narodu prozvana
prokleta Jerina. Zbog prisilnog rada i velike zZrtve
koju je narod podnosio radi ovog gradevinskog
poduhvata, Jerina je bila smatrana vilom, dok su
osobine vestica pripisane i njoj ali i njenoj ¢erki
Mari Brankovi¢, najvise zbog toga $to su ih sma-
trali odgovorinim za oslepljenje Grgura i Stefana,
te 1 propast cele dinastije Brankoviéa.

Stereotipi o percepciji zena, vekovima su
stvarani na mitoloskim, istorijskim i kulturolos-
kim obrascima, a razvijali su se u pogodnoj kli-
mi hri§¢anske moralnosti i patrijarhalne sredine.
Cak i kada je ponasanje Zene bilo uzorno, ona je
mogla biti osudena iz bilo kojih pobuda, najcesce
jer je bila okarakterisana kao strankinja, u zemlji,
drustvu, porodici i zbog toga je morala da bude
kaznjena.



