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Preface and acknowledgements

T

he Cretan rhyming couplets, the mandinádes, are short, compact poems
which contain an independent message created either for the needs of
a particular occasion, or to encapsulate a larger proverbial, philosophical or
lyrical idea. This research approaches the mandinádes as a special poetic
language, a register, and studies how these extemporized or memorized
units are performed and composed, and also explores the larger principles
that underlie the communication, self-expression and creativity in the genre.
The need for studies on short, conversational traditions to balance the
understanding of oral poetry has been acknowledged in several sources.
New approaches to longer narrative, epic and mythic traditions and to
improvised contest poetry have provided in-depth insights into the dynamics
and aesthetics of composition in performance, as well as to the processes of
encoding and decoding of the textual units within performative discourses.
Short poetry genres that favor spontaneity in communication and constant
production of new texts, however, appeal to quite different human needs.
In Greece and the surrounding Mediterranean areas, several especially
DQWKURSRORJLFDO DUWLFOHV DQG ERRNV EDVHG RQ ŅHOGZRUN FDUULHG RXW LQ WKH
1970s and 1980s, already provide good insights into the uses of the compact
units of oral poetry. When I encountered the mandinádes in Crete at the
end of the 1990s, I felt there was a need for an up-to-date study that would
address the change that had been created by the adaptation of the poetic
activities in the modern society during the past twenty to thirty years. Yet
an even greater gap in the literature was the need for a comprehensive study
presenting this type of poetic register and its use in traditional performances
DQGFRPSRVLWLRQ,QDGGLWLRQLWZDVFOHDUWKDWWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHDWWULEXWHGWR
the new, seemingly context-less performances in the written and mass media
arenas was intimately drawn from the ideals immanent in the traditional
SRHWLFH[SUHVVLRQIXUWKHUPRUHPDQ\&UHWDQVZHUHņXHQWLQERWKDUHQDV
This meant that any conclusions could only be inferred from a full image
of the tradition.
The need for a comprehensive study was further enhanced by my
experience that mandinádes were at the same time an overwhelmingly
versatile and uniformly conceptualized song and speech genre in Crete.
Indeed, the couplet model has been widespread in the southern Greek
7
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LVODQGV VLQFH WKH ŅIWHHQWK FHQWXU\ DQG LW LV VWLOO SRSXODU DQG OLYLQJ
HVSHFLDOO\LQ&UHWH$OWKRXJKVLJQLŅFDQWGLIIHUHQFHVKDYHH[LVWHGXQWLOWKH
1980s in the performative practices between the different parts of Crete
concerning how, where and with which instruments mandinádes were sung
(if instruments were used), the rhyming couplet model is something that
is felt to be emblematic of the entire island of Crete. Besides their being
exchanged in culturally institutionalized singing events, these poems are
widely composed for personal pleasure, and they occur embedded in casual
speech to an extent which points to a language-like conception of the poetic
model.
The initial motivation for this research was thus to provide a descriptive
ERRNZKLFK,ZRXOGKDYHZDQWHGWRKDYHIRXQGZKHQ,ŅUVWEHFDPHDZDUH
RIWKHWUDGLWLRQ7KLVWRRNSODFHZKHQ,VSHQWŅYHPRQWKVDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\
of Crete in Rethimno as a foreign exchange student of Modern Greek in
,QKLQGVLJKW,DPKDSS\WKDW,GLGQRWŅQGDERRNSXEOLVKHGRQWKLV
WRSLF:KDWHQVXHGIURPP\EHFRPLQJIDPLOLDUZLWKDOLYLQJŅHOGDWVXFK
an early phase of my studies was that I was able to follow a path of folklore
VWXGLHVZKLFKFRPELQHGSHULRGVRIŅHOGZRUNDQGUHODWHGVWXGLHVWKURXJKRXW
my master’s thesis and doctoral dissertation work. I had the opportunity to
stay in Crete for several longer periods, and later visited the island once a
\HDUZLWKWKHRYHUDOOŅHOGZRUNFRYHULQJDWRWDOWLPHVSDQRIWZHOYH\HDUV
$VDUHVXOW,DFTXLUHGYHU\GLIIHUHQWOD\HUVRIGDWDWKURXJKŅHOGZRUNDQGWKH
data interacted with my academic learning. Even the most basic information
on the situations and the ways in which mandinádes were performed all had
WREHFRQVWUXFWHGWKURXJKŅHOGZRUNFRQYHUVDWLRQVDQGWKHVHFRQYHUVDWLRQV
soon led to an extended academic discussion on the ideas and values of
poetic self-expression.
:KHQ,ŅUVWEHJDQWKLVVWXG\LQWKHHWKQRSRHWLFVDQGSHUIRUPDQFH
centered approaches to verbal art were becoming established in Finnish
Folklore studies that provide the scholarly background for framing the
research questions in this study. The earlier studies on mandinádes carried
out by Samuel Baud-Bovy (1936), Anna Caraveli (1982, 1985) and Michael
Herzfeld (1981, 1985a, 1985b) helped me to understand the plurality of
WKHSRHWLFH[SHULHQFHWRJURXQGDQGIRFXVP\SHUFHSWLRQLQWKHŅHOGDQG
to go for more than was easily available. To ground my own inquiry as
an ethnographic register analysis of the mandinádes, as I conceptualize
this research now, I was primarily assisted by the close analysis of these
UHVHDUFKHUVģ ŅHOGZRUN , ZDV DOVR DEOH WR FRPELQH $OEHUW /RUGģV PRGHO
(1960) of seeing the register from the singers’ point of view with the later
approaches of John Miles Foley, who had brought the study of the metrically
GHŅQHG RUDO SRHWU\ PHWKRGRORJLFDOO\ WR D QHZ VWDUWLQJ SRLQW HVS 
1995). I could further enlarge this methodological and theoretical basis by
drawing on Charles Briggs’ comprehensive study on the conversational
Mexicano genres (1988).
In Crete, however, my attention was particularly captured by the locals’
eager introduction of the poems as poems in their own right. When I inquired
about mandinádes, especially old people often recited to me poems. These
separate poems were performed with great pride, often accompanied by
8
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DQLQWHQVHDIŅUPDWLYHH\HFRQWDFWRUHYHQE\WKHSKUDVHSee, it has a lot
of meaning! The people clearly valued the way these miniature poems
captured an idea as such; they were also well worth performing. The
discourse to which they bound the poem was, however, not evident from the
situational, circumstantial context, to an outsider like me, and several times
I continued to wonder why the particular poem that was performed was so
meaningful. This motivated me to search for an explanation for the cultural
and artistic values and processes beyond those types of performances that
were explained to me as being culturally institutionalized. I therefore turned
to search for the factors that were the basis for their perceptions, the creating
of their meanings, in addition to the actual performative realizations. I was
encouraged to envision such a task as a creative intellectual challenge,
especially by one of Michael Herzfeld’s phrases: “Context, by which
the meaning of a text is locally recognized, may be verbal as well as
circumstantial or social: words, too, are ‘events’” (1981:139). The title
of this study, Words as Events, includes an acknowledgement of this
intellectual challenge.
:KHQ,ZDVFRQGXFWLQJWKHHDUO\VWDJHVRIP\ŅHOGZRUNLQĠ
I also had the opportunity to participate in analyzing the Finnish kalevalameter lyric poetry in the folklore archives. I worked with the researcher
Senni Timonen for short periods of altogether eight months.1 The perception
of an essentially language-like characteristic of the poetic tradition in Crete
was very similar to this experience. The analysis itself, the depth of Senni
Timonen’s experience, and our detailed conversations during our joint
ZRUNDOOPDGHPHLQWLPDWHO\IDPLOLDUZLWKDQRWKHUņH[LEOHSRHWLFUHJLVWHU
as well as with the creativity of the poetic self-expression as a vehicle for
diverse processes of problem solving and consolation. Timonen’s long
research career culminated in a dissertation on the kalevala-meter lyric
poems in 2004. In addition, a year later, the dissertation by Lotte Tarkka
on the singing of the kalevala-meter poetry as a cultural system in the
historical Vuokkiniemi parish posed new interpretations which were also
QHDUWRP\RZQUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQV$OWKRXJKP\ŅHOGZRUNSHULRGVLQ&UHWH
and concerns with the short forms of oral poetry separated me from the
mainstream of contemporary folklore research in Finland, the work of these
researchers, as well as that of Lauri Harvilahti, and of my peer, the doctoral
student Kati Kallio, kept me constantly in connection with the broader ideas
of oral poetry.2
,QWHUSUHWLQJ WKH WKUHDGV RI HYLGHQFH WKDW HPHUJHG IURP P\ ŅHOGZRUN
ŅUVWWRRNVHYHUDOSDWKVEH\RQGWKHFRUHDUHDVRIWKHIRONORUHGLVFLSOLQHRU
1 After a period of archive practice that is required in the folklore studies, I continued in the
)LQQLVK/LWHUDU\6RFLHW\IRUDWRWDORIHLJKWPRQWKV Ġ LQDSURMHFWRILQGH[LQJ
the thematic units of the kalevala-meter lyric poetry. This work consisted of going
systematically through the related poetic motives and their appearance in the individual
poems. The work was carried out sub-group by sub-group from preliminary handwritten
cards by checking the references and by writing a comment on each motive.
2 Of the Finnish scholars, Lauri Honko is also widely known for his research on epic poetry
(esp. 1998) and Pertti Anttonen (1994; 2009) and Tom Dubois (1995) have contributed to
the research on Finnish oral poetry from an ethnopoetic perspective.

9
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even linguistic anthropology, which is closely related to the sphere of this
study. I had few practical models to study the spontaneity emerging as a
characteristic of the tradition and the Cretan impressions seemed to fall
only partially within the perspectives given by other studies. I participated
in seminars organized among the social sciences and education, semiotics
and philosophy, and ethnomusicology and dance, and these gave me
VSHFLŅFLQVLJKWVIURPWKRVHDUHDVRIVWXG\6RPHRIWKHVHFRQFHUQVSURYHG
to be useful for verbalizing the characteristics of the Cretan tradition;
others showed that several disciplines currently share the very same issues
concerning human thinking and self-expression that I encountered in my
research. One of the terms which made me look outside of the core of the
folklore research was improvisation. My use of that term was initially
questioned by both my mentors in a seminar in October 2003, and after
reconstructing what it can signify regarding the tradition of mandinádes, in
WKHŅQDOZULWLQJSHULRGIURP$SULOWR0DUFKLWDOVRLQWURGXFHG
me better to the literary and text-centered folklore research history. The
ELDVHVRIWKLVSDUDGLJPVRPHWKLQJ,ŅUVWHQYLVLRQHGDVDVXEMHFWRIDEULHI
historical exploration, still turned out to be at odds with conceptualizing
WKHFUHDWLYHSHUVRQDODJHQF\SDUWLFXODUO\LQFRPSRVLWLRQĠDQGWKLVDJHQF\
therefore grew into a major theme of the present study.
Through an ethnographic register approach, this study aims to clarify
the ways in which the productive poetic tradition of the mandinádes allows
creativity and an experience of meaningfulness for the poets and performers.
I felt very early on that the “restrictions” of the structure played a decisive
role in generating impulses of creativity, and along with the inconvenience
I felt over the lack of information about the poetic registers and their role
in several anthropological studies capturing sociocultural themes, I noticed
that the basic problem of the research available was that it did not grant
access to the world of resources available to the performers and composers
of poetry. By a register approach, I therefore mean that I will focus on the
poetic language, the register, as well as on how, where, when and by whom,
to whom and between whom, this register can be used. This type of focus
on the dialectical relationship between the system and its individual usages
is, of course, not new, but already present in the Prague School’s early
approaches towards sociolinguistics from the twenties and thirties (see Fine
Ġ DQGLQSDUWLFXODULQWKHGLVFXVVLRQFDUULHGRXWE\-DNREVRQ
and Bogatyrev (1980 [1929]) on reshaping the meaning of Saussure’s terms
langue and parole.
Ethnographic means that this aim is endeavored through the experience of
individuals engaged in the tradition. The orientations to this experience are
constructed here by combining the researcher’s observation and participation
in the performances to focusing on these matters in repeated conversations.
The present study therefore examines how the contemporary people in
Crete understand and conceptualize their own tradition. In other words,
this analysis will explore how they still practice or recollect the collective
singing and acoustic musical ways of celebration and entertainment that
form their very recent past, how they perform and compose these poems
today, as well as how they value the access to this shared potentiality and
10
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evaluate its individual renditions.
As Steven Caton observes, the ethnographic appropriation of an oral
poem concerns two distinct but interdependent processes: understanding and
interpretation. Whereas native speakers may be confronted by the challenge
of interpretation while they may automatically understand the expression,
a foreign ethnographer is also confronted by the problem of understanding.
This understanding concerns a complex set of linguistic features as well
as background information on the concrete and cultural references. (Caton
ĠVHHDOVR&DUDYHOL 
Understanding is also a primary method in most human research. But
unlike many other types of ethnographic work, in this type, the participation
in the conversations and knowledge production, is the essential prerequisite
IRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJWRDGHJUHHZKLFKDOVRVWDQGVŅUPO\DQGYLVLEO\LQWKHŅQDO
product. Several ethnographic studies, and essentially those on short forms
(Briggs 1988; Caton 1990; Herzfeld 1981), were of great help in making me
conscious that rather than a disadvantage, my engagement in the research
dialogue would be the necessary tool for grasping the ways in which people
express themselves in this kind of speech genre. Understanding the several,
often very elliptic levels of the apt poetic expression demanded that I learn
a profound system of the ideals of communication in Crete and essentially
their verbal ways of challenging the interlocutor to engage in the discourse.
In brief, the dialogic structures of the tradition were also imposed on the
VWUXFWXUHRIWKHŅHOGZRUN$IWHUDFFHSWLQJWROHDUQQRWMXVWQHZLQIRUPDWLRQ
but a new way of communicating, being a foreigner was nonetheless very
rewarding. The advantage is that people are motivated to explain and explore
in conversation things which normally are self-evident.
$VDIRUHLJQVWXGHQWRIWKHPDQGLQ¢GHVKRZHYHU,KDYHKDGWKHEHQHŅW
of receiving help from a native Greek within easy reach. After the initial
SHULRGRIVWXGLHVDQGSUHOLPLQDU\ŅHOGZRUNLQ5HWKLPQRLQWKHVSULQJ
my attempts to understand the Cretan and Greek music led me to become
DFTXDLQWHG LQ 0D\  Ġ ZKHQ , KDG DOUHDG\ RUJDQL]HG P\ UHWXUQ WR
5HWKLPQRIRUVWXGLHVDQGŅHOGZRUNIRUWKHDFDGHPLF\HDUĠZLWK
the percussionist Yannis Hadziharalambous, an Athens-born expert in the
Balkan and eastern rhythmical traditions, who later become my husband.
By that time, he had lived in Crete for most of the preceding eight years, and
his sharp ear and his insider experience of the deeply idiomatic Greek and
Cretan expressions have complemented my pursuits in indispensable ways.
Being a couple facilitated enormously our move to a village environment.
'XULQJ0DUFKDQG$SULOZHVWD\HGIRUWKHŅUVWWLPHLQDVPDOOYLOODJH
which came to be my temporary residence during all the longer and shorter
SHULRGV RI ŅHOGZRUN XQWLO WKH HQG RI  7KH YLOODJH LV VLWXDWHG LQ WKH
Milopotamos valley, and I will refer to this community in the following
pages simply as the ‘Village’. In March 2003, I completed my master’s
thesis on the mandinádes (Sykäri 2003) and in the beginning of the 2004,
I received a doctoral research grant for three years from the Finnish Cultural
Foundation, which allowed me to plan a long-term study and to return to
Crete for eight months that same year. Although I was unable to carry out
my research exclusively in the Village, we rented the same house again
11
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because in this village, I felt truly welcomed, and the house with a garden
which I could tend as my own, as well as the great mountain views, provided
a well-needed nest. Although a deep sympathy towards my being Finnish
KDVFRQWULEXWHGWRP\HDV\DFFHSWDQFHLQPDQ\ŅHOGZRUNVLWXDWLRQVWKHVH
outermost corners of Europe are socially and culturally very different,
which becomes more evident during a longer stay. For most of this time,
P\ SDUWQHU DFFRPSDQLHG PH LQ P\ ŅHOGZRUN SURYLGLQJ KHOS LQ WKH
transcription of the recordings and in the everyday means of conversing and
understanding the peculiarities of the idiomatic and dialectally complicated
linguistic expressions.
Before my stay in the Village, my informants had been mainly men,
who still were much more easily contacted in Crete. I was therefore happy
to continue the close relationships with the two ordinary village women,
Despina Papadaki and Agapi Moshovaki, who had became important
LQIRUPDQWVGXULQJP\ŅUVWVWD\LQ%RWKZRPHQZHUHLQWKHLUHDUO\
seventies at that time. Together, these friends introduced me most practically
to their everyday verbal dexterity and to their creative associating through
memories. Still at that time, Despina spontaneously composed ex tempore,
although her memory and health already started to fail her. She also
recurrently explained to me her moral principles by reciting her poems.
Agapi had the skill to complement any situation by inserting a poem from
her inexhaustible poetic reserves. Having lived all her life in this Village, she
also used to contribute to our discussions with stories of past performances.
I am happy that these women, to whom my gratitude has grown so great
over the years, wanted me to use their names, although, unlike most of the
other persons featuring with their name in this book, they are known as
performers only within their close circles.
Later, the decision to stay in the Village brought still one more advantage:
I became familiar with Kostoula Papadoyanni, a middle-aged woman
talented in composition, whose growing ambition I was able to follow and
,FRQYHUVHGZLWKKHURYHUDŅYH\HDUSHULRG6KHDOVRKDVWKHH[WUDRUGLQDU\
skill to verbalize the processes of composition, providing a unique source
for an extended discussion on these matters. By placing special emphasis
on the insights that I had developed due to my familiarity with these three
women, I wish to point to the fact that although men may be principal actors
in musical public performances, both sexes equally speak the shared poetic
idiom.
One of those composers with whom I had the pleasure to talk several
times over the years is Mitsos Stavrakakis from Iraklio. His grasp of
analysis in our conversations helped me to understand the background
and mental frame of reference which the contemporary adult male poets
have in their traditional singing events. As a consequence, his insightful
descriptions of the traditional ways of singing and communicating occupy a
special place in this work. I also enjoyed the expressive sarcasm of Aristidis
Heretis from Anoya during our several meetings starting from 1999. Yet
another contributor, beginning in 2004, was the instrument builder Antonis
Stefanakis from Zaros and my conversations with him widened the scope of
the village life and expressional means. In addition, Katerina Kornarou, born
12
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in the region of Merambello, later married in Milopotamos, provided me
with hours of recollections of her childhood and youth in eastern Crete, and
performed her mandináda and song-compositions during our conversations.
Another valuable source of information, who began contributing in 2004,
was Yorgos Sifakis from Rethimno, and he has also given me many hours
of his time for our detailed conversations. His recent contribution in
providing me with audio material that was recorded in the singing events
complements the present study in indispensable ways.
The role of the aforementioned mandinadolóyi, mandináda-composers,
and the specialists of the tradition, with whom I could talk repeatedly, has
been fundamental in my understanding of the mandinádes. In the various
regions of Crete, I also conversed with Aleksandra Pateraki (Dzermiado),
Kostas Kontoyannis (Rethimno), Kostas Mangoufakis (Ano Vianos),
Lefteris Kalomiris (Anoya) and Nikolis Nikiforos (Rethimno), and many
others. Several performers in Crete, who welcomed my passing by with
creative challenges, remain anonymous, because in most of these casual
meetings, I did not ask their names or their permission to disclose their
LGHQWLŅFDWLRQLQWKLVVWXG\0DQ\RIWKHVHDQRQ\PRXVSHUIRUPHUVKRZHYHU
indeed helped me recognize the power of the casual recitals of poems as
performances. Naturally, I had in-depth conversations with several people
in the Village from 1999 up to 2009.
In addition to these poets and performers, many people have contributed
to my work by informing, helping, advising and conversing with me during
these twelve years. For example, Ross Daly and Yannis Tsouhlarakis helped
PHŅQGVRPHUHOHYDQWELEOLRJUDSK\DQGLQWHUYLHZHHV,Q1RYHPEHU
the violinist Vangelis Vardakis with the laoúto-player Manolis Liapakis
from Ierapetra, offered me an in-depth introduction to the cultural sphere
of eastern Crete and to its different music, dance and singing traditions.
The traditions of western Crete were originally disclosed by several people
LQ)UDQNRNDVWHOORDQG6IDNLDGXULQJP\HDUO\WULSVLQĠDQGLQ
the spring and summer of 2006 by Stelios Tsiburakis from Hania, and his
mother Irini and father Maximos, a recognized performer of the rizítika
songs and mandinádes of his time.
Besides all these people who helped me understand the tradition and
register of the mandinádes, other people assisted in getting started and
RUJDQL]LQJWKHŅHOGZRUNDQGOLYLQJDUUDQJHPHQWVLQ&UHWH'XULQJWKHVSULQJ
1997, my friend Judy Preston, a student at the University of Birmingham at
that time, accompanied me on many of the early experiences. A rethimniot
friend, Manolis Papadakis, took me like a family member to various
events, village weddings and parées. Later, especially three people helped
me far beyond the normal boundaries of friendship and played decisive
UROHVLQP\ŅHOGZRUN5RXOD.RXPHQWDNDNRX0LKDOLV7URXOLVDQG9DVLOLV
Kalivianakis. Without the trust of Mihalis, and the practical help, the
friendship and genuine interest of Roula and Vasili at various problems
and times, I would have returned home many times. In addition to their
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A view from the garden, Milopotamos, spring 2006. My daily solitary tending of
P\ ODQGORUGģV VPDOO JDUGHQ EDODQFHG WKH H[WURYHUVLRQ RI WKH ŅHOGZRUN DQG DOVR
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Note on transliteration
T he transliteration of Modern Greek presents well-known problems. For
the purposes of this study, I have adopted a phonetic system based on the
pronunciation of Standard Modern Greek, however, I also maintain certain
FRQYHQWLRQVDQGVLPSOLŅFDWLRQVWKDWKHOSWRUHFRJQL]HWKHRULJLQDO*UHHN
text. The poetic texts are written as they were sung in the recorded material or
recited in conversations, which means a good deal of lexical, morphological
and phonetic inconsistency. The dialectal Cretan pronunciation is however
QRWVSHFLŅFDOO\QRWHGH[FHSWLQDIHZFDVHVZKLFKPDGHWKHGLDOHFWYHU\
explicit. The individual word accentuation, which in Modern Greek is marked
in the written language, is preserved in transcription (apart from proper
names), and it helps in following the meter of the poetic texts (introduced
in Chapter 4). When two or three vowels are pronounced together, thus
occupying one syllable in the metrical line, a hyphen is entered between the
words: ke-an (“and if”).
A key to the transcription:
A Į = a
%ȕ Y
ȽȖ  \RUJ
ǻį  G
Ǽİ H
ǽȗ ]
ǾȘ L
Ĭș  WK
ǿȚ
L
Ȁț N
ȁȜ O
Ȃμ = m

ȃȞ
Ȅȟ
ȅȠ
Ȇ
ȇȡ
ȈȢ
ȉĲ
Ȋȣ
ĭĳ
ȋȤ 
Ȍȥ
ȍȦ

Q
NV
R
S
U
V
W
L
I
K
SV
R

ĮȚ
H
İȚ
L
ȠȚ
L
Ƞȣ  RX
Įȣ  DIRUDY
İȣ  HIRUHY
ȝ  ERUQE
ȞĲ  GRUQG
ȖȖȖț QJ
ȖȚ 
\
Ĳȗ
= dz

*Pronunciation:
Ȗ, (ĺy), like the y in the “yes”, preceding either [e] or [i]
(ĺg), in all other cases; does not correspond to any sound in English
į, like the th in the English word “there”
ș, like the th in the English word “that”
Ȥ , like the ch in the Scottish word “loch”
Ƞȣ, between “put” and “boot”
Įȣ, İȣ, = af, ef, before the consonants , Ĳ, ț, ĳ, ș, Ȥ, ı, ȟ, ȥ and at the end
of the word; av, ev, before a vowel or any other consonant
ȝ, ȞĲ, = b, d, in the beginning of the word, (n)b, (n)d in middle of the
word
Ȗ + unstressed [i] when followed by a vowel, like the y in the “yes”
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Note: the vowel [i] may become non-syllabic if unstressed and followed by
another vowel (pronounced as the y in “yes” or h in “huge”). For example,
the word kardiá [karįjá] has two syllables (c.f. the improvised form kardía
that has three syllables).
A full introduction to the pronunciation of Standard Modern Greek is
available in: Greek: An Essential Grammar of the Modern Language by
+ROWRQ0DFNULGJHDQG3KLOLSSDNL:DUEXUWRQ Ġ 
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Mandinádes in Crete: a poetic tradition across the time
On a walking day trip in southern Crete at the end of May 1998, I had
stayed in a kafenío1 to rest. It was midday and already very hot, and the
path I had chosen randomly had twisted upwards. In the kafenío, threefour elder men, apparently frequent guests of that place, were having a
leisurely conversation with the owner, who looked very tired. After sitting
a long while, enjoying the shade in a relaxed atmosphere, participating at
times in the conversation, I began to feel hungry. Upon my inquiry, the
owner agreed to prepare a simple lunch of what the house had to offer:
salad and eggs. The other men left one-by-one to have lunch at their homes
and the owner started cooking for me as well as for himself. He explained
that his wife normally had a cooked meal available every day, but now she
had traveled to visit their adult children in Athens. He also told me that
he was very tired because he had stayed up until the early hours singing
with a paréa (a get-together of friends) in the nearby village. After a short
while, the owner and I enjoyed our meal over a conversation about the local
products. I praised his home-made wine, which gave him the opportunity
to treat me by bringing out a tasty older wine, a marouvás, too. The pride
over his home-grown and produced products evidently raised his spirits
and suddenly in middle of our casual conversation, he got the idea that
I must stay and join the paréa that evening. I thanked him for his offer, but
told him that it was not possible; I had to return to Rethimno by bus in the
afternoon. He kept on persuading and I kept rejecting his offer, until he
burst into the following mandinádes:
,Vģ´PRUŅ®VHVNOLU®®VHNHSLVPDW¢UD
.HSRVSOLJ´QLVPLDNDUGL¢GHG®QLVPLDGHN¢UD
You are beautiful, you are hard / you are stubborn, too
And that you hurt one heart / you don’t give a penny

1 A traditional coffee-bar where men pass their time.
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I was very taken by his summoning of the poetic tradition for help, and
I told him as my excuse that he must understand that I was not able to stay;
having a long, exclusive relationship with my partner, I could not hurt him
by staying and partying with a man who was a stranger. Now this comment
made him resort to exploiting all his poetical soul to depict my thought:
+RU®VDPHSURVRULQ¢PLK¢VLVWLQHOS®GD
0DWLQNDUGL¢PRXNLYHUQ¢VVDQDIWLN®SLNV®GD
We separated temporarily / don’t lose your hope
Since you govern my heart / like the compass the seaman
+RU®VDPHGHVRX]LW´HOS®GDQDPRXG´VLV
0´QRWDW´VDPLVWLN¢SRWªQDPLQSURG´VLV
We separated, I don’t ask you / to give me any hope
Just that all those secrets / you never betray others
'HWKDPDVNVHKRU®VRXQHLVWUDWL\LWVģ(YU´SLV
<DW®DJDSLWK®NDPH®VWRQDQWK´WLVQL´WLV
We cannot be separated / by Europe’s generals
Because we fell in love / in the bloom of youth
‘,WKHODQ¢ģPHV®QQHIRQDPHŅV¢WģD\ªUL
1DPHŅV®NVLPLDYUDGL¢NRQW¢VRXQDPHIªUL
I wish I were a cloud / to be blown by the wind
To be blown one night / and brought by your side

The poems he recited illustrate the romandic idea of a long relationship
and focus on the theme of temporary separation. The second poem, although
DOVRUHņHFWLQJDORQJUHODWLRQVKLSVRPHKRZGHSDUWVIURPWKLVVFKHPDLWLV
inserted by the immediate thematic pull of the ideas and words “separation”
DQG ĥKRSHĦ ZKLFK LV FKDUDFWHULVWLF RI D VLQJLQJ HYHQW  Ġ RU HYHQ DV D
symbolicKLQWWRWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIDGHYLDWLRQIURPŅGHOLW\,WROGKLPWKDW
even though his mandinádes were great, I soon had to leave. I then asked
him if I could write down these verses (which I did). When he realized that
,ĥNQHZĦZKDWPDQGLQ¢GHVDUHKHEHFDPHYHU\HQņDPHGKHZRXOGUHFLWH
PHWKRXVDQGVRIWKHPLI,VWD\%XWŅQDOO\,JRWXSWROHDYHDQGKHZDV
disappointed and commented:
3ROO¢WDGªQGUDSRXDQWKR»QPDO®JDSRXNDUS®]RXQ
3ROģ®QģHN®QLSģDJDSR»QPDO®\LSRXNHUG®]RXQ
Many are the trees that bloom / but few the ones that bear fruit
Many are the ones who love / but few the ones who gain

In Crete, these rhyming couplets, the mandinádes, are still widely used to
clothe one’s argument in a sharper, more expressive form. On this occasion,
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my interlocutor responded to the challenge of my sudden presence in middle
of an ordinary midday, of our conversations and the change these made to
his everyday routines, by changing the code of speech, as well. He colored
RXUGLDORJXHZLWKDVHWRIWUDGLWLRQDOSRHPVŅUVWDVDSURYRNLQJVWDWHPHQW
WKHQDVFUHDWLQJDFRQŅGHQWLDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJEXWDOVRURPDQGLFDWPRVSKHUH
and in the end, with an interpretation of that frustrating situation. Even if
my staying was just an impulse that occurred to him at the moment, the
poetic discourse took up that challenge very seriously. From my part, I was
DEOHWRGRZQSOD\WKHVHULRXVQHVVDQGWRVWUHVVWKHņLUWLQJSOD\IXOQHVV+H
tried to persuade me, but in this case, the negotiation of a shared frame of
reference did not alter the course of real life as to the suggested proposal of
joining the paréa. This exchange did, however, make me decide to carry on
after a preliminary study on mandinádes and to embark upon a full-length
folkloristic study.
7KHUK\PLQJFRXSOHWIRUPEHFDPHHVWDEOLVKHGLQ&UHWHLQWKHŅIWHHQWK
century when the island was governed by Venetia and along with the new
Western literary models, the end rhyme was introduced. The end rhyme
bound two of the already established Byzantine Dekapendasíllavo (= of
ŅIWHHQV\OODEOHV  PHWULFDO OLQHV WR D QHZ ņH[LEOH SRHWLF XQLW ([FHSW LQ
Crete, this versatile couplet model has been prominent in all the Southern
Dodecanese islands, in Cyprus and until the enforced population exchange
RIĠLQWKH*UHHNFRPPXQLWLHVRI$VLD0LQRU2QDOOWKHVHLVODQGV
FRXSOHWV KDYH EHHQ WKH YHKLFOH IRU ņLUWLQJ DQG ORYH PDWWHUV HVSHFLDOO\
for the young people, in festive occasions and dance, as well as for the
extemporized commentary of social relations and undertakings of the
fellow villagers.
,Q&UHWHWKHSRHWLFLGLRPKDVOHIWLWVPDUNWRDOOWKHVLJQLŅFDQWFRPPXQL
cative, festive and recreational events. Up to the 1970s, poems were sung
in the village and life cycle festivities along with the local music, which
until then, was performed acoustically. Frequent musical get-togethers,
parées, formed another major frame of performance for men. In everyday
communicative situations, extemporized utterances were formed by those
who could, while a selection of crystallized poems served the others in their
emotional, normative and philosophical expression.
6LJQLŅFDQWGLIIHUHQFHVHPHUJHLQZKDWZDVYDOXHGDQGWKHVHGLYLGH&UHWH
geographically roughly into three main areas. In eastern Crete, as in the
nearby islands of Karpathos and Kasos, oral communication seems to have
emphasized immediate textual improvisation. A special center of plurality
in musical violin styles and well-known for verses that were improvised is
Sitia, and these verses were openly sexually oriented,2 mocking and teasing.
Central Crete shares the improvisatory music tradition with eastern Crete,
especially the musical genre kondiliés, although the main musical instrument
was the lira, instead of the violin, and this region is characterized more by
the philosophical and poetic weight of what is said. In western Crete, except

2 This applies only to male parées, the presence of a woman would turn the focus elsewhere
(051102).
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A paréa gathered around a festive table with Yerasimos Stamatoyanakis on the lira,
and Yannis Markoyannakis on the laoúto. Early 1980s. Photo private collection of
Manolis Tzirakis.

the along the coast and especially the small town of Kastelli (Kissamos),
where musicians were hired for major festivities including dance, the main
form of entertainment was the singing of slow, crystallized, unaccompanied
choral songs called the rizítika. Mandinádes were combined with these in
performance, and reciprocal contests also took place.
Another distinction is apparent between the high mountain areas and the
lowlands: the different sources of livelihood and correspondingly social
structures also divide these areas in relation to their focus on communication.
In the past, the performances could thus have quite different parameters in
the different communities regarding the contents and style, as well as to
KRZVHULRXVDFRQņLFWFRXOGEHFUHDWHGE\WKHRQHZURQJPDQGLQ¢GD
The differences in the local codes of performance likewise determined
the women’s freedom to participate in public events: In Crete, the western
Hania and Sfakia, and generally the mountainous pastoral areas, are wellknown for extreme patriarchy, as well as for the submission of female
participation in public discourses. In stark contrast, in eastern Crete, in
WKH DJULFXOWXUDO DQG ŅVKLQJ ORZODQG FXOWXUHV DFWLYH IHPDOH SDUWLFLSDWLRQ
in public performance was a rule as long as the traditional performance
SUDFWLFHVZHUHKHOG FKLHņ\XQWLOWKHV :LWKWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\WUDQVIHU
of the public poetic dialogues to the mass media arenas, women now have
attained an equal public position as performers and poets.
The composition of mandinádes in Crete has gained even new
prevalence today, albeit in a changed society and among changed ways of
communication. This change in the ways of communication, as well as the
crucial role of the idiom in Cretan oral communities until just thirty years
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ago, is described (referring to central Crete) below by Mitsos Stavrakakis,
1999 (991202):
Today, a lot of people are engaged in mandinádes. But they are not
engaged with the same feeling as before. Because all has changed: the
way people behave, the way they love, the way they fall in love; the way
they communicate has changed completely. That is, when I was in the
village (…), the only way you could communicate with the other, with
the other sex of course, because mainly the motives to make mandinádes
ZHUHWKHHURWLFPRWLYHVŅUVWRIDOO7KDWLVZKHQ\RXQJWKHZD\\RX
could communicate was, either you played mandolin and sung old
mandinádes that you liked, mandinádes for your eyes, the one…or you
made your own ones; when the existing mandinádes did not satisfy
you, you made a personal own one. And this way you little by little
understood if you had in yourself this poetic talent, which here they say,
the most of us have. (…) Now what comes to the quality of the verses,
this differed from person to person. That is, somebody caught senses
that others would not catch, or made a mandináda and decorated it with
such beautiful words that you admired it, so. The basic thing I want to
underline is that this way of self-expression was the only one possible
to you, there were no other convenient ways to express yourself than
making, thus, mandinádes, and in succession, singing them in a paréa.
In Greece, the beginning of the 1980s marks a major change in the
modernization and privatization of life. Intense urbanization had begun
already in the 1950s, but at the beginning of the 1980s, cars became a
common possession, allowing people to move during their free time, and
the oral, acoustic entertainment in recreational events was increasingly
exchanged for the entertainment provided by television and professionals.
Starting in the seventies, the entertainment in the life cycle and village feasts
changed completely. The acoustic arenas were then left to professional
PXVLFLDQVQRZHTXLSSHGZLWKDPSOLŅHUVDQGWKHUHIRUHUHPRYHGIURPWKH
middle of the square to a bandstand, and gradually the feasts were organized
more and more in special commercial feast houses, the kéndra. On these
occasions, audience participation takes place mainly through dance. In
YHUEDO FRPPXQLFDWLRQ PDQGLQ¢GHV UDUHO\ ŅJXUH WRGD\ DV D VSRQWDQHRXV
IDFHWRIDFH VHOIH[SUHVVLRQ Ġ WKLV LV QR ORQJHU FUXFLDO IRU WKH YHLOHG RU
roundabout ways of communication of the highly regulated social relations
in the village communities.
Although the processes of modernization have reduced the participative,
collective events of singing mandinádes, and the poetic culture does not
automatically touch everyone, mandinádes are nevertheless today far from
being conceived as something of the past. On the contrary, the composition
of poems continues, although the ways and environments in which many
of them are performed have changed. The contemporary adult generations
VWLOO KDYH D YLYLG H[SHULHQFH RI WKH YLOODJH SUDFWLFHV DQG VLJQLŅFDQW SDVW
events are eagerly recollected by citing the mandinádes performed in these
events. Appearing in public, the mandinádes continue to be the emblematic
mould for song in the lively local Cretan musical tradition. New generations
learn the productive form now especially from live and recorded musical
performances and from written sources. Mandinádes are also a central
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subject in the shared arenas provided by the mass media, especially on the
television and radio shows, which are broadcast daily during the winterseason, and where people can send in their own compositions. Apart from
the prominence of the poems in these public arenas, personally composed
and heard poems are widely presented among friends and family members.
These are exchanged by mobile phones as text messages, and they
regularly arise as subjects in conversation and emotional self-expression.
Contemporary poems therefore occur in a full continuum of styles that span
from spontaneous and traditional styles to all the more written-oriented and
ŅJXUDWLYHO\ FRPSOLFDWHG &RUUHVSRQGLQJO\ GLIIHUHQFHV RI RSLQLRQ H[LVW
between people who are critical towards the modern style poems and their
lack of a clear message and musicality3 on the one hand, and on the other,
those who see that the more poems there are, the more good poems and
poets will arise in the course of time.
Crossing borders in a changing society and changing communication is
possible due to the mandinádes being essentially a tradition of productive
poetry and that the poetic expression lives markedly through an individual
experience of meaningfulness. The fact that a local tradition is cherished is
further enhanced by the Cretans’ pervasive claims for cultural idiosyncrasy
DQGWKHLUH[WHQVLYHIRFXVRQSHUIRUPDWLYHVHOIGHŅQLWLRQDQGFRPSDFWZLWW\
YHUEDOH[SUHVVLRQ0DQGLQ¢GHVDUHņH[LEOHDQGRIIHUDQRSWLRQIRUFUHDWLYLW\
LQ VHYHUDO ZD\V $OWKRXJK ZH FDQ DFNQRZOHGJH WKH VLJQLŅFDQFH RI WKH
poems in the past oral societies as a means of interpersonal communication,
the key to a full image of the register is provided only by reviewing its value
as a means of inventive, artful self-expression as well.
The subject of the mandinádes can be any matter relevant to human life
and they also appear in many styles. They can be ephemeral products, which
celebrate the associations born on the spur of the moment, or appreciated
poetry, which enclose an independent poetic image and stay in the local
oral repertoire. The number of people talented in ex tempore composition
is restricted, and those in oral composition in general might be much the
same as in any average peasant or contemporary society. However, since
the tradition is widely shared in the community and easily accessible, more
people can try and develop their skills. Moreover, once created, the poetic
units are compact and easy to remember and they can be picked up and
used by a much larger group of people than just the specialists. Poems can
be sung, recited or be thought utterances. The creative challenges that draw
people to mandinádes are the verbal, artistic play with words and structures
in the building of an image, the cognitive skills in making a point, and
the experience of taking part in a dialogue. All this is a cycle in which the
special way of speaking and formulating one’s thoughts is perceived as

3 Musicians often remark that these new poems cannot be sung (e.g. 051102). By this, they
either refer to the elliptic balance between the vowels and the consonants or, especially, to
the too complicated syntactic organization of the sentence constituents. In the latter case
LWLVGLIŅFXOWWRPDNHVHQVHRIWKHPHDQLQJVLQFHLQDVLQJLQJHYHQWRQHFDQQRWKHDUWKH
whole couplet at once (see Chapter 3).
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making everyday moments something more.

In the crossroads of composition and communicating
As a verbal tradition, mandinádes thus occur in the crossroads of
improvised, rhymed poetry and short, communicative folklore genres. The
latter, consisting of proverbs, proverbial sayings, anecdotes, aphorisms and
the like, often referred to as the minor genres of folklore, are best known as
UDWKHUŅ[HGWH[WVH[LVWLQJXQLWVZKLFKDUHHPEHGGHGLQWRVSHHFKWRIRUPDQ
authoritative utterance. Although, for example, proverbs in their traditional
diversity have mainly disappeared from contemporary societies, the
idiomatic formation of the lexical units as a natural tendency of language
is always close to common experience. Since these forms are normally
more concise than mandinádes (the common quatrain format) and they do
not have a similar authority as poetry as the mandinádes have in Crete,
I have limited the research of these genres as being beyond the scope of
this study, although the questions of their lexical variance and contexts of
XVHVLJQLŅFDQWO\RYHUODSZLWKWKRVHRIWKHSUHVHQWLQTXLU\ FI.XXVL
Lauhakangas 2004).
Besides the identity of mandinádes as short, memorized entities,
which can be embedded into spoken or sung discourses, mandinádes are
essentially a register of individually composed oral poetry. This idea of
the oral composition of poems is no longer familiar to the public at large
in Western societies. Moreover, in Western societies, folklore is typically
conceived as consisting of material with familiar, recurrent plots and
thematic units, and/or historical and mythical knowledge. By comparison,
the metrical forms which are directed towards spontaneous, improvised
expression are less well-known. These forms, although once very popular
in most communities, and although as “traditional” as the forms of greater
scholarly prestige, are largely absent in folklore research because their
ņXLGHSKHPHUDODHVWKHWLFVZHUHOHVVDSSUHFLDWHGE\WKHUHVHDUFKHUVRIWKH
earlier literary folklore research paradigms. These composed traditions are
emblematically based on a special productive poetic and stylistic idiom,
which makes new production possible and the units recognizable, even
when the linguistic forms used are close to everyday language.
The term register has become established to denote the special way or
VW\OHRIVSHHFKĠLQWKHUHVHDUFKIRURUDOSRHWU\WKLVUHIHUVWRWKHVSHFLDO
characteristic metrical and poetic vehicles of performance (Halliday 1978,
Hymes 1989, Foley 1995; see Chapter 2). Oral poetry registers are based on
QDWXUDOOLQJXLVWLFIRUPVDQGRQWKHņH[LELOLW\WKHVHRIIHUWRWKHFRPSRVLWLRQ
in each case. In the present study, my own larger frame of reference
concerns especially the registers which have as their basis a linguistic
LGLRPV\QWDFWLFDOO\ņH[LEOHEHFDXVHWKHYHUEVDUHFRQMXJDWHGLQSHUVRQDQG
the substantives in cases. As I noticed earlier, although this study focuses
exclusively on the Cretan rhymed couplets and the Greek Dekapendasíllavo
meter, I have also worked with the Finnish poetry in kalevala-meter, as
well. Both these metrical models have offered their structural and semandic
potentials for a very long time (kalevala-meter is purported to be over two
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thousand years old and Dekapendasíllavo is well over a thousand years)
in the community. They are both by nature multi-purpose: they have been
XVHG WR UHQGHU SRHPV DQG VRQJV ZLWK WKHPDWLFDOO\ PRUH RU OHVV Ņ[HG
contents (“folk songs”), to compose topical verses on current local themes,
as well as to make short, communicative entities. Familiarity with kalevalameter poetry gives me a parallel vantage point for a metrically elastic and
semandically associative register.4
In this study, I will thus apply the concept of register to verbal traditions
based on metrical models. When discussing metrical registers of oral poetry,
their productivity is also necessarily a part of the focus. Therefore, although
certain registers and genres are more explicitly productive than others, it
LV GLIŅFXOW WR WUDQVIHU WKH FROORTXLDO XQGHUVWDQGLQJ RI VXFK SURGXFWLYLW\
unambiguously to the naming of the separate categories in research. The
UHJLVWHUV VSHFLŅFDOO\ XVHG IRU WKH H[WHPSRUL]DWLRQ RI SRHPV DUH RIWHQ
referred to as improvised oral poetry (Armistead and Zuleika 2005; Garzia
et al. 2001). As I will adopt a wider perspective on the notion improvisation
in this study, I will use the notions productive register and register-based
tradition as tools to focus on the topic of conscious composition. I will
discuss these subjects in detail in the next chapter.
Rhymed poetry
Rhymed poetry is a familiar phenomenon in many countries. In addition
to nursery rhymes, dance songs, popular songs and rhymed art poetry, in
many cultures (and all those culturally connected to Crete), the explicitly
productive registers are rhymed. According to my experience, these rhymed
registers can be categorized into four main groups:
(1) contest poetry5: improvised oral poetry composed on the spot,
containing a set or free number of rhyming verses or couplets and
RIWHQVXQJFRPSHWLWLYHO\E\ FKLHņ\PDOH SHUIRUPHUVLQRUJDQL]HG
casual or ritual events;
(2) longer narrative poems and songs, often historical, romandic, or humoristic: especially topical verse6, composed by known individuals
and often (but not exclusively) transmitted as texts; ballads;
(3) short, compact couplets and quatrains;
(4) an intermediate group in length and style: thematically connected
sets of a few couplets (in Crete called just “songs” or mandinádes
4 For the variation among genres of kalevala-meter poetry, see esp. Tarkka 2005;
forthcoming in English; for the structural and semandic variation in composition, see
Harvilahti 1992; 2004; also Timonen 2005. For kalevala-meter and poetry in kalevalameter in general, see Siikala and Vakimo 1994.
 )RUDQH[KDXVWLYHGHVFULSWLRQVHH0LQHUDOVRTXRWHGLQ=HPNHĠ
6 For the poetry often referred to as local or contemporary, I will use the expression topical
verse, coined as a translation of the Finnish term aikalaisrunous or rahvaanrunous by
Lotte Tarkka and Leila Virtanen (Tarkka, forthcoming).
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sinehómenes, “mandinádes continued”; in Crete, also separate genres like laments and lullabies)
The subject of this book is the third group, represented by mandinádes
as independent units of one couplet. However, in performance and
composition, they can also be “continued” to a set of few couplets (case
4). I will discuss this phenomenon as well as how other types of rhymed
RUDOSRHWU\DUHERWKVLPLODUDQGGLIIHUHQW$OWKRXJKVLJQLŅFDQWGLIIHUHQFHV
in length, style and way of performance and production distinguish these
forms of oral poetry, they are all explicitly and directly based on the use of
a productive, rhymed register. These register-based poetic traditions have
DVWKHLUSULPDU\DLPWRUHņHFWWKHFRQWH[WXDOO\DULVLQJWKHPHVRIHYHU\GD\
life in the composition of textually new entities.
$OWKRXJKFRPSHWHQWLQGLYLGXDOVSOD\DVLJQLŅFDQWUROHLQEULQJLQJGXUDEOH
innovations to register-based traditions, the composition and performative
uses of these registers are open to everyone in the local communities. Since
WKHH[SUHVVLRQDQGVW\OHDUHH[SOLFLWO\EDVHGRQVSHFLŅFOLQJXLVWLFLGLRPV
and bound to them and the shared experience of their use as poetry, these
traditions are mainly very local and often they indeed highlight the local
or group identity by referring to insider knowledge very elliptically. This
is one reason why these traditions, even those that are versatile today, have
remained predominantly unnoticed by scholars and by the public at large
RXWVLGHWKHVSHFLŅFOLQJXLVWLFJURXSVZKRDUHSHUIRUPLQJWKHP
An important aid for textual improvisation and the key to recognizing
the change in the mode of speech is the end rhyme. Although these types
RI SRHPV DUH IDPLOLDU LQ PRVW FXOWXUHV FKLHņ\ DV VXQJ ZLWKLQ WKH IUDPHV
of special singing events, end rhyme gives a clearly recognizable form to
even a casual utterance. Furthermore, end rhyme helps to distinguish the
accentuated expression when the form is short (a couplet/quatrain), the
register resembles natural language and the poem is recited in unexpected
performances on the spur of the moment. Besides the rhyme, what is typical
IRUHDFKJHQUHLVDŅ[HGPHWULFDORUUK\WKPLFDOSDWWHUQLQZKLFKWKHVSRNHQ
or sung verses are adapted. Rhyme patterns are different according to the
traditions and to what is natural for the language. Thus, for example, in
the mixed Greek and Turkish societies of the Asia minor coast, until the
SRSXODWLRQH[FKDQJHRIĠWKH*UHHNUK\PLQJFRXSOHWRIWZRŅIWHHQ
syllable lines (often called amanés, plural amanédes)7, which is often
conceptualized as four half-lines with the typical quatrain pattern a,b,c,b,
had an equivalent in the Turkish language (mani, plural maniler) in quatrains
of 7 syllables, rhymed mainly as a,a,b,a (Bartók 1976: 203)
Short, communicative forms

7 Amanés refers primarily to the vocal improvisation in a certain style, but commonly also to
the corresponding poetic text which, although metrically equivalent with the mandináda,
has a plaintive style and concentrates on certain typical themes (see Pennanen 2004 for
details of this subject).
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If academic research has not fully recognized how the longer, mythical and
historical forms are embedded into the interactive, communicative verbal
acts, the shorter, communicative forms of oral poetry may have suffered
from this lack of contextualization even more. During the earlier textcentered paradigm in folklore studies, scholars collected short poems, such
as the mandinádes or the Latvian dainas, as well as proverbs and other
minor folklore productions, but although their variation and versatility
could be documented, the social context of their use was rarely focused
on.8 Although the performance-centered paradigm in the 1980s had already
emphasized the various aspects of the interaction of the text and context in
performances, as well as the performer/audience relationships, research was
directed mainly at the narrative and ritual traditions. Two anthropologists,
Michael Herzfeld (1981a; 1985b) and Charles Briggs (1988), have thus
pointed out that the actual local focus on eliciting a situated meaning
by using short, communicative genres was still absent in research. Both
researchers, while concentrating on short, communicative genres in their
research, have criticized heavily the way that the text-centered paradigms
had neglected to research the dialectical relations of the textual and
contextual features in performance (Herzfeld 1981a: 116; 1985b; Briggs
Ġ 0RUHRYHU+HU]IHOGDQG%ULJJVGHPRQVWUDWHGWKDWWH[WXDO
and contextual elements are always interdependent: the “experience is
ultimately seamless” (Herzfeld 1985b: 216), and performers “interpret both
traditions and social settings, actively transforming both in the course of
their performances” (Briggs 1988: 7). Both researchers also emphasize
that the performers focus on this interactive communicative competence
%ULJJVĠĠ+HU]IHOGDE 
Research on mandinádes and related traditions
Much of the information and the analysis in this study has taken shape in the
FRQYHUVDWLRQV,KDYHKDGZLWK&UHWDQLQIRUPDQWVGXULQJP\ŅHOGZRUN$V,
mentioned earlier, mandinádes have been a part of the oral traditions in all
the southern Dodecanese Islands, and they are one of the versatile traditions
ZKLFK IRUHLJQ UHVHDUFKHUV KDYH UHPDUNHG RQ HDUOLHU 0\ ŅHOGZRUN ZDV
therefore also informed by several earlier, particularly analytic insights into
this tradition.
An important corpus of Greek folk songs and music was collected
and analyzed by the Swiss ethnomusicologist and philologist Samuel
Baud-Bovy in the 1930s. Baud-Bovy found the mandinádes to be the
RQO\ IHUWLOH JHQUH DW WKLV WLPH RI KLV GRFWRUDO ŅHOGZRUN DQG WKH\ IRUPHG
the most important body of living folk songs. In his dissertation (1936),
%DXG%RY\ģVFRQFOXVLRQVFRQFHUQLQJWKHORQJHUVRQJVDUHLQņXHQFHGE\D

8 For the collection of dainas VHH HJ 9LNLV)UHLEHUJV  L[Ġ[LLL IRU WKH YDULDQFH RI
proverbs, see Kuusi 1963; for the research on the social contexts of proverbs, Lauhakangas
HVSĠ
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search for origins and for ways of diffusion, a methodology belonging to
the historical-geographical school of research. However, the metrical form
and the versatile format and improvisation that are typical of mandinádes
are described by Baud-Bovy in details that are still valid. Indeed, that part
Ġ RIKLVGLVVHUWDWLRQIHDWXUHVRQHRIWKHPRVWFRPSUHKHQVLYH
sources on the structures and methods of rhymed oral poetry.
Michael Herzfeld’s research on mandinádes (1981, 1985b, also 1985a:
Ġ DVZHOODV$QQD&DUDYHOLģVSXEOLFDWLRQV  DWWHVWWR
the focus on meaning as the primary characteristic of this register. These
articles were important contributions to the dynamics and indigenous
meaning of the poetic communication. Anna Caraveli Chaves’ doctoral
thesis (1978) researches the questions related to the live performance
of love songs and laments and her work is based on a corpus of earlier
recorded material (for laments, see also Alexiou 1974). Caraveli’s later
articles (1980; 1982; 1985) focus more practically and analytically on the
living Greek song tradition, and especially on mandinádes. They offer a
window to the ritual performance situation of the mandinádes in a wedding
in the neighboring island of Karpathos (1985), to women’s social poetic
practices in Crete (1980), and to general methodological concerns relating
to the high referentiality of the Greek folk song performances (1982). Many
of her observations have been very helpful regarding the performance
situation, singer and audience co-operation, and the relation of textual and
extra-textual elements.
The anthropologist Michael Herzfeld is known as a critical analyst of the
Greek nationalistic tradition of folklore research (1982a) and of anthropologic
research in Greece (1987), as well as of many forms of Greek cultural
practices, both on the local and national level.9 From the perspective of my
VWXG\ ZKDW LV SDUWLFXODUO\ VLJQLŅFDQW LV +HU]IHOGģV IRFXV RQ PDQGLQ¢GHV
and their meaning as a part of the local communicative means. One of
these concerns is included in his study on a Cretan mountain village in the
Milopotamos area (1985a), in which Herzfeld presents the socially crucial
role that manly performativity plays in these pastoral communities. In two
PHWKRGRORJLFDOO\LQņXHQWLDODUWLFOHV DE +HU]IHOGFRQFHQWUDWHV
on the indigenous views of meaning in the performance of mandinádes.
References to these studies will be recurrent in the present analysis.
The improvisation of mandinádes as a critical communicative discourse
in singing events is the subject of the dissertation (1991) of Pavlos Kavouras,
a Greek anthropologist educated in the United States. This musical-anthropological research concentrates on the singing of mandinádes as “poetics of
H[LOHĦDGLVFRXUVHFRQFHUQLQJWKHGLIŅFXOWVRFLDOWHQVLRQDULVLQJEHWZHHQ
the islanders and the visiting and returning emigrants in Karpathos. The
distinct nature of the tradition of improvised mandinádes and music in the
(until the last decades of the twentieth century) isolated, high mountain
9 In addition to those mentioned here, among his many publications, see e.g. the following:
1974; 1981b; 1983; 1986; 1990; 1991a; 1991b; 1992; 2004.
10 As described by Kavouras, the expatriated villagers in Karpathos, returning yearly to
HQMR\VXPPHUYDFDWLRQVZLVKWRŅQGWKHLVODQGDVLWZDVZKHQWKH\OHIW,Q*UHHFHWKH
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town of Olimbos in Karpathos is also well known to several musicians and
poets in Crete. However, the social reality in this neighboring island of
Crete, divided by heavy emigration, is very different from that in Crete.10
.DYRXUDVģ GLVVHUWDWLRQ DQG ŅHOGZRUN ZKLFK ZDV FRQGXFWHG DW WKH HQG
of WKH V UHņHFWV RQH RI WKH ODVW SHULRGV DQG *UHHN FROOHFWLYHV ZKHUH
improvised communication was still a central phenomenon in collective
feasts.
Like Anna Caraveli in her article on a wedding gléndi (1985), Kavouras
presents the singing of the mandinádes and the gléndi in Karpathos as being
highly ritualistic in nature. In Crete, a similar fame is attributed to the male
parées in some of the villages, for example, in the village of Korfes in the
Department of Iraklio (Papirakis 2005). Chris Williams, who has researched
the Cretan tradition both in Crete and among the succeeding generations of
the expelled Turko-Cretans in Turkey, proposes that due to this ritualistic
character, the habit of men gathering to singing events can have its origin
LQ WKH SUDFWLFHV RI WKH ,VODPLF %HNWDVKL 6XŅ RUGHU %HNWDVKLVP KDV EHHQ
LQņXHQWLDOLQ$OEDQLDZKHUHVLPLODUVLQJLQJHYHQWVKDYHEHHQSRSXODUDW
Prespa Lake (Sugarman 1988: esp. 34, note 4), and there is also evidence
of its presence in Crete. (Williams 2003) As remarked by Sugarman (1988:
34, note 4), it is likely that the event structure of the singing among the
Prespa Lake Albanians is:
PRGHOHGXSRQWKRVHRIWKH%HNWDVKL6XŅRUGHU,QWKH1HDU(DVWERWK
secular and religious gatherings of this type are generally associated
ZLWKPHQZKHUHDV3UHVSDU¬XVHWKLVVWUXFWXUHZLWKVRPHPRGLŅFDWLRQ
for both men’s and women’s occasions. Ultimately, however, Prespa
PHQģV JDWKHULQJV UHWDLQ D PXFK FORVHU DIŅQLW\ WR WKHLU 1HDU (DVWHUQ
counterparts than do women’s gatherings.

,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHVRXWKHUQ*UHHNLVODQGVDQWKURSRORJLVWVFRQGXFWHGŅHOG
ZRUNLQVHYHUDODUHDVDURXQGWKH0HGLWHUUDQHDQGXULQJWKHVĠV
Most studies were concerned with social and family relations, addressing
especially the questions of honor and shame.11 At that time, a time span
shortly preceding or parallel to the recent social change in many of these
countries, it was still also possible to encounter the poetic traditions
integrated into the social discourses of the communities in this area.
Throughout the entire Balkan area, the rhyming couplet and quatrain
formats have played a major role in social discourses. Jane C. Sugarman,
as referred above, analyzes the Prespa Albanian singing events organized

emigrants hold their right to vote, and in the reality of the small island, the large percentage
rate of voting emigrants thus have the power to hinder the modernization desired by the
LVODQGHUV,Q&UHWHLQVWHDGWKHYLVLWLQJDQGUHWXUQLQJHPLJUDQWVKDYHKDGDVLJQLŅFDQWUROH
LQEULQJLQJQHZLQņXHQFHVIRUH[DPSOHWRWKHORFDOPXVLF VHH&KDSWHU 
11 For ethnographies concerning Greece, see Du Bouley 1974; Dubisch (ed.) 1986; Loizos
and Papataxiarchis (eds.) 1991; for honor and shame, Campbell 1964; Pitt-Rivers 1971;
Peristiany 1966; Gilmore 1987; Peristiany and Gilmore 1992.
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among men as a ritual get-together (1988) and those connected to weddings
(1997); among these, men can begin singing a song type referred to as the
bejte (transcribed as bete in 1988) “a type of short, extemporized couplet,
generally with a teasing theme, that may be added by singers to the end of
a song; pairs of singers might also exchange such couplets in a short contest”
(1997: 347).
In her book on wedding and funeral rites in Romania, Gail Kligman
(1988) analyzes the use of traditional or improvised rhymed couplets as
communication during rituals, but she remarks that they are also used in
informal social interactions and in correspondence. These couplets consist
of either of seven syllable lines or more commonly, of eight syllable lines,
and they can be enlarged to triplets. This type of poetry is practiced by
women and men alike, although, since women are the ritual specialists, their
SRHWU\LVHPSKDVL]HGLQWKLVZRUNRQULWXDOSRHWU\ .OLJPDQĠ 
According to the examples presented throughout her book, these couplets
or triplets tend to form clusters of two, three or four.
The variation in form of the Balkan couplets and quatrains is concluded
E\%ªOD%DUW´N Ġ DVIROORZV
7KH 7XUNLVK UXUDO IRON WH[WV KDYH ULJRURXV VWDQ]D VWUXFWXUH ZLWK Ņ[HG
rhymes, similar to the Hungarian, Czech, Slovakian, and Ukrainian
folk texts; and at variance with the Bulgarian and Serbo-Croatian ones
in which no text-stanza structures or rhymes occur, and the Romanian
which have rhymes but no stanza structure.

Turkish text stanzas always consist of four text lines, most often of eight
syllables, and the rhyme pattern is characteristically a,a,b,a or a,a,a,b.
Furthermore, the Mediterranean and Hispanic areas have widely cherished
the quatrain form exactly similar to the Cretan mandinádes, e.g. the Spirtu
Pront in Malta (Herndon and McLeod 1980), and the copla and other forms
referred to by a variety of names in Spain (e.g. Armistead 2005; Fernandez
2005; Christian 2005; Trapero 2005; see also Mintz 1997).
$QWKURSRORJLVWV FRQGXFWLQJ ŅHOGZRUN IXUWKHU LQ WKH $UDELF FRXQWULHV
also reported on the importance of the conversational poetic traditions.
The work of Steven C. Caton (1990) on the improvised Yemen verse duels
DQG RQ WKH YHUVLŅFDWLRQ WUDGLWLRQ DV VRFLDO DQG SROLWLFDO DFWV VXJJHVWV D
FORVHDIŅQLW\ZLWKWKHVRFLDOO\FKDUJHGVW\OHVRIWKH&UHWDQ DQGJHQHUDOO\
southern Aegean island) mountain people’s traditions. However, Caton as
well as Sowayan (1985) witness an exclusion of affective, romandic and
erotic verses in the men’s oral poetry practices, while in Crete, these form
a popular and appraised core of the expressive culture, especially among
men. Moreover, Lila Abu-Lughod (1986) shows that emotional verses are
composed and sung among the Bedouins, among the weak of the society,
by women and young men. A collection of verses by Clinton Bailey (2002
[1991]) also presents a good variety of themes in the verses composed and
transmitted among the Bedouin in Sinai and the Negev. Bailey shows that
love verses and erotic histories are also among the popular poems in these
FRPPXQLWLHV2WKHUFRQWULEXWLRQVLQWKLVŅHOGLQFOXGHUHVHDUFKRQWKH$UDELF
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traditions of singing quatrains at weddings as ritual and entertainment.
These are extensively analyzed in articles by Jargy, Haydar, Sbait, Sawa,
and Sowayan in the special volume of Arabic oral poetry in the journal of
Oral Tradition 4 (1989).
The quatrain is a strong form that occurs from the Mediterranean all
through Eastern Europe up to Finland12. The Russian tshastushkas are still
versatile, especially as bawdy mocking songs.13 In 2001, the journalist
Jussi Konttinen described a situation in the village Berozhok (published in
the Finnish daily newspaper Helsingin Sanomat), where a mother and her
son playing accordion competed by taking turns in singing tshastushkas.
Konttinen remarks that the most popular songs are those most obscene,
and although in this situation the son regards the obscenities not to be
suitable for the strangers’ ears (to the journalist and the female folklore
students present), this is the direction in which the singing quickly steers.
This article by Konttinen coincided with the political questions raised by
Anna Politkovskaja and was motivated by the commentary on the freedom
of speech in Russia. Konttinen concludes that (translation by the present
author) “in a tshastushka, the freedom of speech is restricted only by
the rhyme form. Anyone can create and sing them; in them, one can say
anything aloud. Both women and men sing tshastushkas.” He continues that
in this particular case, the mother confesses that some drinking would help
her formulate her songs better; normally the tshastushkas are sung during
festivities and drinking sessions (Helsingin Sanomat August 26, 2001; see
also Sokolov 1950).
In Finland, where the kalevala-meter had been the privileged meter of
all oral song, the end-rhyme and stanzaic forms were introduced in the
beginning of the seventeenth century.14 These new song models, spreading
WR)LQODQGFKLHņ\IURP6ZHGHQDORQJZLWKWKH(XURSHDQPRGHOVZHUHŅUVW
parallel to the kalevala-meter poetry but later rendered the latter outmoded.
The “new folk song”, mainly in the rhymed quatrain form, rekilaulu, was
popular as oral poetry until the beginning of the twentieth century. Anneli
$VSOXQG  Ġ  QRWHV WKDW WKH SRSXODULW\ RI WKH rekilaulu is
connected to the development of youth culture. Correspondingly, the main
thematic contents of these rhymed quatrains concerned love and the relations
between boys and girls. Furthermore, Leea Virtanen (1973: 156) observes
that the two core areas of the rhymed rekilaulu, southern Ostrobothnia and
12 Also the German language areas 6FKQDGHUK½SņLW(Harvilahti 1985).
13 The lack of material translated into other languages unfortunately still renders the Russian
research widely unattainable. Apart from the introduction given by Sokolov in 1950,
,KDYHQRWPDQDJHGWRŅQGDQ\UHVHDUFKRQtshastushkas in either English or Finnish. In
order to enclose a reference to the contemporary practice, I will therefore refer to a recent
article on the theme.
7KHHDUOLHVWGRFXPHQWV GDWLQJEDFNWRWKHŅUVWGHFDGHVRIWKHVHYHQWHHQWKFHQWXU\ RQ
the changing folk song culture and the use of end rhyme in Finland come from the court
sentences received by the singers and composers of mocking songs (Asplund 2006:
Ġ 7KLVSKHQRPHQRQLVZHOONQRZQLQPDQ\FRXQWULHVHJWKH,FHODQGLFVDJD
literature; the punishments for mocking rhymes were coded in the Icelandic law before the
thirteenth century (Ahola forthcoming).
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.DUHOLDQ ,VWKPXV DUH DOVR WKRVH ZKHUH YLOODJH ŅJKWV ņRXULVKHG ,Q RWKHU
words, the lively youth culture and the socializing lifestyle of the densely
populated villages made singing events and versatile rhymed quatrains
popular. Virtanen observes that in the Karelian Isthmus, unmarried girls
sung in their own groups, and boys in theirs. Rhymed songs were widely
composed and used as mocking songs and, as described by Kati Kallio (né
Heinonen), the male villagers in Ingria could gather for improvised singing
sessions, in which the humorous, obscene contents were fueled by their
consumption of alcohol (Heinonen 2008). The boys’ preference to sing
XQGHUWKHLQņXHQFHRIDOFRKROLVDOVRUHSRUWHGE\9LUWDQHQ Ġ 
In Russian Karelia, the quatrain form was named short pajo, and remains
WRWKLVGD\RQO\DVDŅ[HGSKUDVHSRHWU\,QDGGLWLRQWKHXQUK\PHG/DWYLDQ
quatrains, the dainas, were extremely metaphoric, lyric and crystallized
poems (see Harvilahti 1985; Vikis-Freibergs 1989).
To summarize, the rhyming couplets, or the quatrains that are equivalent
in length with the Cretan mandinádes, have served or still serve in several
OLQJXLVWLF DUHDV DV Ņ[HG RU LPSURYLVHG VRQJV LQ OLIH F\FOH ULWXDOV GDQFH
entertainment, lyrical self-expression, duels, satire and improvised commentary. These forms are therefore particularly noteworthy in that they are
closely connected to people’s expressive needs in the spheres of life which
concern their immediate, personal experience of being a member of their
community. In many cases, normally among men, the consummation of
alcohol has helped them open up, and the quatrains/couplets have served as
means of contesting the narrow limits of the self-expression in the closelyknit and highly regulated village communities.
While most collectively shared traditions of oral poetry, including the
productive couplets and quatrains, have nearly or completely died out
during the modernization and urbanization processes which even the last
East European and Mediterranean countries have undergone during the
last decades of the twentieth century, several forms of improvised contest
SRHWU\ ņRXULVK ORFDOO\ 7KHVH DUH SUDFWLFHG WRGD\ LQ WKH $UDELF WUDGLWLRQ
in the Spanish and Portuguese speaking groups, in Southern Italy, and
internationally in the form of freestyle rap (esp. Yacub 2007; Armistead
and Zuleika 2005; Garzia et al. 2001; Zedda 2009; also Palonen 2008).
$V WKHVH VRXUFHV VKRZ LPSURYLVHG FRQWHVW UHJLVWHUV DUH FKLHņ\ XVHG E\
experienced performers in organized singing events or at ritual events,
especially marriages. Research on improvised rhymed poetry mainly
concentrates on describing and analyzing the performance and composition
in the framework of these events. Far less is known of how such productive,
rhymed registers were or are carried over into everyday life (if, as I suggest,
many of them are).
Although the above-mentioned studies offer valuable insights into
the communication in poetic form, they still offer very little information
about the conversational and casual uses of the poems. Therefore, the
comprehensive research of the linguistic anthropologist Charles Briggs on
the short, conversational forms in a Mexicano community (1988) makes
an essential point of reference for several discussions in the present study.
7KLV UHVHDUFK KDV HVSHFLDOO\ LQņXHQFHG WKH SHUFHSWLRQ RI KRZ WUDGLWLRQDO
33

Introduction

textual units are contextualized into speech events in practice. This detailed
analysis of conversational forms and the dialogic elements inherent in them
has given me a readiness to observe the dialogism of communication even
in a very different society and register.
Characteristic of the research on the improvised and communicative
genres is that the perception and research has often been coincidental;
scholars have encountered these traditions during a longer residence in a
community, often due to some other original research task. Lila Abu-Lughod
(1986: 25) makes this very evident by stating:
Listening and observing everyday life and social interactions both in
public and in the intimacy of the domestic world, I had noticed that
people often sang or punctuated their conversations with short poems.
Everyone showed great interest in these poems and often seemed moved
ZKHQWKH\KHDUGWKHP$WŅUVW,LJQRUHGWKHPVLQFH,KDGQRLQWHUHVWLQ
poetry. I had come to study the patterning and meaning of interpersonal
relations, in particular between men and women, so I merely jotted in
P\ ŅHOGQRWHV WKDW SHRSOH VHHPHG WR ORYH UHFLWLQJ VRPH VDGVRXQGLQJ
short poems. After a few incidents, however, I began to wonder what
these poems meant and why they were so valued by the Bedouins. I
began to pay attention to them.”

(YHQWKHIRONORULVW5RJHU$EUDKDPVFRPPHQWVRQWKHŅQGLQJRIWKHXUEDQ
male performance genres among the African-Americans: “This ingroup
material did not come to my notice until I had lived in the neighborhood
IRUPDQ\PRQWKVĦ    6HH DOVR $EX/XJKRG  Ġ &DWRQ
 Ġ .OLJPDQ  Ġ  ,QYHUVHO\ , DP VXUH WKDW PDQ\ VKRUW
conversational forms and improvised uses of other registers have historically
remained largely unnoticed due to the short visits, pre-determined targets or
the collectors’ inadequate language skills.
Academic researchers from outside the community are not the only ones
to notice these verbal traditions; the interest among the inside-group can
be noteworthy. This is the case in Crete as well as in the contemporary
Hispanic and Portuguese speaking areas and Arabic societies. On the one
hand, this interest seems to be as “text-centered” as it was among the folklore
researchers until the second half of the twentieth century. In Crete, a focus
on the poems as poetry is visibly important and writing down the poems and
making collections of texts is a current task, as it has been all throughout
the twentieth century. On the other hand, the inside group feeling seems
to be strong among these register-based traditions. For instance, people in
Crete generally suppose that similar verbal forms are not practiced by other
SHRSOHVĠRQHLQYDULDEO\HQFRXQWHUVWKLVDWWLWXGHERWKLQFRQYHUVDWLRQVDQG
LQWKHORFDOZULWWHQWH[WV7KHVLJQLŅFDQFHRIVXFKWUDGLWLRQVDVFDSLWDOIRU
local identity is thus underlined. It is therefore no surprise that live oral
poetry is currently popular in communities such as Crete, Palestine and the
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Basque country, all famous for their maintenance of local identity, or among
sub-cultures, such as rap-music.

Local literature and discourses on mandinádes
Foreign and Greek scholars have been widely interested in Greek folk poetry
during the early years of establishing the Modern Greek State and during
the earlier twentieth century. As in several other countries, this interest
served ideological purposes and while focusing on the ethnic and mental
XQLW\RIWKHSHRSOHVWURYHWRŅQGWKHRULJLQDOIRUPVRIWKHIRONVRQJUDWKHU
than to describe its versatility and variation. A reader will be able to become
familiar with the history of collecting and publishing of Greek folk poetry
through the comprehensive work of Alexis Politis (1984), as well as through
WKHLQVLJKWVRI0LFKDHO+HU]IHOG HVS 6LIDNLV Ġ DOVR
offers a survey of the research on the poetic means of Greek folk poetry.
Until the 1990s, the Cretan way of writing about any form of tradition,
just as the mainstream of the discourses on “tradition” when verbalized in
festive and seminar speeches even today, typically contains an outspoken
frame of regionalism, patriarchy and religious pathos. Most contributions
were directed at advancing these types of values and at constructing a
cultural past rather than analyzing or providing information on the actual
contemporary traditions. From the beginning of the 1990s, methodologically
more solid studies that were based on ethnographic and archive work started
to appear, and these are available today on the subjects concerning local
history, traditional occupations and other ethnographic themes. Publishers
such as the University of Crete, Vikélia Vivliothíki (Municipality of
Iraklio), and the Historical-Ethnographic Association of Rethimno can be
acknowledged for these matters. These studies are, however, still interested
quite exclusively in historical perspectives and consequently, contemporary
themes are rare.
One of the most dramatic aspects for the Cretan cultural life concerns
the ideological battle concerning the originality and place of the violin as
a “Cretan” musical instrument. The well-known collector and publisher of
Greek folk music, Simon Karas who, as argued by Konstantinos Papadakis
(1989), had never personally been in Crete, came to the conclusion that the
violin was a newly introduced instrument, which was taking power over
the “original” instrument of folk music, the lira. As the director of the folk
music programs on the radio, Karas managed to ban the use of the violin
on the radio in 1955. His opinion was largely adopted by researchers and in
the long run, by the locals in the other districts of Crete. The battle over the
RULJLQDOLW\RIWKHOLUDZDVYHU\SRLQWHGDWWKHWXUQRIWKHWZHQW\ŅUVWFHQWXU\
and only very lately it seems that most people have became informed of
the role of the violin in eastern and western Crete. I am not familiar with
the development of this juxtaposition in the Greek academic circles, but
, ZDV VXUSULVHG WR ŅQG WKDW WKLV LGHRORJLFDO LQMXVWLFH ZDV QRW KLVWRULFDOO\
15 For critics on the research policy of Karas, see also Brandl 1991.
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contextualized in the otherwise so skillfully edited recent edition on Samuel
%DXG%RY\ģVŅHOGZRUNLQ&UHWH %DXG%RY\ ĠLWEHFRPHVFOHDUWKDW
KLVLPSUHVVLRQVDVZHOODVKLVDVVLVWDQWVEHIRUHDQGGXULQJWKHŅHOGZRUN
FRQGXFWHG LQ Ġ DUH GUDZQ GLUHFWO\ IURP .DUDV15 Among foreign
scholars, the most often cited presentation of Cretan musical and song
traditions is that of the musicologist Yorgos Amaryanakis (1988), which until
lately was also the most accessible publication. Amaryanakis was originally
from Ierapetra, and his introduction thus also pays attention to the role of
the violin. During the last few years, several new introductions to Cretan
musical instruments and dance forms have occurred. (e.g. Dalianoudi 2004;
Nikolakakis 2007; 2008: Papadakis M. 2002; Petrakis 2009; Tsouhlarakis
2000; 2004; For Cretan music and dance, see Chapter 3)
As for the Cretan oral poetry, the literature available contains short introductions (Amaryanakis 1988, Beaton 1980), local publications of seminar
papers (Moutzouris 2002), collections of poems (Lioudaki 1936; Droudakis
1982; Pavlakis 1994), studies and instructions on the correct Cretan dialect
and expression in the composition of mandinádes (Kafkalas 1992; 1995;
1996; 1998) and a good wealth of publications of individual, composed
SRHWU\ 7KH ŅUVW PDMRU FROOHFWLRQ LV WKDW RI 0DULD /LRXGDNL IURP 16.
Lioudaki’s collection is especially interesting in that it documents the
poems in their original, dialectal form. Whereas collections of poems
have been available throughout the twentieth century, they have appeared
without information on the performers or on the performance situations and
therefore mainly serve the local interests. During the last decades, however,
a few studies have addressed the tradition of a village or region from the
perspective of the individuals and these works offer a more pronounced
idea of the times still accessible through oral history. The recognition of a
composer’s identity and the performative contexts of the poems and music
are brought to the fore, for example, in a book presenting mandinadolóyi
from the Korfes village by Papirakis (2004) and in a study on the local
musicians from the end of 1800 and early 1900 by Diktakis (1999).
The collections of poems, however, make an interesting case. They can
be criticized with reason as products of scholarly interest that overlook the
essentially context-sensitive determination of the meaning of the poems in
the village practices (Herzfeld 1985b). This orientation is nevertheless not
WKH IXOO SLFWXUH IURP WKH SHUVSHFWLYH RI D VLJQLŅFDQW XVHU JURXS RI WKHVH
collections: by the Cretan composers and performers, with whom I have
discussed this matter, the collections are not regarded as being examples
RISHUIRUPDQFHVEXWWKDWRIDUHVHUYH7KXVWKHFROOHFWLRQVDOVRUHņHFWWKH
evaluation that is evident in this indigenous contextualization of the poems:
texts are both individually situated arguments and a shared property and
potentiality. I will later refer to this emblematic aspect of the mandinádes
as the double-identity. The ability to improvise and make references during
16 An earlier local edition was published already in 1933. The edition I have is not dated;
,UHIHUKHUHWRWKHGDWHRIWKHŅUVWHGLWLRQDVHFRQGHGLWLRQZDVSXEOLVKHGLQ IRU
/LRXGDNLģVELEOLRJUDSK\VHH3DSDGDNLĠDQGIRUKHUXQSXEOLVKHGPDQXVFULSWV
DQGFROOHFWLRQV3DSDGDNLĠ 
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a performance is based on a wide reserve and knowledge of existing texts,
and collections serve as one of the reasonable sources for developing the
ability to perform. Although poems have been learned from oral sources,
whenever possible, people have also absorbed poems eagerly from written
sources. Today these constitute, in addition to the poems heard in musical
performances (live and recorded) and television and radio programs, the
main source for embracing the tradition.17 I will discuss this perspective in
more detail in the next chapter, and return to the concern in Chapter 4.
The work of Mihalis Kafkalas has had an enormous impact on the writing
and publishing of mandinádes. Kafkalas was himself a mandinadológos,
with an interest in cultivating the poetic and linguistic expression of the
mandináda in a correct and rich traditional Cretan idiom. Beginning in 1988,
he held a monthly “competition of mandináda” in a Cretan newspaper, Kritiká
Epíkaira, criticizing and evaluating the mandinádes sent to the competition.
+LV LQņXHQFH LV DSSDUHQW LQ WKH HQWKXVLDVP RI VHYHUDO FRQWHPSRUDU\
composers to look for expressive local Cretan words and expressions.
Kafkalas has published an article (1996) and a book (1998) based on these
evaluations and focuses on the general outlines of the rules of composition
with detailed examples. Moreover, Kafkalas has written a contemporary
description of the Cretan dialect, with reference to mandinádes and to the
poetic language (1992), and provides a comprehensive presentation of
Cretan adverbs (1995). The exceptional diversity in the use of adverb forms
is a distinctive characteristic of the Cretan idiom and a telling example of
the morphological variation available for the poetic register.
In central Crete, two periodicals, Kondiliés and Ksathéri, appeared in the
EHJLQQLQJRIWKHWZHQW\ŅUVWFHQWXU\DQGVHUYHWRGD\DVPDMRUIRUXPVIRU
local interests in terms of contemporary musicians and poets, biographies
of past musicians, as well as for the various kinds of presentations of the
traditional and contemporary forms of the musical and verbal tradition.

Research as engagement
Research questions
$W WKH EHJLQQLQJ RI WKH V 0LOPDQ 3DUU\ DWWHPSWHG WR ŅQG D OLYLQJ
analogue to explain the classic problem of the Homeric question and the
oral composition of these exceptionally long and elegant narratives in verse,
which he came to suspect to be oral, especially after becoming familiar
ZLWK WKH HWKQRJUDSKLF VWXGLHV RI KLV FRQWHPSRUDULHV )ROH\ Ġ 
,QWKHFRQWLQXDWLRQKLVVWXGHQW$OEHUW/RUGVHWXSWRH[SODLQLQGHWDLOŅUVW
in his dissertation in 1949, and then in the Singer of Tales (1960), how
this oral technique works, and how it was different from the written.18 Lord
explained this in a thorough way to convince his readers, as he knew that

17 See also Yacub 2007.
)RUDIXOOELEOLRJUDSK\VHH)ROH\Ġ
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to his audience, the oral composition in a performance was completely
unknown. This unfamiliarity with the process of oral composition remains
much the same today, and the presentation of the productive register and
processes of composition are therefore central issues in the present study.
The research available on the oral composition of poetry concerns
especially the composition of the narrative, epic poems and the rhymed
contest poetry. The work of Milman Parry and Albert Lord stimulated
extensive discussions on formulae, formulaic expressions and systems,
themes, and other units of oral composition (see Foley 1985). The Basque
poets and researchers (Garzia et. al. 2001; Oral Tradition volume 22, the
Basque Special Issue, 2007) and Nadia Yaqub in her work on Palestine verse
GXHOOLQJ  KDYHUHFHQWO\LQFUHDVHGWKHGHWDLOHGŅUVWKDQGNQRZOHGJH
of rhyming and the aesthetics of extempore composition. Since a full
utterance among these traditions is a lengthy epic narrative or is constructed
RIVHYHUDOFRXSOHWVRUņXLGYHUVHLPSURYLVDWLRQQRQHRIWKHPSODFHVVLPLODU
demand on coherence, which is the ideal characteristic of a mandináda19. In
WKLVVWXG\,ZLOOWKHUHIRUHIRFXVRQGHŅQLQJWKHHOHPHQWVWKDWDUHVLJQLŅFDQW
in the successful composition of an independent, semandically impressive
couplet.
The basis for composition is register. As for mandinádes, the end rhyme
plays an emblematic role, as it does in so many similar traditions worldwide.
In addition to the question of rhyme and rhyming, and the examination of
the ideal identity of the couplet as a clearly bound, self-dependent unit, one
target is to address how the tradition and the register have changed when the
composition is currently practiced and the poems are performed in a literary
form and environment.
As the previous pages mentioned, short, explicitly communicative
registers have existed widely in human societies, although during the earlier
text-centered research paradigms, researchers and collectors did not notice
this or they did not regard such registers as valuable or appealing20. During
these research paradigms, the co-existence of traditions in a society was
rarely the interest of the collectors, who rather encountered the wealth of
the forms extremely selectively. Even where such communicative poetries
intruded in the situation, pens were rather put aside and tape recorders were
turned off until the performer took up the more archaic forms and often
epic, narrative and mythic songs that were the target of the researcher. This
was made explicit by the researcher Janika Oras in relation to the Estonian
folklore collection practices in the twentieth century.21 The predominant
task for me has been to formulate a theory of the spontaneity, creativity and

19 The composition of a thematic group of couplets, often called a “song”, is also common in
Crete; see Chapter 5.
%DVLQJRQWKHUHVHDUFKHUVģŅHOGQRWHVDQGGLDULHV.DWL.DOOLR +HLQRQHQ SUHVHQWV
DWHOOLQJVXUYH\RIWKHVHOHFWLYHDHVWKHWLFVRIWKH)LQQLVKŅHOGZRUNHUVZKRFROOHFWHGVRQJ
WH[WVDQGPHORGLHVLQWKHĠLQ,QJULD
21 Presentation in the seminar: Kirjoitetun ja lauletun runon tutkimuksen metodologia ennen
MDQ\WRUJDQL]HGE\WKH)LQQLVK/LWHUDWXUH6RFLHW\+HOVLQNL6HSWHPEHUĠVHH
DOVR2UDVHVSĠ
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LPSURYLVDWLRQ,ZLWQHVVHGLQWKHŅHOGEXW,KDYHUHDOL]HGKDVEHHQODUJHO\
lacking in the accounts of folklore scholarship.
Finally, what forged my personal attachment to the tradition was the
growing awareness of the poems essentially as tools for dialogue: the
realization that the mandinádes characteristically embodied a dialogic
emphasis both in terms of the construction of the poem, the text, and the
contextualization of a given text in a performative situation. For a long
time, however, I could not capture the multi-facetness of the implicit
performative and of the other dialogues going on in Crete: people living
among an active poetic culture do not need theory or explanations. The
SHUYDVLYH WKUHDG UXQQLQJ WKURXJK WKLV VWXG\ LV WR ŅQG WKHVH GLDORJXHV
%HKLQGVHWWLQJRXWWRGHŅQHWKHSOXUDOLW\RIWKHZD\VLQZKLFKWKHLQGLYLGXDO
members of the Cretan communities can engage in meaningful dialogues
through this tradition, my goal is to capture something essential in the
relationship between individuals and a verbal tradition. What does an oral
tradition, and particularly a productive register of rhyming couplets, give to
an individual perceiver, performer or composer? By trying to analyze the
full complexity of my experience with mandinádes, I hope to help others
who encounter these kinds of poetic models, either in print or in practice, to
grasp more than the “simple rhymes.”
Fieldwork
7KLVVWXG\LVEDVHGRQORQJWHUPHWKQRJUDSKLFŅHOGZRUNZKLFKEHJDQLQ
1997 and has continued ever since; my last visit to Crete and the discussions
I engaged in occurred in September 2010. This lengthy period, however,
forms three rather separate phases. The phases are different with regard to
the nature and amount of my familiarity with the tradition, the consequences
RIIRUPLQJWKHNQRZOHGJHDVZHOODVWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQRIŅHOGZRUNDQGWKH
closeness of the contacts, on which the production of the research data is
JURXQGHG(DFKRIWKHVHIDFWRUVKDVFRQWULEXWHGWRWKLVUHVHDUFKLQVLJQLŅFDQW
ways.
7KHŅUVWSKDVHFRYHUVWKH\HDUVĠ7KHŅUVWLPSXOVHWRLQTXLUH
upon the local folklore actualized during the spring season of 1997. I had
arrived in Crete as an exchange-student primarily to improve my language
skills and to advance my Modern Greek studies, but as folklore was my main
subject at the University of Helsinki, I looked for local forms of oral poetry,
and my intention was to complete a seminar paper on this topic for Modern
*UHHN VWXGLHV ZKLOH LQ &UHWH 0\ ŅUVW LQWURGXFWLRQ WR WKH PDQGLQ¢GHV
was Michael Herzfeld’s book, The Poetics of Manhood (1985a), which
examines the distinct nature of the people in a certain mountain village in
FHQWUDO&UHWH$OWKRXJKWKLVVWXG\UHņHFWVDFRPPXQLW\ZLWKUDWKHUH[WUHPH
opinions and habits even in the Cretan context, its focus on performativity
and improvisation as central characteristics of the local ideal of being in a
VRFLHW\LVWUDQVIHUDEOHWRWKHHQWLUHLVODQGRI&UHWHWRDVLJQLŅFDQWGHJUHH
7KLV ERRN SUHSDUHG PH WR ŅQG Ġ LI , ZDV \HW WR ŅQG WZHQW\ \HDUV DIWHU
+HU]IHOGģVŅHOGZRUNĠDWUDGLWLRQRIVKRUWSRHWLFXQLWVDSSOLHGWRVRFLDOO\
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VLJQLŅFDQWFLUFXPVWDQWLDOO\GHŅQHGDFWVRIUHFLSURFDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
The early inquiries however made me face very different kinds of speech
acts. In the descriptions given to me by any Rethimniot, the main frame for
the poetry performance was explicitly entitled to singing in paréa, informal
get-togethers of groups of friends or relatives, and on festive occasions,
such as at weddings and village feasts, although it was clear that these
had already been transformed some decades ago. In one village wedding,
I witnessed that even though the music and songs performed during the
dance were now left exclusively to professional musicians, during the late
hours, at the end of this occasion, a group of men gathered and took the
microphone to sing their own verses, very much like I was told would
happen in a traditional gléndi. My perception was, however, that the
singing of those cheerfully drunken men turned more inwards in their selfexpression than in communication between themselves or the audience.
Many people eagerly narrated situations of past performances, where
mandinádes where used to make a point, and these recollections implicitly
showed how much the well-timed, situated performances and extempore
composition were appreciated. Especially older people often quickly
responded to my curiosity by simply reciting a single poem. One old man, a
shopkeeper, used to recite me the same poem over and over again, pointing
to the meaning that it has. Although I later came to understand that these
VHHPLQJO\KDUPOHVVLPDJHVRIWHQUHņHFWHGSHRSOHģVSURIRXQGFRQFHSWLRQV
of life, with the criteria I had in my mind at the time, I was hardly able to
appreciate these as real performances.
After this initial period of studies, I returned to Rethimno for several short
KROLGD\WULSVDQGŅQDOO\IURP$XJXVWXQWLO-XQHIRUD\HDURI
ŅHOGZRUNDQG0RGHUQ*UHHNVWXGLHV7KHSUHWH[WWRDVNDERXWPDQGLQ¢GHV
had turned out to be a good way of engaging in conversation with even
occasional acquaintances. By now, my interest was also oriented towards
writing my master’s thesis on mandinádes and during the autumn of 1999,
I conducted several organized, tape-recorded interviews in Rethimno,
Iraklio and in the region of Milopotamos. The adaptation of Greek as the
HYHU\GD\ODQJXDJHZLWKP\SDUWQHUKHOSHGPHWRTXLFNO\JDLQPRUHņXHQF\
in communication in the standard Greek language, and his presence in
the conversations with people with heavy dialectal expression helped me
make sense of many more demanding encounters. Together with another
friend who worked as a teacher in a village primary school in the lower
Milopotamos area, I visited this Village, in which we had the opportunity
WRŅQGDKRXVHDQGVWD\GXULQJ0DUFKDQG$SULORI,QWKH9LOODJH
WKHROGZRPHQ'HVSLQDDQG$JDSLWRZKRPZHZHUHGLUHFWHGLQWKHŅUVW
place by a young woman who did not feel herself suitable to inform me
about the theme, provided me with the essential practical introduction both
as to the appearance of mandinádes in conversation and to the norms of
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ,QDGGLWLRQWRWKLVLQRXUŅUVWPHHWLQJ,WRRNRYHUWKHWDVN
to write down on my portable computer, the hand-written sheets containing
Despina’s notes of her poems. These poems were phonemically handZULWWHQDQGEHFDXVHLWZDVGLIŅFXOWHYHQIRUP\*UHHNKXVEDQGWRWUDQVFULEH
them, we met several times to go through and discuss the poems. Among
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Embracing the ethnographer. From this early period of our collaboration, the
elderly women Agapi (left) and Despina (right) invited me to share their concerns
in both our mandináda-oriented conversations and in our everyday discussions.
Photo by Yannis Hadziharalambous, April 2001.

other things, these discussions turned out to be complete elementary lessons
on the versatility of the form.
There was very little literary material and research on mandinádes
to work from. On the basis of what I found, as well as my preliminary
ŅHOGZRUN,FRPSOHWHGP\PDVWHUģVWKHVLVLQ0DUFK6LQFHWKHĥŅHOGĦ
had became a part of my life much before I had any idea of a large-scale
academic study, and since understanding the way people communicate with
mandinádes developed hand-in-hand with my language skills, this early
period of learning closely followed the communicative structures of the
tradition itself.
7KH VHFRQG SHULRG HQFRPSDVVHV WKH \HDUV Ġ :LWK WKH KHOS
of a three-year research grant, I was now able to make a long-term plan
for doctoral research and to settle down in Crete for the period of May to
December in 2004. We settled in the Village again, I bought a used car, and
during this time, as well as during the next two years, this Village was the
EDVHIURPZKLFKZHFRQGXFWHGŅHOGWULSVWRRWKHUDUHDVDWWLPHV,Q
I returned to Crete four times for stays lasting from two to six weeks, and
in 2006, for two stays of three and four weeks. During the year 2004, we
lived in the Village together with my husband, who participated in many
22 In the beginning, if I was alone for only one night, the people were concerned about how
,FRXOGVOHHSDORQHLQWKHKRXVHĠHVSHFLDOO\VLQFHWKHUHZDVDGLUHFWYLHZIURPWKHKRXVH
towards the graveyard. Until lately, few of the village women drove a car alone, nor did
they take long walks to other villages or in the olive groves, which I took daily.
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Lasithi plateau. A major circuit in eastern Crete in November 2005 was constructed
around a few pre-arranged targets, but complemented by several ex tempore
inquiries. The latter often started in the local kafenío, and sometimes, like here,
ended there as well. Here my partner, Yannis, interviews the last local player of
the folk instrument askomandoúra, bagpipes, about the procedure of preparing the
goat skin to make the bag. The other men urge him to fetch the instrument but he
maintains that it was broken. Photo by the author.

conversations especially during our trips outside the Village. Later I returned
to the Village mostly by myself and also toured the island alone. By now,
“we” formed a household in the Village, but also my “independent” Finnish
character was accepted.22 In addition to participating in the Village’s shared
activities and associating more tightly with a small circle of families, my
gardening, composting, cooking and wine-making activities linked me to
the everyday conversations of the village. This period is characterized by an
amassing of experience in a wide variety of contexts: casual conversations,
interviews, festive occasions, seminars on Cretan music, my husband’s
musical activities as a teacher and performer, trips to other regions, and the
reading of the daily newspapers, etc.
7KH WKLUG SHULRG RI Ġ LV FKDUDFWHUL]HG E\ VKRUW VWD\V DQG
long separations, since I could return to Crete and the Village only for
short stays each September or October. Meanwhile, the relationship and
conversational interaction with some of my key interlocutors become even
PRUHSURQRXQFHG'XULQJWKH\HDUDQGDIWHUDSDXVHRIŅIWHHQPRQWKV
again from April 2009 onwards, I concentrated on formulating the academic
discussion in my dissertation. During these short visits each year, I was
able to complement the images I was building with the help of revisiting
my interlocutors’ earlier, tape-recorded words at home; I could also test
42

Introduction

and discuss the ideas surfacing from this data and my intellectual process
of interpretation and contextualization of the data, as I had done during the
earlier years as well.
Methodology and methods of research and analysis
7KHSULPDU\GDWDLVWKXVFKLHņ\SURGXFHGGXULQJHWKQRJUDSKLFHQFRXQWHUV
through the methods of participant observation, casual conversations and
occasional organized interviews: intersubjective action and encounters. This
type of intersubjective knowledge production among human sciences is today
mainly conceptualized on the basis of a hermeneutic epistemology. Within
cultural studies, this concerns especially the moderate hermeneutics outlined
by Gadamer. According to Gadamer’s hermeneutic principles, we have to
recognize “the priority of the question in all knowledge and discourse that
really reveals something of an object” (2004 [1975]: 357). This means that
to question is to reveal the indeterminacy of that questioned. The dialectic
of questions and answers is the basis for interpretation, which consequently
proceeds in an open-ended hermeneutic circle. Moreover, the interlocutors’
fore-understanding (or prejudice) is always present in the communicative
interaction. In a hermeneutic process, that fore-understanding is however
not an obstacle, but, when the existence of such fore-understanding is
recognized and accepted, the necessary basis to which the engagement in
VXFKSURFHVVFDQDGKHUH *DGDPHU>@Ġ 23
The methodological move from positivist to hermeneutic epistemology
EURXJKWLQWRIRFXVWKHHWKQRJUDSKHUģVRZQSDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGUHņHFWLRQ7KH
concept of dialogical methodology has become one of the chief ways to
GHŅQHWKDWWKHGDWDLVSURGXFHGLQWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHHWKQRJUDSKHU
DQG KLV RU KHU LQWHUORFXWRUV LQ WKH ŅHOG 9DVHQNDUL  9DVHQNDUL 
Pekkala 2000). During the last decades of the twentieth century and
pointedly among American anthropologists, the adaptation of the metaphor
of dialogue (Marcus and Fischer 1986) also brought about serious debates
over the quality of the dialogism of both the ethnographic interaction and
the following de- and recontextualizations of the data. (Crapanzano 1992;
Mannheim and Tedlock 1995; Tapaninen 1996; Vasenkari 1996; Vasenkari
and Pekkala 2000)
0\ RZQ PHWKRGRORJLFDO PRGHOV IRU FDUU\LQJ RXW ŅHOGZRUN DQG VLWXDWing myself in the study as a necessary tool for grasping the underlying patterns and values of verbal communication comes directly from preceding
researchers of short, conversational genres. The anthropologists Michael
Herzfeld and Charles Briggs have been in the forefront, not only in pointing
to the text-context interdependency of the verbal art they studied (Herzfeld
1981a; 1985b; Briggs 1988), but also in requiring methodological rigour and
discussion over the terminological inaccuracy, false intimacy and the power
over the outcome of the research (esp. Herzfeld 1987; Briggs 1986; 1988).

23 See also for a detailed adaption of Gadamer’s hermeneutics to the research of textualized
PDWHULDOLQ0LNNRODĠ
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In an ethnographic study of a verbal tradition, the dialogic form of discourse and knowledge production makes the researcher and his or her understanding a primary vehicle for the knowledge produced. Charles Briggs
(1988) notes three points in which this becomes palpable, and much as
explained by Gadamer, serves the goal of understanding: (1) the failures
of an outsider to meet the local goals of communication can be the most
LOOXPLQDWLQJ LQWURGXFWLRQ WR WKHP LELG Ġ    WKH ŅHOGZRUNHUģV UROH
as an outsider elicits commentary which is a rich and important source of
LQIRUPDWLRQ UHJDUGLQJ WKH FRPPXQLFDWLYH YDOXHV LELG Ġ 24 and
 WKHFKDQJLQJUROHVRIWKHŅHOGZRUNHULOOXPLQDWHWKHGLIIHUHQWUROHVWKH
tradition plays in the society (ibid. 52). Without being personally involved,
I could never have really understood the power of these short poems. For
me, personal experiences have created the basis for my understanding of
the poetic idiom as interpersonal communication, and my friendship with
some of my regular interlocutors has made it possible to empathize with
their emotional self-expression. A tradition in poetic form may also reveal
something essential through one’s personal experience in poetic excursions.
For instance, Caton (1990: 10) describes how his trials to elicit verses himself
made him learn more from his own mistakes and their corrections than from
hours of recorded examples. My own attempts to compose couplets made
me more highly aware of the special cognitive skills required for framing
the object and making an image, rather than merely by adding one line to
another and creating a rhyme. (See also Caraveli 1985: 282)
Although I was not as young as Charles Briggs25 at the beginning
RI P\ ŅHOGZRUN P\ UROH DV D QRYLFH LQYROYHG YHU\ FOHDUO\ QRW MXVW P\
language skills and the knowledge of the tradition, but essentially the lack
RIņXHQF\LQWKHORFDOPRGHVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ7KHUHIRUHDVGHVFULEHG
by Briggs (1988: 49), “the sociolinguistic norms placed the responsibility
for structuring our interactions in their hands, not mine.” Not that people
had thought it necessary to introduce me to their ways of communication,
EXWZLWKUHVSHFWWRWKHPDQGLQ¢GHVDQGUHņHFWLQJSHRSOHģVZDUPUHVSRQVH
to my curiosity over the tradition, they just ignored any other ways, since
for them, the mandinádes represented a mode which is a way to participate
LQDGLDORJXHDQGWRFKDOOHQJHRWKHUVWRHQJDJHLQLW2QHRIWKHVLJQLŅFDQW
DVSHFWV RI P\ ORQJWHUP ŅHOGZRUN KDV FRQFHUQHG P\ GLIIHUHQW VKLIWLQJ
roles from a stranger and novice in the tradition, to an accepted participant
LQ QRUPDO FRQYHUVDWLRQV DQG ŅQDOO\ WR EH LQFOXGHG HYHQ LQ WKH GHWDLOHG
elaboration of themes beyond habitual discourse.
In order for that to happen, such movement involves deep engagement
and time. This engagement carries the research dialogue forward in a dual
process of enriching the dialogue by the heterophony of conversations and
24 For Briggs, the characterization of his involvement and the social criticism exercised by
his consultants during the performances were an indispensable means of grasping the
IHDWXUHV RI WKH VXERUGLQDWHG FRPPXQLW\ģV VHOIGHŅQLWLRQ DQG FRXQWHUKHJHPRQLF DLPV
FKDQQHOHGWKURXJKWKHGLVFRXUVHLQWKHYHUEDOJHQUHVLQTXHVWLRQ %ULJJVĠ
VHHDOVR+HU]IHOGEĠ
+HZDVQLQHWHHQ\HDUVROG  DQG,ZDVWKLUW\ŅYH
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reaching towards understandable wholes and emphases (see also Tapaninen
   $V GHVFULEHG E\ %DNKWLQ  Ġ  D VLQJOH SHUVRQģV
“responsive understanding” is part of a dialogue, an internal dialogue, when
this is part of a process for appropriating something that has caught the
person’s attention. Bakhtin mentions that some speech genres, such as lyric
SRHWU\ DUH VSHFLŅFDOO\ GLUHFWHG WRZDUGV VXFK UHVSRQVLYH XQGHUVWDQGLQJ
further off in time (ibid. 69). This is very true regarding the tradition of
the mandinádes, but I see such movement clearly in the formation of the
research dialogue: both are based on engagement.26
My interpretation of the concept dialogue is therefore essentially
connected to the idea of engagement. An exchange of poems in a singing
event becomes a dialogue when all participants engage in it by adhering to
the chosen theme. Similarly, a conversation becomes a dialogue when the
participants are engaged in it by directing their attention to something they
are sharing or trying to share in mutual sympathy, although not necessarily
agreement, over the subject.
During my time studying the register of mandinádes, the Cretans have
taught me that their dialogues can range from very concrete and situated
interactions in place and time to lifelong engagement in a process which
commands large entities and under favorable conditions creates connections
between referents dispersed over a great distance. For this reason, I
also interpret that the primary dialogues and the secondary or shadow
GLDORJXHV &UDSDQ]DQRĠ DUHLQKHUHQWLQWKHODUJHULGHRORJ\
of dialogue: each participant in a face-to-face dialogue is also engaged in
other internal dialogues which can change the interaction or be changed by
it. It can be useful to make a difference between concrete conversational
dialogues (primary dialogues) and the processes in which such primary
dialogues are “digested” (Bakhtin 1986: 62), as in an ethnographic
academic study (secondary dialogues). But I do not think that it is possible
to understand either of these without considering that for each participant,
DVSHFLŅFGLDORJXHLVDOZD\VLQWHUQDOO\FRQQHFWHGWRRWKHUGLDORJXHV6LQFH
dialogue assumes engagement, this also entails simultaneous interpretation
and analysis. While the simultaneous processes of contextualization,
interpretation and analysis direct the dialogue during its unfolding, each
QHZFRQYHUVDWLRQLVDOVRDSRWHQWLDOŅHOGIRUWKHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQDQGDQDO\VLV
of earlier utterances and dialogues (Bakhtin 1990 [1981]; 1986; Mannheim
and Tedlock 1995).
According to this interpretation of the dialogue as engagement, the
GLDORJLFDOPHWKRGRORJ\GRHVQRWKDYHWRLPSO\WKDWDOOŅHOGZRUNFRQYHUVDWLRQV
DQG LQWHUYLHZV DUH GLDORJXHV P\ RZQ \HDUV RI ŅHOGZRUN LQFOXGH PDQ\
sporadic conversations which I do not regard as being dialogic. This data is
equally valid but different from that produced in dialogic conversations and
interaction, and creating this in the meeting between people from different
cultural backgrounds needs time. In the frame of the research interest of
the present study, the sporadic monologues (this refers to the participant
26 For an essay on the creativity of the process in research, see also Crease 1995.
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interaction, not the internal dialogism of my interlocutors speech as
GHVFULEHG E\ %DNKWLQ VHH HVS  Ġ  KDYH EHHQ QHFHVVDU\ IRU
proportioning the phenomena outlined in the more dialogic meetings. The
mere quantity of the scattered casual conversations has clearly contributed
to my ability to participate in more demanding dialogues.
With the intent of building a dialogic interaction, one of my concrete
targets with each potential interlocutor was to meet several times, or even
better, to be able to maintain a continuous, interactive relation even at longer
intervals. Ironic though it may be, this target was in practice contradictory
ZLWKDQRWKHULQWHUHVWLWZDVLPSRUWDQWWKDWWKHŅUVWPHHWLQJEHWDSHUHFRUGHG
since the person would never tell the same stories again, at least he or she
would not performWKHPDJDLQDQGLWZDVWKLVŅUVWPHHWLQJWKDWZDVPRVW
VXVFHSWLEOHIRUVXFKVWRU\WHOOLQJ+RZHYHUVLQFHWKHŅUVWPHHWLQJLVLQGHHG
a performance in which people tell what they themselves regard as being
essential and presume the other will want to hear, opting to meet again after
a recorded conversation turned out to be a problem if there were no natural
reasons to do so. I often felt that people were disappointed when I wanted to
meet them again since at that moment, they felt that they had done their best
WRWHOOWKHHQWLUHVWRU\:DVQģW,VDWLVŅHGZLWKWKDW":LWKSHRSOH,PHWRXWVLGH
of the Village, or out of some other network securing a natural continuation,
I therefore tried to create possible ties, but often without success. During
ORQJWHUPŅHOGZRUNLWDOVREHFRPHVHYLGHQWKRZPDQ\QRUPDOSUHUHTXLVLWHV
for friendship shape the opportunities for such continued communication.
Furthermore, to lead to a dialogic engagement, the meetings and conversations
need to be somehow interesting for both sides. This differs from interviews
and situations that are arranged or take place just once.
7RLOOXVWUDWHWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHRIWKHWLPHDVSHFWLQHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFK
and particularly the engagement over time, the following concrete example
comes to mind. During the early years, I was sometimes told that in the
recent past, a man had performed a kantáda (serenade) to his future wife. As
I was not provided details of how this had taken place, my pre-conceived,
vague understanding meant that I thought of this event in terms of Romeo
and Juliette: a lone man singing secretly to a woman under her window. In
one of our early conversations, Mitsos Stavrakakis had mentioned to me
that kantádes were performed with a paréa, and although it did not strike
me at that moment, the listening of this recorded conversation made me reintroduce the theme in our next conversation. The result is quoted on pages
ĠWKHWUDGLWLRQZDVWKDWWKHER\VDOZD\VZHQWWRVLQJLQDJURXSRI
four to six persons to a girl; in fact, it was unthinkable to go alone, because
it would have been too dangerous in Cretan village society.
By dialogic conversation and interaction, I therefore refer especially to
those conversational relations that developed over several encounters and
during many conversations, and in some cases this meant over many years.
However, these dialogues are also of two kinds; they could be depicted as
“dialogic conversations” and “dialogic interaction in conversation.” The
former grew out of extended, open-ended, yet interview-like, settings and the
latter concern the challenges which I encountered during verbal interactions.
Dialogic conversations took place with a small number of individuals who
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were familiar with the mode of long talks concerning their experiences
and composition activities, or were able and willing to adapt this, and with
whom, through this mutual engagement, it was possible to create a basis for
their willingness to contribute to the themes I introduced. This mode was
familiar to me from the earlier interviews with Finnish women.
The main part of my experience is constructed of dialogic interaction
characterized mainly by the reverse: I had the challenge of grasping what
my interlocutor wanted to say. The Cretans’ outward-orientated, discursive
identity makes it easy to engage them in a conversation but many of them
also display a good amount of self-assurance over how and of what to say.
This mode of constantly challenging the opponent was something that
I was not very familiar with as a mode of communication. While I found
this type of communicating to be a most frustrating and a lonely way to
learn, it was nonetheless the most instructive and necessary guidance to
the very subject of my study: the raison-d’être of the mandinádes. While
I learned what and how to ask, with all those individuals with whom I was
in recurrent interaction, there was nevertheless a responsive, appreciative
movement towards taking into consideration my initiatives as well.
0RVWSHRSOHŅUVWWKRXJKWWKDW,ZDQWHGWRWDONDERXWPDQGLQ¢GHVEHFDXVH
I wanted to collect as many poems as possible. But my target concerned
the structures and ideals of communication that were intuitively familiar
as forms of action to many people, but certainly not familiar topics of
conversation. Toward this end, the world which I wished to learn about was
entirely oral. By this, I do not mean that people were unable to read and
write, but that the organization and aims of conversation were essentially
communicative and not directed toward organizing the reality in a logical,
hierarchical order. If I wanted to do more than collect poems, I had to grasp
ŅUVW WKH YHU\ IRXQGDWLRQV RI WKLV ORJLF RI OHDUQLQJ DQG FRPPXQLFDWLRQ
Instead of listening to what I asked and answering me informatively,
most people I met in the beginning challenged me to grasp a point. My
general questions were either disregarded or answered with an example,
the relationship of which to the whole was left open. A detailed inquiry was
highly approved, but for a detailed inquiry, I already had to know a lot! Poor
NQRZOHGJH RQ WKH SDUW RI WKH ŅHOGZRUNHU OHG PDQ\ ORFDO UHVSRQGHQWV WR
adapt themselves to a simple level of discourse, whereas later, when I was
able to show knowledge of minute details of the tradition, I was viewed in
conversation nearly as another tradition-bearer.
7KH EDVLF GLIŅFXOW\ ZLWK WKLV RUDO ZRUOG FRQFHUQV WKH KLJK OHYHO RI
referentiality based on (1) the explicit use of local cultural knowledge and
  WKH IDU DGYDQFHG OLQJXLVWLF FRGLŅFDWLRQ VD\ WKH XVH RI WKH IHPLQLQH
PDVFXOLQHDQGQHXWHUDUWLFOHVWRUHIHUWRVSHFLŅFEXWH[WUDWH[WXDOHQWLWLHVDV
well as (3) the lack of a similar hierarchy of notions which is met in educated
Western speech. (Moreover, the Finnish linguistic idiom is organized in a
very different way.) Michael Herzfeld writes about the lack of an explicit
KLHUDUFKLFDORUJDQL]DWLRQRIVSHHFK Ġ 
The lack of any vernacular distinction between the unique instance (or
realization) and the underlying principle is constant with: (a) a general
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tendency in conversation to treat example/paradigm as equivalent to
syntagmatic principle: “for example” often precedes a general statement;
and (b) the recognition of original authorship in one who uses a familiar
mandináda, but in a new and challenging way, so that originality is seen
as much in the handling of context as it is in the internal design of the
distich.

The former (a) tendency also means that an inquirer wishing to learn
an underlying principle will be given only an example, and the overall
practice is that the inquirer will not be able to grasp the relation based
on that example alone. The latter (b) part of the quote above pertains to
the consequences which the consciously perceived lack of closure in the
chain of contextualizations of texts and textual elements creates: this is an
orientation I will interpret as being improvisation in this study.
Ethical considerations
Nothing can guarantee that the interpretation and analysis of the process
and products of human interaction created in conversation, whether dialogic
or not, are the same for both or all participants. The balance of power can
be very different depending on the community and the subject researched.
Although culturally different from Finland, Crete is a part of Greece, a
quickly modernizing European country. Many of my interlocutors are much
more familiar with the publicity of their own words than I am, and they
DUH DOO FRQVXPHUV RI PDVV PHGLD SURGXFWV 'XULQJ P\ ŅHOGZRUN , RIWHQ
felt that I was myself much too discrete and ethically concerned about
not disturbing people or not getting involved in something which would
UDLVH H[SHFWDWLRQV RI PH WKDW , GLG QRW IHHO P\VHOI DEOH WR IXOŅOO , FRXOG
VHOGRPIRUH[DPSOHEUHDNWKHFRQŅGHQWLDODWPRVSKHUHRIWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQ
E\WDNLQJSKRWRJUDSKVRIP\LQWHUORFXWRUĠZKLFKFHUWDLQO\ZRXOGUDUHO\
have bothered any Cretan. In addition, my attempts at discussing the ethical
implications of the use of people’s words and names in my work, and my
interpretations of the poems, were mainly disregarded as unnecessary talk
that was self-evident. All this, of course, neither reduces my responsibility,
nor makes me immune to misinterpretations.
I have come to the conclusion that I will present all the composers be using
their names in this study. Although this means that I am referring by name
to people whose intimacy I wish to protect, in addition to people known to
the public, I feel that recognizing their authorship is their inviolate right at
the moment they gave me the right to use their names. I also think that the
reader will be able to read this study and still respect their privacy, since the
focus of this study is not on particular persons, but on the tradition through
their contributions. These contributions are personally most valuable to me,
and to my capability to write about the tradition, but I could have come to
the same conclusions by speaking to other people as well. Just how I came
to meet these people is the result of coincidences and of chains of human
interactions and this does not mean that so many other people would not be
worthy of consultation.
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For this reason I also do not name the Village I lived in, since the village
itself is not the target of my inquiry and any inquirer could have learned as
much in many other villages. When the poems presented are not featured
as personal compositions or when people have requested anonymity, I refer
WR WKHP E\ WKHLU ŅUVW QDPH 6RPH SHRSOH ZKRVH SHUIRUPDQFHV , LQFOXGH
in this study remain anonymous because these performances took place
before I was actually carrying out the study. I do not think, however,
that by including these performances in this study I will dishonor them.
Furthermore, in several examples that were narrated to me, the poems
are referred to anonymously, in line with the traditional use, and I was
unable to pick out the author. I apologize for any annoyance caused by
this system.
Data
The interpretations put forward in this study are based on a process-like
DQDO\VLV RI WKH ODUJHO\ LQFRPPHQVXUDEOH SDUWV RI WKH ŅHOGZRUN GDWD ERWK
GXULQJ WKH ŅHOGZRUN SHULRGV EHWZHHQ DQG DIWHU WKHVH SHULRGV 6LQFH
the studies and local literature available concerned each a topical or (in
time, place, or event) contextually motivated presentation of the tradition,
I had to revise each piece of literary information by bringing the theme
XS GXULQJ ŅHOG FRQYHUVDWLRQV 6LQFH HYHQ WKH GHVFULSWLYH LQIRUPDWLRQ LV
therefore constructed conversationally over a long time, exploiting the
principles of dialogic engagement described above, much of it appears
without references. Within folklore scholarship, the research is typically
based on archived or otherwise carefully documented material, but this type
of tradition makes the researcher much more dependent on the personal
experiences and on undocumented data. In addition to this, all impulsive
communicative performances turn up spontaneously, and thus in situations
where recording is hardly foreseen or possible. An improvised performance
FDQQRWEHUHFRQVWUXFWHGDUWLŅFLDOO\DVWKHSHUIRUPDQFHPXVWKDYHPHDQLQJ
and the meaning arises from the context. As for these spontaneous
performances, I therefore have to depend on undocumented, experienced
GDWDZKLFKLVUHFRUGHGLQWKHIRUPRIŅHOGQRWHVDIWHUZDUGV7KHSRHPV
were often put down to occasional sheets of paper, just as the locals do
(today, many Cretans record mandinádes on their mobile phone memory).
However, a substantial amount of information can be obtained through
organized and tape-recorded interviews as well as through conversation
sessions. Besides the explanations on the composition and the importance,
meaning, and uses of the tradition, the interviews provide the recitations
of the mandinádes that are most meaningful to the informant, as well as
his or her recollections of the situations where mandinádes were sung or
recited successfully. Such recitations, recollections and commentary are an
important part of the local verbal art. They are essential in understanding the
dialogism of the performances, as well as the individual contextualization
processes. Due to the nature of the tradition and the dialogic way that it
has been possible to learn about it, the recorded conversations form only
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D VPDOO SDUW RI P\ ŅHOGZRUN H[SHULHQFH EXW HVSHFLDOO\ WKRVH ZLWK P\
key conversant are such in-depth sources, that returning to them has in
several cases allowed me to verbalize ideas that have surfaced in many
other contexts. As a result, the key conversant form the core source of the
examples and points of reference in this dissertation.
7KHŅHOG
Although my objective is to identify the traits of a poetic idiom of a
ĥELRORJLFDOO\ĦGHŅQDEOHFRPPXQLW\DQGHQYLURQPHQWWKDWFRQFHUQVEURDGO\
all of Crete, and in practice especially central Crete, this dissertation is not
DVWXG\RIDVSHFLŅFLQIRUPDQWVSHHFKFRPPXQLW\RUVSHHFKRFFDVLRQD
ĥWKLFNFRUSXVĦ +RQNRĠ ,DPZHOODZDUHRIWKHSUREOHPVRI
trying to address simultaneously the general outlines of the entire register
and to describe the locally and individually distinctive practices. I am also
aware that by having internalized the tradition in practice mainly in central
Crete, which is the center of the contemporary local cultural hegemony, I
PD\XQFRQVFLRXVO\HPSKDVL]HWKRVHSUDFWLFHVWKDWDUHVSHFLŅFWRWKLVUHJLRQ
RQO\ $QRWKHU SRLQW LV WKDW , KDYH QR ŅUVWKDQG H[SHULHQFH RQ WKH VRFLDO
poetics of the high mountain villages, whose intensely antagonistic male
performativity is already comprehensively analyzed by Herzfeld (1985a;
also 1985b), and so this is beyond the scope of my study. The reasoning for
not limiting the study to regard only the central or lowland areas of Crete is
that the primary goal of this work is to discern those characteristics of the
poetic register which explain the contemporary perspectives and interest
in it. Furthermore, although the island of Crete has (had) many distinctive
local cultural forms, the poetic idiom of the mandinádes is emblematically
established in the common experience of the entire island. At the level of
the experience of individual moments, persons, parées, villages, areas and
times, the tradition lives a different life at all events. The examples included
are, while hopefully representative, each one a unique way of understanding
and using the tradition. Thus general observations on mandinádes concern
all of Crete (and other Greek areas where rhyming couplets are common).
My own experiences of the conversational uses of the poems are situated in
the administrative prefecture of Rethimno, central Crete, where most of the
casual, daily actions took place as well.
2QH DVSHFW WKDW WKH UHDGHU RI WKLV VWXG\ PD\ ŅQG FRQIXVLQJ LV WKH
UHODWLRQRIWKHSDVWDQGWKHSUHVHQW7KH&UHWDQVģņXLGPRYHVEHWZHHQWKH
present and the past confused me for many years during the conversational
encounters. The adverb prohtés, “before yesterday” is a good example of
this: a student of Modern Greek learns the word as an equivalent to “the day
before yesterday,” but the villagers can use it to mean any date in the past
ĠHYHQYHU\UHPRWHLQWLPHĠZKLFKLVFORVHWRWKHSHUVRQLQUHODWLRQWRKLV
RUKHURZQFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQRIWKDWHYHQW)RUH[DPSOHVSHFLŅFFDUQLYDO
gléndia and other singing and dance events in the village environment were
described to me by old people as if they had just taken place very recently,
although they dated back thirty years in time. In order to research the factors
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that contribute to the image of the tradition as expressed and experienced
today, I will correspondingly move in a time span that covers contemporary
Crete and the experienced, memorized and narrated recent past, since this is
the way my interlocutors in Crete have conceptualized their tradition.
Local terminology
I will use both indigenous terminology and my own glosses for certain
central phenomena. When my interlocutors use an indigenous term, such
as gléndi (feast), or paréa (a [musical] get-together), or “theme” (théma), I
will use these terms. Similarly, I will draw on indigenous terms like “image”
(ikóna) and akoúsmata (“live hearings”, live experiences) when these are
used even by fewer speakers, but systematically (by those speakers who
are willing to dwell on details). The local terms such as theme or image
however do not point only to one, exhaustive explanation: very much like
WKHPDQGLQ¢GHVWKHLUPHDQLQJLVVLWXDWLRQDOO\GHŅQHGDQGDYRLGVFORVXUH
(see also Herzfeld 1985b).
In some cases, as in that of denoting the composition of poems, I will
gloss the vgázo and other local verbs as to “create” or “compose” (I will
give a full description of the local terms in Chapter 6), since the local terms
do not translate well into English. I will speak of extemporization or the
(textual) improvisation of the extempore composition, which is locally
H[SUHVVHGPDLQO\E\DGGLQJWKHGHŅQLWLRQepí tópou (on the spot), to the
verb vgázo.
I will also use concepts such as dialogism and creativity, which are
not used indigenously, while discussing the special characteristics of this
tradition in relation to other cultures and research. I have tried to make
my points clear by resorting to generally conceivable glossing of matters
which people in this living tradition discuss in their insider ways or very
often, do not need to specify at all. I have nevertheless discussed my use
of these terms with several interlocutors I know well. In doing so, I have
intentionally drawn their attention to these words and usages to inquire if
they accept my interpretations. This interactive method is visible in several
of the long stretches of speech that I have enclosed in the present study from
the recorded interviews and conversations, and where some of the local
experts describe the conversational, self-expressional and artistic impulses
behind their poems.
Finally, it is clear that Cretans would not analyze the tradition in the
same way as I do here. However, while they would refer to an event by
merely quoting a mandináda to someone familiar with the performance of
this poem in that particular event, they would not quote this to someone who
is not familiar with the event. In such cases, they would rather focus on the
point, the mandináda, only after the necessary outlines of the performance
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situation have been narrated (see Chapter 5). This acknowledgement of
the limits of an immediate, spontaneous contextualization (although often
contested) and the structural move to a contextualization requiring narrative,
rhetorical elaboration is also part of the local discourse on performances.

Outline of the chapters
It was not an easy task to organize the chapters and their contents, since the
presentation of the subject matter and the theory necessary for analyzing
LW ZHUH ODUJHO\ SURGXFWV RI WKH DQDO\VLV WKHPVHOYHV 7KH ŅQDO RUJDQL]LQJ
principle thus primarily concerns a movement from general to particular: in
order to study both the register as the medium for meaning and creativity,
and the individual, unique realizations, the study will proceed from shared
concerns towards more detailed and specialized topics and opinions. In
the chapter on composition, I will introduce views as described mainly
by one person and analyze some of her poems. I hope that this method of
presentation will illustrate one of my primary concerns: people engaged in
mandinádes have an intimate, creative experience of the tradition.
The next chapter introduces the central theoretical conceptions. The basic
themes will be the following:
Ġ WUDGLWLRQDVDODQJXDJHDUHJLVWHU
Ġ WKHHVVHQWLDOFRPSRQHQWVRISHUIRUPDQFH
Ġ GLDORJLVPDVDFKDUDFWHULVWLFIHDWXUHRIVKRUWFRPPXQLFDWLYH
oral poetry
Ġ FRPSHWHQFHDQGFUHDWLYLW\
Ġ LPSURYLVDWLRQDVDQRULHQWDWLRQDQGPHWKRGRIFRPSRVLWLRQ
in performance
Ġ WKHGRXEOHLGHQWLW\RIWKHUHJLVWHUDVŅ[HGWH[WXDOHQWLWLHVDQG
a process
Each tradition forms special characteristics in the society to which it
belongs. The third main chapter will therefore start with a short introduction
to Crete as the historical, social and cultural setting. The main emphasis
in this chapter is placed on introducing the Cretan music, dance and feast
traditions, which continue vitally to the present, and of which the mandinádes
are an emblematic part. The history, instruments, basic dance forms and
the musical form used for improvising mandinádes are introduced, and the
festive and recreational singing practices are outlined. I will also explain
the topical differences in these traditions and I will describe the traditional
forms of singing and entertainment in detail. My reason for this is that
the dialogic nature of communication in the gléndi (feast) and paréa (gettogether) is also implicitly present in the contemporary conceptualizing of
the tradition and poetry outside of the frames of these events.
The fourth chapter concentrates on the mandinádes as a register, a special
poetic language of expression. Here I will present the metrical line, the
rhyme and other basic poetic means and the role of the theme as the dialogic
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basis of conceptualizing and contextualizing poems is introduced. The
difference between the actual self-dependent mandinádes and the couplet
IRUPDVDEXLOGLQJEORFNRIORQJHUSRHPVLVH[DPLQHGEULHņ\
7KH ŅIWK FKDSWHU IRFXVHV PRUH FORVHO\ RQ WKH YHUVDWLOLW\ DQG RQ WKH
modes of recited performances. A description of a full array of possible
performances will help to show concretely how the poems also form a
language of oral expression and thought in everyday life. The roles of the
performers and poets in performance will be viewed in relation to gender,
as well as to the questions of the means of participation and improvisation.
The contemporary written and media arenas will form a separate topic at
the end of this chapter.
The sixth chapter studies composition as a metrical, sociolinguistic,
LPDJLQDU\DQGFRJQLWLYHSUDFWLFHDQGVNLOO,ZLOOŅUVWGLVFXVVKRZFKLOGUHQ
internalize the tradition and how and when people start to compose. Extracts
from interviews with contemporary composers allow the composers’ own
voices to explain what is meaningful in composition to them. In other words,
how does one compose poems and what are the motivations to compose? The
analytic frame of my interest is the composition of couplets as structurally
and semandically coherent, self-dependent units, and the dialogic nature of
these units to the composers. I will then explore the cognitive techniques that
DUHXVHGLQLQWURGXFLQJQHZSHUVSHFWLYHVLQWKHSRHPXWWHUDQFHVDQGŅQDOO\
I will analyze the factors contributing to the possibility of commanding
a poetic tradition as a productive language.
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T

he present approach to the tradition of the mandinádes concerns the
general understanding of the structures of the poetic verbal idiom and
the questions of how and where the creativity and meaning is made and
H[SHULHQFHGLQWKHXVHVRIWKHWUDGLWLRQ0\ŅHOGZRUNKDVVKRZQWKDWWKH
ORFDOSHUFHSWLRQIRFXVHVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\RQHDFKPDQGLQ¢GDDVDŅ[HGSRHP
DQGRQWKHWUDGLWLRQDVņXLGDQGSURGXFWLYH:KHWKHUROGRUQHZNQRZQ
or unheard, the short poems are seen as texts in their own right, clearly
bound, self-dependent units as a point of departure. These units are used by
people in their self-expression to convey meaning in a process-like, dialogic
mediation between other people, performances and poems. To the creators
of the mandinádes, the texts provide source material, points of reference
and often reasons for composing new texts. Whether extemporized or not,
the composition of mandinádes is a process in which parts of the reality
are framed through personal fantasy and the expressional potential of the
register. The emphasis on acting through the tradition is thus simultaneously
on the expressiveness of the textual products, poems, and on the relevance
of the individually chosen or created units to human life experience. The
theoretical framework presented here wishes to provide a historical and
conceptual background for perceiving and discussing these matters.
The two great theoretical movements in folklore of the twentieth century,
the Oral-Formulaic Theory and the performance-oriented theories, both
attempt to address a previously neglected question of what takes place in oral
performance. In the way of shaping their message, most researchers focus
on something new, and oppose, or overlook, some points focused on by the
previous scholarship. The importance of oral composition and its separate
mechanisms with regard to written composition has been established and
advanced primarily due to the works of two scholars, Albert Lord in 1960
and Walter Ong in 1982. Both Lord and Ong argued that the end of the oral
tradition was marked by the advent of writing and literacy. Once the oral was
established, due to these above-mentioned works, it was, however, much
easier for others to recover the various forms of interaction between the oral
and the written. Very similarly, the recent movements that renegotiate the
roles of the text and performance have originated, apart from the historical
shortages of the text-centered paradigms in their focus on the text, from the
extreme focus on the performance of the performance-centered paradigms.
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$VH[SODLQHGE\/DXUL+RQNR ĠĠ WKHIRONORULVWLF
concept of text has essentially progressed through three stages. Honko
refers to the oldest period as “pre-textual,” since the interest was not
directed to the actual text itself, but on its source-value: the historical,
mythological or even artistic content. The focus was directed to the study of
the actual texts and their variation especially by the emergence of folklore
scholarship as a new academic discipline in the nineteenth century. The
new conceptualization of the text provided the basis for the emergence of
the historic-geographical method, which was developed by Finnish scholars
and widely used by European and American folklorists. The basic concern
of this method was the search for the original text, the archetype, which was
carried out by studying the variation found in different texts, which were the
supposed variants of the archetype. The research in Finland and the Nordic
countries followed a scrutinized model of study based on linguistic textual
accuracy and on a large corpus of variants, while in the United States,
UHVHDUFKIRFXVHGPRUHRQWKHOLWHUDU\YDOXHRIDWH[W )LQHĠ 
+RQNRĠ $VIXUWKHUGHVFULEHGE\+RQNRZKDWXQLŅHG
the historic-geographical folklorists as well as another contemporaneous
school, the anthropological linguists (esp. Boas, Sapir, Malinowski, see
)LQHĠ ZKRVWUHVVHGDFFXUDWHYHUEDWLPWUDQVFULSWVRIGLVFRXUVH
ZDVWKHEHOLHIWKDWĥFXOWXUHVFRXOGEHREMHFWLŅHGDVWH[WVDQGWH[WVZHUH
WKHPDLQREMHFWRIUHVHDUFKĦ +RQNR  6HHDOVR)LQHĠ
)ROH\EĠ
A third stage of this development was a change in focus from text to
SHUIRUPDQFH +RQNR  Ġ  Ġ  7KH 3DUU\/RUG 2UDO
Formulaic Theory advanced the move towards the performance paradigm by
focusing on the composition in performance and on the interaction between
the performer and the audience. The emergence of the sociolinguistics
of the Prague School had also shifted the focus from an individual’s
purely linguistic competence to his or her communicative competence.
Beginning in the 1960s, this concern for the use of language and folklore
as communicative events was then dynamically developed among linguists,
linguistic anthropologists, as well as folklorists. Concrete methodological
DQGWKHRUHWLFDOPDQLIHVWVGHYHORSHGŅUVWDPRQJWKHDSSURDFKHVUHIHUUHGWR
as the Ethnopoetics and the Ethnography of speaking.
Ethnopoetics was a project in which especially Dennis Tedlock and Dell
+\PHVVWULYHGWRŅQGQHZPRUHDFFXUDWHPHWKRGVIRUWUDQVFULSWLRQRIWKH
performed Native American texts in order to reveal their paralinguistic
features (Tedlock; esp. 1983) and poetic emphasis, which were different from
WKHPHWULFDOO\GHŅQHGPRGHOVIDPLOLDUWRWKHOLWHUDU\DXGLHQFH HVS+\PHV
1981). Although advanced by several scholars, Foley makes the observation
WKDWWKH(WKQRJUDSK\RIVSHDNLQJDSSURDFKZDVDOVRSHUVRQLŅHGLQWKHZRUN
of Hymes, who required “that scholars pay as close attention to the speaking
of folk literature as to what is actually spoken” (Foley 1995b: 609). At the
end of the 1970s, performance, in the sense of an emergent event, became
a noteworthy paradigm in research. At that time, the focus was especially
directed on the covariance of form and meaning and the performer-audience
interaction in the performative event. In 1977, the principles underlying this
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research orientation were explained in the central manifest of the paradigm,
Richard Bauman’s Verbal Art as Performance.1
$ IRFXV QRZ Ņ[HG SULPDULO\ RQ WKH FRQWH[WV RI WKH HPHUJHQFH DQG
unfolding of performance, and on the communicative interaction in
performance, directed the research of textual products to analyze especially
those emerging through performance.2 In some cases, this took the research
to the ultimate end of addressing single performances at the expense of
recognizing the diachronic elements represented by the textual elements.
Therefore, just as several new insights into the interaction of oral and written
provided a wider perspective on them as not mutually excluding, but often
co-operating, the exclusive focus on performance has led to a theoretical
QHHGWRUHņHFWLQPRUHGHWDLORQWKHGLDOHFWLFVEHWZHHQWKHWH[WXDOXQLWVDQG
performance.3
One major effort to advance this understanding is John Miles Foley’s theory of Immanent Art (especially 1991; 1995). Applying the Oral-Formulaic
Theory by Milman Parry and Albert Lord, as well as the Ethnopoetics and
WKHSHUIRUPDQFHDSSURDFK )ROH\Ġ )ROH\VXFFHHGVLQYHUEDOizing many generalities that guide the performance and meaning of the situated words. The basic problem with the Parry-Lord theory was the extreme
emphasis on the usefulness of the structures and this was done at the expense
of the artistic and poetic ends of the poet. Another problem was caused by
the application of the theory of formulas and formulaic systems to all kinds
RIRUDOSRHWU\ (J)ROH\Ġ ,QKLVZRUN)ROH\UHGLUHFWVWKLVIRFXV
from the mere usefulness of the structures to an understanding of how structures convey meaning, and offers detailed examples of the varying ways the
different poetic registers accomplish this. Later, Foley directed a further focus on the wide variation in the form and mediums of oral poetry traditions
and performances, and pointed to the necessity of varied methodological
approaches (2002; 2005). Foley’s insights concern especially oral poetry
and his observations are very relevant to all the productive, register-based
traditions.
Anna-Leena Siikala remarks that “textualization, identifying a section
RXWRIWKHņRZRIGLVFRXUVHLVDWWKHFRUHRIRUDOWUDGLWLRQVRWKHUZLVHWKH\
cannot be called traditions at all.” (Siikala and Siikala 2005: 58). Moreover,
linguistic anthropologists have made an effort to understand the textual
units which necessarily make oral traditions, and how they are cut from
their contexts and reused in others. The concept of entextualization was
taken to signify the crystallization of the verbal elements: the process in
which a stretch of an utterance becomes separable from its context and
UHXVDEOHLQRWKHUV7KDWFRQFHSWZDVŅUVWLQWURGXFHGE\.XLSHUV  DQG

 )RUVXPPDULHVVHH%DXPDQDQG%ULJJV%ULJJVĠ)ROH\DĠIRU
KLVWRU\)LQHĠ)ROH\EĠ
 6HHHJ%DXPDQ >@Ġ ĥWKHIRUPDOPDQLSXODWLRQRIOLQJXLVWLFIHDWXUHVLV
VHFRQGDU\WRWKHQDWXUHRISHUIRUPDQFHSHUVHFRQFHLYHGRIDQGGHŅQHGDVDPRGHRI
communication.”
 )RUWKHELDVHVRIWKHSHUIRUPDQFHVFKRROVHH/LP´Q <RXQJIRUDQRYHUYLHZ 
QHZIRFXVHVVHH%DXPDQDQG%ULJJVVHHDOVR%DUEHUĠ
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Urban (1991), but among Finnish folklorists, it became known especially
through Bauman’s and Briggs’ article Poetics and Performance as Critical
Perspectives on Language and Social Life (1990), followed by the book
Natural Histories of Discourse, edited by Silverstein and Urban (1996).
/LNH$QQD/HHQD6LLNDODLQWKHSUHYLRXVO\FLWHGVWXG\ 6LLNDOD 6LLNDOD
2005), most researchers using the concept entextualization have worked
with narrative, mythical and ritual traditions. But unlike these, the registerbased traditions rely emphatically on the constant new production of texts
DQG RQ WKH LGHQWLŅFDWLRQ RI WKHVH WH[WV DV LQGLYLGXDO SHUVRQDOL]HG XWWHUDQFHV,WLVWKHUHIRUHLPSRUWDQWDV.DULQ%DUEHUVXJJHVWV Ġ WR
VHHWKHSURFHVVRIHQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQH[WHQGHGLQWZRGLUHFWLRQVŅUVWWRZDUGV
WKHEDVLFOHYHORIRUGLQDU\ODQJXDJHDFTXLVLWLRQDQGXVHĠWKDWWKHIRUPXODWLRQLGHQWLŅFDWLRQDQGXVHRIĥYHUEDOFKXQNVĦLVDQLQKHUHQWFKDUDFWHULVWLF
RIDOOKXPDQODQJXDJHXVHĠDQGVHFRQGWKDWWKHHQWH[WXDOL]HGHQWLWLHVDUH
not frozen but stimulus and stepping stones for further application: improvisation.
The methodological direction of the improvisatory, process-like
treatment of the tradition is evident in all earlier studies on mandinádes.
Mandinádes, like other similar traditions, have been approached mostly
from perspectives other than those used in folklore. As expressed by
Lauri Honko (1998: 8), I have often similarly felt that the philologicallyoriented studies can offer good insight into the texts without a real focus
on their contextualization, whereas anthropologically-oriented works often
study the social construction of the utterances without really taking into
account the registers behind them. The present register approach strives
to understand the Cretan arguments, which explicitly value the texts and
the textual continuation between the poems performed, by approaching the
poetic register of mandinádes from the perspective of the experienced and
narrated contextualized events, as a performative, structural and semandic
potentiality that is available to the performers and to the composers sharing
this tradition.

The register
I wish to emphasize the conceptualization of the tradition of mandinádes
as a special language of expression. Many previous researchers have
commented on the language-likeness of the traditional idioms that allow
the new production of verses. Among Finnish folklore research, the idea
of poetry as a special language is a well-established phenomenon due to
the unifying element of the kalevala-meter in all the older oral poetry (e.g.
Lönnrot 1919 [1849]; Kuusi 1985). Recent studies of the vast and deep
body of archived material also take notice of this language-like potentiality
inherent in the tradition. For example, in his dissertation in 1992, Lauri
Harvilahti evaluated the applicability of the Formula Theory and its various
adaptations to Ingrian lyrical epic poetry. By conducting a close analysis,
Harvilahti ends up describing the variety of systems of reproduction in which
(1992: 143, translation by the present author) “on the one hand the central
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semandic contents can be realized by several solutions at the surface level,
and on the other, recurrent surface structures varying on their phonological,
morphological and syntactic correspondence unite verses, which do not
correlate semandically, to wide networks.”4 With the ethnographic study
of the Altai oral traditions, Harvilahti further studies the principles of the
production of oral poetry in ethnocultural terms (2001; 2003).
A holistic study of one historically well-documented geographical area
by Lotte Tarkka (2005; forthcoming) analyzes the intertextuality of the
genres among kalevala-meter poetry. In this study Tarkka focuses on the
potentiality of the register in crossing genre-dependent qualities and shows
how singers have built explicit textual references between the genres in
their performances. Another scholar, Senni Timonen (2004), offers a series
of penetrating analyses of the singers’ poetics among the material counted
in the earlier research as being lyrical. She also addresses the problems of
this scholarly genre in detail with regard to the indigenous performative
genres. Despite the distinct research questions posed on the geographically
VSHFLŅFRUJHQUHUHODWHGPDWHULDOLQHDFKFDVHWKLVUHFHQW)LQQLVKUHVHDUFK
is concerned with similar questions of the language-like, register-based
identity of the poetry which are outlined in the present study.
One of the durable models used to investigate an oral poetry register
from the perspective of its potentiality for performers and composers is
represented by The Singer of Tales (Lord 1960), a study introducing the
Parry-Lord Oral Formulaic Theory. Although Albert Lord holds on to the
basic terms formula and theme as introduced by his teacher, Milman Parry,
Lord had describes the poetic idiom used in the composition-in-performance
of the South Slavic narrative epic as a comprehensive linguistic, stylistic
DQGSHUIRUPDWLYHV\VWHP VHHDOVR)ROH\Ġ 
Recently, the concept of register has been widely used to denote the
VSHFLDO ODQJXDJHV RI RUDO SHUIRUPDQFH 7KLV FRQFHSW ZDV ŅUVW LQWURGXFHG
by the linguist M.A.K. Halliday to differentiate the languages associated
with use, the situational contexts, from the dialects determined by the
user +DOOLGD\HWDO+DOOLGD\ĠĠ 'HOO+\PHV
later applied the concept from linguistic use to Ethnopoetics similarly as
DGHŅQLWLRQRIWKHmajor speech styles associated with recurrent types of
situations, in distinction to major speech variants (1989: 440). John Miles

 +DUYLODKWLŅQGV WUDQVODWLRQE\WKHSUHVHQWDXWKRU WKDW WKHYHUVHPDWHULDO
can be suitable as a building substance for several poems; 2) The creation of a poem
proceeds apart from on a linear level, also on the paradigmatic axis which allows, bearing
RQWKHVHPDQGLFFRQWHQWVWKHŅWWLQJRIDOWHUQDWLYHHOHPHQWVZRUGVZRUGJURXSVYHUVHV
even verse groups, to the plot; 3) Formulae and formulaic passages can work as a link
between different poetic motives; 4) Formulae can also work in several poems as similar
repetitive hierarchic elements which structure the narration. They express, for example,
the beginning and ending of an episode, a content or repetition cycle, and give hints of
the semandic contents of the poetic text and the emphasis of the plot structure; 5) One
can discern multipurpose material, stable semandic units, which are used in particular
situations repeated in several poems, and especially formulaic elements conveying the
plot that is typical of certain poems or by structurally close poems.
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)ROH\ DGRSWV WKH WHUP UHJLVWHU LQ RUDO SRHWU\ LQ WKH VLJQLŅFDQFH RI ĥDQ
LGLRPDWLFYHUVLRQRIODQJXDJHWKDWTXDOLŅHVDVDPRUHRUOHVVVHOIFRQWDLQHG
V\VWHP RI VLJQLŅFDWLRQ VSHFLŅFDOO\ EHFDXVH LW LV WKH GHVLJQDWHG DQG VROH
vehicle for communication in the act of traditional oral performance” (1995:
15).
Halliday and Foley place special emphasis on the meanings encoded
into the register and carried by it: a register is recognized by its linguistic
DQG UKHWRULF IHDWXUHV EXW HVVHQWLDOO\ GHŅQHG WKURXJK WKH VHOHFWLRQ RI
the meanings that are summoned by these linguistic and rhetoric means
(Halliday 1978: 111). The code-switching and the use of a register both
invite the listeners to enter among these meanings and guide them to be
ņXHQWO\GHOLYHUHGDQGUHFHLYHG )ROH\ĠĠ 'HDOLQJZLWK
a variety of oral and oral-derived traditions, as well as contemporary oral
and written oral poetry registers, John Miles Foley has turned in his recent
research to emphasize register as the key concept in a very similar way as
I do in this work (see also Sykäri 2003). During one of his lectures at the
Folklore Fellows Summer School in Viena Karelia (June 18, 2007), Foley
referred to this register-based approach as the Register Theory.
6LQFHWKHSUHYLRXVO\PHQWLRQHGGHŅQLWLRQVIRFXVSULPDULO\RQSHUIRUP
ance (but see also Foley 2002; 2005 on written oral poetry), it must be
mentioned that for the purposes of the present register approach, the scope
of the register has to cover more than the oral performance. In this study
I refer to register as a comprehensive tool for composition, performance
and thought: a special language which is recognized and used with its
emblematic linguistic and poetic characteristics and means, style and
performative devices. The register identity makes the language special
not only due to the meanings carried by the register or encoded into the
referential expressions, but also through code-switching or the performative
atmosphere created by it. This is most evident in the contest registers and
events, where the register essentially gives the frame for showing the skills
in disciplined extemporizing, very much as it is in the performative dialogue
realized by the thematic succession of the mandinádes sung in a singing
HYHQW VHHSSĠ 
Often a community uses different registers for different kinds of verbal
needs. This is evident, for example, in the ecology of the South Slavic
traditions, where the lyric poetry sung by women and the epic poetry sung
by men use different registers, with the women using eight-syllable metrical
lines, and the men, ten-syllable metrical lines (Foley 1995a: 106; 2005). It
has also been demonstrated that dialectal Arab poetry has various metrical
formats different in style and contents, used either in different contexts or
between different parts of a singing event, as shown in detail e.g. by Caton
(1990) and Yaqub (2007).
In the context of the Altai epic and shamanistic incantations, the situation
is the same (Harvilahti 2003). Lauri Harvilahti demonstrates, nevertheless,
that underlying these registers used in the community there is a cultural
EDVLVZKLFKKHFDOOVDQĥHWKQRFXOWXUDOVXEVWUDWHĦ Ġ 7KLV
HWKQRFXOWXUDOVXEVWUDWHFRQVLVWVRIDOOWKHWUDGLWLRQVSHFLŅFSRHWLFGHYLFHV
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and means, and the semandic knowledge of what the poetic expression may
be and may tell about. In Crete, such an underlying cultural basis is easily
seen in the similarities of the metaphors, formulas and semandic contents of
the improvisatory mandinádes and the crystallized, archaic rizítika songs,
a genre emblematic of western Crete. Another example recognized by
several researchers of Greek laments and folk songs is that the same set
of poetic images is used in the songs of love and death, which allows a
strong emotional expression when the metaphors are placed and referred to
LQDVHPDQGLFDOO\RSSRVLWHZD\ VHHHVS$OH[LRXĠ&DUDYHOL
&KDYHV'DQIRUWKĠ+HU]IHOGDĠ 
A register-based approach also helps to recover those areas between
oral and written oral poetry, which until recently have been problematic.
John Miles Foley speaks of written oral poetry when a poem is composed,
transmitted and received by writing, nonetheless composed by using
D WUDGLWLRQDO RUDO UHJLVWHU  Ġ   ,W ORRNV DV LI RUDO SRHWLF
registers that have been deeply rooted in the community have often been
employed for such use as well. This poetry referred to as contemporary
or local poetry, or as topical verse (see p. 26), describes especially the
recent historical events, or refers to social events or behavior (especially
those deviating from the normative, see e.g. Tarkka 2005: 47) and in many
societies, it is composed by named individuals and is transmitted both/
either in written and/or oral form. The style might be close to the idiomatic
expression of the register when this is used orally and for traditional themes,
in case the poet has adapted the register as his or her “native language”
among a living oral poetry (Leino 1975; see Chapter 6). Most probably
such verses still remain partly unintelligible for outsiders in the typical,
recurrent referents to highly topical insider knowledge. However, often
the style is additive and narrative, rather than coherent and poetic, due to
it being primarily directed at attracting attention as situated commentary.
I will focus on these kinds of longer contemporary compositions in Chapter
 VHHDOVR/HLQR7DUNNDĠĠ 
That notion of written oral poetry suits perfectly in describing several
longer narrative poems in Crete. In the case of the short, compact
mandinádes we are, however, faced with a larger discussion of when and
how the composition takes place, since the oral composition does not
occur in performance only. This also concerns many of the longer poems.
However, orally composed poems are also nowadays normally written
down after they are composed and can be “announced” through recorded,
written or mass media channels. Therefore, there is no single answer to
the question of how much writing takes place in the actual composition
process when the results are established mainly in a written form (as much
as it can be impossible to say how oral or written the actual composition
process is in the case of the poets who write poems). Some insights will
nonetheless emerge from the poet’s own commentary, as well as through
the discussions on creativity and competence.
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Focus on performance
Performance arena as a frame of experience
In his theory of Immanent Art (1991, 1995), John Miles Foley builds
a general theory of how traditional oral poetry works in performance to
encode and deliver the message and to guide the reception through the
traditional signals. According to Foley’s terminology, these signals work
as metonyms (a part representing the whole) on the levels of phraseology,
themes and narrative patterns, referring from the limited scope of what is
VDLGWRDPXFKODUJHUH[WUDWH[WXDOZKROH Ġ 7KHVHPHWRQ\PVFDQ
EHVSHFLŅFFDOOLQJIRUWKDFHUWDLQUHIHUUHGHQWLW\RUWKH\FDQEHJHQHUDO
When metonyms are general, by their very presence, they activate the
audience to follow the code-switching to the traditional idiom and to the
XQLYHUVHRIPHDQLQJVLWEHDUVDQGWREHUHDG\WRGHFRGHWKHPRUHVSHFLŅF
metonyms. This traditional referentiality works, because through the event
of performance, and through the use of the register, both the performer and
audience are actors in the same mental frame of reference, the performance
arena. Thus, the use of the register grants immediate entrance to a shifted
level of discourse as well as tools to decode the message to anyone sharing
the same tradition. The system can work (the performer can encode and the
DXGLHQFHFDQGHFRGHWKHUHIHUHQWLDOVLJQDOV ZLWKDQH[WUDRUGLQDU\ņXHQF\
communicative economy, because the connection between the signal and
the meaning is agreed upon, having been shaped during centuries and
JHQHUDWLRQVLQWKHVSHHFKFRPPXQLW\ Ġ
The essential concept for the present study is that of the performance
arena as “an experience rather than a designated place or moment” (Foley
1995: 47, footnote 43), a shared mental frame of reference. The short,
compact mandinádes have the potential to emerge and be called for in a large
variety of situations. Oral poetry, however, has historically been researched
much more as texts than as performances. The dynamic permeability of
these communicational poem-traditions from festive occasions and singing
events to proverbial communication, emotional self-expression and private
composition is therefore much less well known. In this study the interest in
performance lies especially in viewing how one poetic register comes out
in many different kinds of performances, and how, through the introduction
of the register, poets and performers also inhabit the performance arena
outside of the performance.
Contextualization
In understanding the performance of mandinádes, another essential concept
is contextualization. The idea of the textual and contextual unity is prominent
in Caraveli’s analysis (1982) and in Herzfeld’s remark concerning the
seamless experience (1985b: 216). Later, this central idea was explicitly
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conceptualized as contextualization by Charles Briggs in 1988 (see also
%DXPDQDQG%ULJJV 7KHWHUPFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQZDVŅUVWLQWURGXFHG
by Cook-Gumperz and Gumperz (1976), and Briggs applies it in his study
on the system of conversational genres examined in their contextual realm
(1988). In order to research how textual elements are embedded artistically
and meaningfully in social interaction, Briggs presents the diversity of the
performance practices in the Mexicano genres (northern New Mexico)
which are referred to by the locals as belonging to the “talk of the elders
of bygone days.” These include historical discourse, proverbs, scriptural
DOOXVLRQV MRNHV OHJHQGV K\PQV DQG SUD\HUV $OO WKHVH JHQUHV UHņHFW
the same, diachronic mentality which carries the ideology and values of
solidarity, shared work and human respect. These values are engraved in
the words of the ancestors of the community, and they are performed by the
contemporary elders especially for the purpose of engaging the young in a
critical perception of the present-day cultural and economical hegemony
H[SHULHQFHGE\WKHFRPPXQLW\ %ULJJVĠ %ULJJVGHVFULEHV
these genres be providing carefully contextualized examples and compares
them according to the number of textual and contextual features included.
The factors that are characteristic to each genre and that ground the
competence needed to perform in them, emerge through these differences.
Briggs builds his analysis on Ethnopoetics and on performance theory.
Besides extending these theoretical approaches by dealing with short,
conversational genres and romance language material, he is especially
FRQFHUQHG RI WKH GHŅQLWLRQ RI WKH FRQFHSW RI FRQWH[W DQG WKH UHFXUUHQW
problems of inclusiveness and false objectivity that are bound to it. Briggs
points out that descriptions of context are often falsely determined by the
researcher, an outsider to the tradition, as something existing outside the
actual performance. So instead of integrating the context with the text, the
researcher creates a chasm between them. Instead, Briggs emphasizes that
the context necessary for understanding a performance is an interpretive
framework negotiated between those present in an ongoing process of…
….monitoring each other’s behaviour for auditory and visual clues as to
how the other person(s) is contextualising the discourse. The concept of
contextualisation links the study of poetic features and the participants’
own interpretive processes in a new way. The study of contextualisation
reveals the status of interpretation as an emergent, interpersonal activity
that relies on such features not solely for patterning form and content,
but also for structuring the process of negotiating a shared frame of
UHIHUHQFHĦ   %ULJJV[YĠ[YLĠ

Strategies of meaning
One focus of the process of contextualization therefore concerns the
binding of the textual element to the object and meaning of the utterance in
performance and further, as was referred to in connection to my personal
experience in the beginning of this study (see also Chapter 5), to the effects
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it may have on the “real” life. Short, communicative poetry, however, has
its own special strategies of meaning, and in addition to the interpersonal
contextualization taking place in performance, another focus has to be
directed on what kinds of elements guide the contextualization of its
meaning. Here I am interested in the elements of performance and/or the
poem itself. As I will explain later, except on shared, common grounds,
the contextualization of a poem-unit can be made from very personal
viewpoints. Each person’s experience, competence and taste vary, and so
poems address very different needs. The contextualization of the meaning
of an utterance can also be brought about by varying textual and contextual
grounds. This is particularly evident today, when poems have entered the
mass media and they are performed interpersonally through mobile phone
messages, and when the process of contextualization very often takes place
outside face-to-face performances.
In his article ‘The Indigenous Theory of Meaning’ (1981a), Michael
Herzfeld builds a semandic theory of the meaning of a mandináda, drawing
on the commentary and examples given to him in conversations with
YLOODJHUV LQ 5KRGHV 5HņHFWLQJ WKLV FRPPHQWDU\ WKH PHDQLQJ simasía)
“resides in the context rather than in the intrinsic features of the song itself,
although the notion of context used here may extend to a highly generalized
reality” (Herzfeld 1981a: 117). The context of meaning, according to these
examples, varies at least between the performative, circumstantial, social,
moral and verbal contexts.
According to my own experience, four main categories can be discerned
DPRQJWKHSRLQWVH[SODLQHGLQWKLVDUWLFOH7KHŅUVWRIWKHVHFDWHJRULHVUHO\
on the referentiality of the poem: in such cases, (1) the meaning can be
perceived in the external contextual relevance of the poem, e.g. the poem
sung or recited is relevant to the contextual realm of the ongoing event, or,
although out of immediate actuality, the poem is uttered to recall a meaningful
HYHQW HVSLELGĠĠ RU  WKHPHDQLQJLVUHDOL]HGE\WKH
creative LQWHUQDOŅWWLQJ of a mandináda, in which case the reference becomes
visible through textual manipulation. Textual manipulation often but not
exclusively refers to the formulaic or morphological changes of an existing
poem or to the repetition of a part of an earlier poem in the extempore
FUHDWLRQ RI D QHZ RQH LELG  Ġ    7KH PHDQLQJ FDQ
also be entitled (3) to the continuation (sinéhia) between the mandinádes
performed competitively / in a singing event; thus, in this case, the meaning
is intertextual and resides between the poems (ibid. 120, 123, 139). The
PHDQLQJ FDQ OLH   LQ WKH ĥDIŅUPDWLRQ RI DQ HWHUQDO YHULW\Ħ LELG  
or in the “recognizable truth (stated by the song) which the singer and his
audience have drawn from their own shared experience” (ibid. 121). This
means that the argument of the poem is (or can be in certain circumstances)
JHQHUDOO\UHOHYDQWWRKXPDQOLIHLQWKLVFXOWXUDOVHWWLQJ LELGĠ 
7KLVDUWLFOHZDVDJRRGEDVLVIRUP\RZQSHUFHSWLRQLQWKHŅHOGLWKHOSHG
me balance the implicitly expressed statements with those that were made
explicit in the conversations. I will discuss these cases in more detail in
WKH ŅIWK FKDSWHU SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LPSURYLVDWLRQ DQG PHDQLQJ  DQG VXJJHVW
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some reformulations based on evidence emerging during the intervening
WLPH RI +HU]IHOGģV ŅHOGZRUN LQ WKH V5  DQG PLQH Ġ  7KH
basic observation, however, remains very much the same: the evaluation
of meaning can be based on several alternative or parallel factors. These
IDFWRUVYDU\IURPSXUHO\SHUIRUPDWLYHLGHDOVĠWKHFRQWLQXDWLRQLQWKHYHUEDO
GLDORJXHĠWRWKHPHDQLQJHQWLWOHGWRWKHUHOHYDQFHDQGLQYHQWLYHQHVVRIWKH
reference(s) made, to the meaning perceived in textual representativeness
and/or creativity. Nevertheless, a particular emphasis has to be assigned
to the role of the text LQ HDFK RI WKHVH FDVHV Ġ HYHQ WKH SHUIRUPDWLYH
FRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQRIDSRHPLVLGHQWLŅHGRQWH[WXDOJURXQGVRQWKHPDWFK
between the chosen theme and the poem discussing it.

Dialogism
Dialogism is a prominent element in the Greek verbal expression and
I propose that one of the reasons why mandinádes have always been
popular, and have become even more today, is that they are pointedly a
dialogic register as much outside a concrete communicational frame as they
are within it. Dialogism is also one of the core concepts in Briggs’ work on
the conversational Mexicano genres (1988; see above) and in this study, he
analyzes the dialogic elements of concrete communicative and narrative
interchange. As Briggs states, performance in all the genres he examines
is always dialogic by nature, and in every performance, both contextual
and textual components are present to a varying degree, depending on the
genre. The contextual means change apart from their quantity, in quality,
when moving from the more conversational genres towards genres where
QDUUDWLYLW\ WDNHV PRUH URRP &RPSDULQJ GLIIHUHQW JHQUHV %ULJJV ŅQGV D
continuum between contextual and textual emphasis, and their interplay in
performance, involving diverse external and internal dialogical methods.
These dialogical methods span from (1) the actual turn-taking in performance to (2) the ongoing control of the performer on the audience responses
of whether the message is understood, and accordingly, shaping both
the form and content, to (3) the structural (internal) dialogism of the
performance features in the creation of the textual element. Briggs speaks
about external dialogism when referring to the actual turn-taking and the
performer-audience co-operation in performance, and of internal dialogism
when referring to the dialogism realized through textual means, for example
UHSRUWHGVSHHFKLQWKHPRUHQDUUDWLYHJHQUHVKHH[DPLQHV Ġ 
Both forms of dialogism, the actual performative turn-taking and the internal
dialogic formation of the text, are also relevant in the present context.
Briggs also recurrently refers to the dialectal relationships of the past
and the present, which is the multifunctional basis of performance in all
the genres counting as the “words of the elders of the bygone days.” In

 %HWZHHQ'HFHPEHUDQG-XO\LQ5KRGHVDQGĠLQ&UHWH D
footnotes 1 and 2)
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most cases, these dialectal relationships are produced performatively. For
example, they can be produced through tying elements which weave a
quotation (the past) into the performance context (the present), although
VSHFLŅFVLJQVDOVRH[LVWIRUWKLVSXUSRVH
For building such analogies, the metrical, productive registers typically
work very metonymically and referentially, as explained above with regard
to Foley’s theory on performance and Herzfeld’s theory on meaning. In the
short form and functionally language-like register of mandinádes, I propose
that this referentiality is directly based on the exploitation of the dialogic
orientation of speech and language, as claimed by Bakhtin (1981):
(The speaker’s) orientation toward the listener is an orientation toward
DVSHFLŅFFRQFHSWXDOKRUL]RQWRZDUGWKHVSHFLŅFZRUOGRIWKHOLVWHQHU
(282);
The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s own”
only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own
accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semandic
and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the
word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after
all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but rather it
exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other
people’s intentions: it’s from there that one must take the word, and
make it one’s own. (1981: 283)

What has emerged from my study is an interpretation that the speaker’s
conscious revisiting of the previous or earlier poems, expressions and speech
acts, sets the scene for a third form of dialogue, a dialogue dramatized
through references.

Creativity and competence
To understand the expressive potentiality of the registers and genres of
verbal art, the focus on competence is a central phenomenon. Despite the
historical distinction in how competence is understood (see below), most
collectors and researchers of folklore opt to choose informants who are the
EHVWVLQJHUVWHOOHUVRUULWXDOVSHFLDOLVWV'XULQJŅHOGZRUNWKHORFDOSHRSOH
themselves are eager to direct the inquirer to a specialist, as my experience
in Crete has also made very evident. This means that locals and scholars
alike agree that by listening and talking to competent performers who are
recognized as experts by the community, an outsider can best receive the
knowledge that the community regards as essential, and superior.
During the twentieth century, the perception of the individual changed
dramatically. While the individual competence recognized by communities
was always appreciated by selecting informants who could give the most
representative texts, during the earlier text-centered research paradigm, this
individual capacity was mainly regarded as being a linguistic and mnemonic
skill to hand down pieces of tradition. When the textual body was regarded
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an autonomous and anonymous heritage of the folk, then the extra-textual
individual or collective meanings, the embedding of the textual elements
into the context, and the interaction evolving in performance were not of
much concern.
%\ DSSO\LQJ WKH QHZ ŅHOG RI VRFLROLQJXLVWLFV WKDW EHFDPH LQņXHQWLDO
in anthropology and folklore studies at the same time, Hymes altered the
interpretation of the notion of linguistic competence towards a more inclusive,
performative idea of communicative competence (Hymes 1974: 75; in Briggs
Ġ ,QWKHVWKHDQWKURSRORJLVWV0LFKDHO+HU]IHOGDQG&KDUOHV
Briggs, scholars with vast experience among the short, communicative
traditions, both underlined that the interactive communicative competence
is what the performers themselves are concerned with %ULJJVĠ
Ġ +HU]IHOG D  E  $ FRPSHWHQW SHUIRUPHU DV VKRZQ E\
Briggs with regard to the Mexicano genres of “the talk of the elders of the
bygone days”, invariably creates a unique synthesis of both the contextual
and textual components under the agreed-upon guidelines of the tradition.
Ġ
Competence thus emerges from an intertextual process of reaching
back into past performances, selecting a particular set of elements, and
interpreting their meaning. It also entails a critical reading of the ongoing
social interaction and perhaps other dimensions of modern society as
well. As the two come together in performance, both are transformed.
Certain elements of antes [past] have come to be associated with new
meanings, just as particular elements of ahora [today] are now seen in
different light (1988: 357).

The models discussed above on how competence and meaning are conveyed and perceived in performance are also fundamental for this work. The
concept of competence focuses on the public, shared practices of the community and on the possibility of seeing the shared aesthetic and communicative values as inherent and expressed in the performances of the given
genre. Yet in Crete, the performances seemed on the one hand to highlight
the inventiveness and surprise, and on the other, the internal aesthetics, to a
degree which called for closer examination of the nature of this competence.
Therefore, apart from the experience of how the poetic expression emerged
in performance, I also felt the same poetic language to be meaningful in
other, inwardly turned ways. For instance, poems were recited meditatively,
HVSHFLDOO\E\ROGSHRSOH:KDWRYHUZKHOPHGPHZKHQ,ŅUVWPHWWKRVHLQVLGH
the living tradition was their continuous presence in the performance arena,
as well as their easy access to it, and sometimes their quick, unexplained
moves. Without any necessary frames, their poetic expressions could range
anywhere from a serious life story or stated idea, to a proverbial communication, to an example of poetic perfection according to the individual taste, or
to a metrical, textual or contextual game. Some people could recite the same
SRHPRYHUDQGRYHUDJDLQEHFDXVHLWKDVPHDQLQJĠVRPHLQYHQWQHZRQHV
without hesitating to experiment whether they have meaning.
6LPLODUO\LWGLGQRWTXLWHŅWP\DVVXPSWLRQRIWKHFRPPXQLFDWLYHIRUPDW
that many composers in fact expressed to me that they valued equally, or
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even more, the moment when the poem is formed in their mind, when it
“comes up,” often when they are alone, than the moment they bring out
a poem in performance. The compositional poetic inventiveness and its
capability to serve as a medium of ideas and feelings are clearly stated as
being one of the most important facets of the mandinádes tradition. These
perceptions in Crete made me notice that poetic expression plays a very
profound role in a person’s individual way of working mentally.
)RU WKLV UHDVRQ , DOVR DSSO\ WKH PRUH ņH[LEOH QRWLRQ RI FUHDWLYLW\ WR
my analyses of the mandinádes uses. Although creativity is a contested
FRQFHSWWZRPRUHUHDVRQVWRHODERUDWHRQLWHPHUJHGLUHFWO\IURPP\ŅHOG
H[SHULHQFH7KHSHUFHSWLRQFRQVWDQWO\VXUIDFLQJGXULQJP\ŅHOGZRUNZDV
that people who participate in this tradition do so because it gives them
an option to express their individual creativity in their everyday life.
Individuals compose, recite or think through poems especially because
it is a creative way to communicate, to express oneself, to recollect past
moments or to understand something that has happened. My interpretation
is that creativity is a value in itself for these people and that it is the grounds
for all different kinds of individual experiences of meaningfulness in a
performance or a poem, or the process of composition.6 Creativity emerges
in different ways in each situation and person, but the notion is faithful
to the Cretan idea of mandinádes as a tradition whose manifestations are
always new, surprising and valuable (this is how Margaret Boden (2004
[1990]: 1) explains the meaning of the word creativity; see below). Another
reason is that by understanding these different ways in which creativity is
experienced and focused on by people, we are better able to understand
the transformations taking place today when poetry is brought from oral
communities and performances and transferred to the written medium and
to the mass media.
The research on creativity discusses predominantly two basic oppositions:
ŅUVWZKHWKHUFUHDWLYLW\LVRUVKRXOGEHUHFRJQL]HGDVDQHQGSURGXFWQDPHO\
in something new that can be permanently added to the domain of this
FUHDWLYLW\RULQWKHSURFHVVLWVHOI RIDSHUIRUPDQFHLPSURYLVDWLRQVFLHQWLŅF
work, etc.); and, second, whether creativity is a subjective phenomenon
RU VRPHWKLQJ WKDW QHHGV VRFLDO FRQŅUPDWLRQ :KDW LV ZLGHO\ DJUHHG LV
that the contemporary Western idea of creativity is mainly connected to
innovation, to the newness of ideas and products, which are produced by
exceptional, innovative individuals and which remain permanently in use.
People in Western societies are accustomed to focusing on the results of the
creativity and view them as works: products which can be used, art that can
be enjoyed, songs that can be listened to, or books which can be read. The

 :KHQ WU\LQJ WR ŅQG UHOHYDQW OLWHUDWXUH RQ FUHDWLYLW\ LQ WKH ZLQWHU Ġ , ZDV
DVWRQLVKHG VHHDOVR,QJROGDQG+DOODPĠ WRŅQGWKDWKXQGUHGVRIWLWOHVZHUH
available on creativity in the areas of business and teaching and nearly none among
cultural studies. Creativity and improvisation have arisen as meaningful topics in the
anthropological research (see also Cerwonka and Malkki 2007) only at the very same time
I was looking at how to conceptualize my Cretan impressions (but see also e.g. Bronner
1992; Sawyer 1997).
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original creator has made this work and he or she is creative.
With this kind of recognized individual creativity as a starting point for his
research, the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1996: 1, 24), however,
denies that creativity resides in the mind of the person only. In what he refers
to as the Systems Approach, he shows that the work of a talented individual
is always a process which is connected to the symbolic area, the domain in
which the person works, as well as to the ŅHOG, the society or in-group which
is able to evaluate and acknowledge what is creative. Thus, to produce
something creative, in addition to his or her personal qualities, a person
has to be in the right place at a right moment (historical, economical, social
RSSRUWXQLW\UHFHSWLYHQHVVRIWKHŅHOGOXFN +RZHYHUDV&VLNV]HQWPLKDO\L
observes (ibid. 47), very few of us realize these moments, and yet fewer can
act when realizing a good opportunity: to act when the right moment comes,
one has to be extremely well-equipped in this special domain. Two qualities
therefore especially characterize the individuals who are recognized for
their creativity: they have without exception a deep desire for the activity
they are doing for its own sake and (therefore) they are ready to invest a
vast amount of time and work into it. The personal talent, or aptitude, and
the ability to see things from different, alternative perspectives, which is
often behind a moment of discovery, can be fruitful only when these two
SUHUHTXLVLWHVDUHIXOŅOOHG &VLNV]HQWPLKDO\L
Studies on performance creativity come to the very same conclusion about
the qualities that make performers and performances creative: deep devotion
and years of hard work give the experience the performers need to have to
improvise, the readiness to act in changing situations and the expertise to
react to the cooperators’ contributions. Although there is (normally) no endSURGXFWLQSHUIRUPDQFHWKDWUHPDLQVDV&VLNV]HQWPLKDO\L 5LFK 
63) point out, the difference is mainly that the time of the process is minimal
with regard to the produce-focused creativity: the tripartite connection of
WKHSHUVRQGRPDLQDQGŅHOGZRUNVYHU\PXFKWKHVDPHZD\
The anthropologists Tim Ingold and Elizabeth Hallam elaborate on the
historical meaning of the concept creativity in their introduction to the
recent volume on Creativity and Cultural Improvisation (2007). They argue
that looking at creativity as innovation is to read the process backwards.
As they show, similarly as do many contributors to the book, the linking of
creativity exclusively to innovation is historically a very recent phenomenon
and in most cultures other than Western culture, people still focus on the
improvisatory process. Keith Sawyer (1997: 2) similarly argued that it
may be far more common for performance to feature the location of the
perception of creativity than the end-products.
Whether or not improvisation is real creativity is a question raised in a
GHWDLOHGDQDO\VLVE\7LP,QJROG Ġ %\FRQWUDVWLQJIXUWKHUWKH
approaches to creativity as an eternal re-combination of existing elements
LQWRQHZHQWLWLHVĠDVLIDOOWKHFRPSRQHQWVZHUHWKHUHUHDG\WRVHOHFWĠDQG
the idea that the process itself is creative, Ingold refers to Henri Bergson’s
example: “the artist’s invention is inseparable from the progress of his work”
(ibid. 47). Ingold thus concludes that “the movement of consciousness, in
the painter’s work, is creative in bringing forth the idea it embodies; it does
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not merely give outward expression to a conception that has sprung readyformed to his mind.” This means that creativity locates essentially in how
SHRSOHŅQGDQGPDNHWKHLUZD\VWKURXJKDSURFHVV
Csikszentmihalyi, while choosing the target of his psychological research
among individuals who are widely recognized for their creativity, notices
WKDWWKHUHDUHŅHOGVLQZKLFKZKDWKHUHIHUVWRDVpersonal creativity can
exist: poetry is essentially one of them. The same aspect of creativity as
something new and meaningful to an individual, although not undiscovered
by others before this person, makes the cognitive psychologist Margaret
Boden distinguish between psychological creativity and historical creativity
(2004 [1990]: 2). While stating that creativity means new, surprising and
YDOXDEOHVKHFRQWLQXHVWKDWDOOWKHVHGHŅQLWLRQVFDQKDYHVHYHUDOPHDQLQJV
7KHWZRGHŅQLWLRQVRIQHZWKUHHGHŅQLWLRQVRIVXUSULVLQJDQGWKHXQHQGLQJ
GLYHUVLW\RIWKHYDOXDEOHDUHVLJQLŅFDQWIRUWKHSUHVHQWSXUSRVHV7KHUHIRUH
DSDUW IURP WKDW VRPHWKLQJ FDQ RFFXU IRU WKH ŅUVW WLPH LQ WKH KLVWRU\ RI
mankind, it can be newly discovered by an individual, as well as be surprising
according to the personal experience and valuable with very different, even
FKDQJLQJFULWHULD LELGĠ

Conceptualizing improvisation
The idea of improvisation is strongly connected to the previously discussed
themes of register and performance. Although the concept was already
presented in the previous discussion on creativity as well, contextualizing
the concept of improvisation in the context of folklore research requires
further discussion about the conceptions of authorship and aesthetics in
traditional oral poetry performance and composition. This type of discussion
has been absent from mainstream research probably because by the time
researchers started applying their new contextualizing insights to the study
of performance, metrical oral traditions were rarely if ever thought of as
D FXUUHQW ŅHOG RI VWXG\ $V D UHVXOW VFKRODUO\ HIIRUWV ZHUH GLUHFWHG DV
previously mentioned, essentially towards narrative and mythical traditions
DQGWRZDUGVGHŅQLQJSRHWLFHOHPHQWVRWKHUWKDQWKHPHWULFDO,QWKHOLWHUDOO\
oriented research of oral poetry texts, improvisation as a term has a long
history of association with something individual and artistic in a literary
sense, therefore controversial to the idea of folk culture and recurrent items
of folklore.7 This attitude of improvisation as creating “often unsubstantiated
LPDJHVRIFUHDWLYLW\VSRQWDQHLW\DQGQRYHOW\ĦDV+RQNRVWDWHV Ġ
54), is current even in very recent research. On the other hand, in the case
of individually produced topical verse, especially when appearing in print,
literary criticism has applied the aesthetics of imperfection that is typical
of musical improvisation. I will introduce this background by providing
 )HUQDQGH] Ġ UHIHUVWRDQRWKHUHYLGHQWUHDVRQIRUWKHGLVOLNHRILPSURYLVDWLRQ
LQDFDGHPLFUHVHDUFKDOWKRXJKLPSURYLVDWLRQKDVSOD\HGDVLJQLŅFDQWUROHLQWKHVXFFHVVIXO
adaptation of human beings to new conditions, the development of organized, established
structures underlies the humankind’s progress to a remarkable degree.
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a short historical account and then view how improvisation is understood
in music. I will then turn to perspectives given by previous researchers
focusing on mandinádes and discuss the problems of the different kinds
of metrical registers and singing cultures. Finally, I will suggest how the
concept of improvisation can be applied in these contexts of oral poetry.
Perceptions of improvisation among folklore scholarship
The early collectors of Finnish folk poems in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries expressed their particular admiration towards improvising folk
poets, who “can on the spur of the moment make up and sing songs of
DQ\VXEMHFWĦ &DMDQXVLQ.XXVLĠ $VQRWLFHGE\+HLNNL
/DLWLQHQ Ġ WKLVDGPLUDWLRQVWDUWVDOWKRXJKLQDUHYHUVHPRGH
as early as in 1583, when Jacobus Finno in his foreword to a hymn book
GHSLFWVKRZWKHGHYLOLWVHOIKHOSVWKHVLQJHUWRŅQGZRUGVWRHYHUQHZVRQJV
Porthan, one of the major contributors to the Finnish folk poetry collections
in the eighteenth century, describes in detail how new verses are created
continuously, “although only few of them are spread outside the home
parish of the creator or last longer than the lifetime of the composer or his
FRQWHPSRUDULHVĠVLQFHQHZSRHPVDOOWKHWLPHSXVKWKHROGRXWRIWKHLUZD\
ĠXQOHVVWKHSHQRIDSHUVRQZKRFDQZULWHQRWHVWKHPGRZQRUPXFKPRUH
VHOGRPWKH\DUHJLYHQWREHSULQWHGĦ 3RUWKDQ>Ġ@LQ/DLWLQHQ
 Ġ WUDQVODWLRQ E\ WKH SUHVHQW DXWKRU  $V QRWLFHG E\ /DLWLQHQ
(2006: 44), Porthan describes practically and in a way corresponding to
any contemporary improviser’s perception, the requirements for being
able to improvise: listening to others, learning a profound repertoire, and
engagement in constant practice.
Such views of oral poetry traditions are essentially based on treating a
living singing culture as a whole. In Finland, the perception of folk songs as
belonging to separate genres, especially to epic and lyric, developed during
the early nineteenth century and became established with the publication
of Lönnrot’s Kalevala in 1835 and his Kanteletar 8 in 1840. The result
was that the folklore scholarship began to emphasize the role of the epic.
7KLVLVEHFDXVHHSLFSRHWU\DVFKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\PRUHVWDEOHŅWWHGEHWWHU
the paradigmatically formed research questions and the new text-critical
methods. The few divergent contributions on the more associative and
improvisatory lyric poetry were disregarded in the mainstream of theorizing
LQWKHŅHOG 7LPRQHQĠ
Although some of the divergent voices, like that of the Estonian folklorist
Oskar Loorits (see below), advocated the study of whole songs as performed
rather than partial items serving the purposes of the historic-geographical
PHWKRGWKHPDLQVWUHDPRIWKHUHVHDUFKKDGDGDSWHGWKHLGHRORJ\RIGHŅQLQJ
the history of the supposed original songs, the archetypes. Along with this
ideology, researchers logically disregarded such qualities as spontaneity
8 A collection of lyric folk songs
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and individuality in performance, not to speak of conscious, deliberate
composition. Although one of the main strategies of the emerging folkloristic
scholarship was to show that the oral was different from the literary, this
distinction also concerned a strict gap between the anonymous, collective
and individual, the artistic. This connection is clearly woven into the widely
LQņXHQWLDO UKHWRULF RI -DNREVRQģV DQG %RJDW\UHYģV HDUO\ GHŅQLWLRQV RI
langue and parole DV UHņHFWLQJ WKH HVVHQWLDO GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ IRONORUH
and literature (1980 [1929]: 10; boldface in the original):
The role of the performer of a folklore work should not, under any
FLUFXPVWDQFHVEHLGHQWLŅHGZLWKWKDWRIHLWKHUWKHUHDGHURUZLWKWKDWRI
the reciter of a literary work, much less that of the author. Considered from
the viewpoint of the performer of a folklore work, these [folklore] works
represent a fact of langue; that is, an extrapersonal, given fact already
independent of the performer, although admitting of manipulation and
the introduction of new poetic and ordinary material. But for the author
of a literary work, this [literary] work appears to be a fact of parole; it is
not given a priori, but is dependent upon an individual realization.

Furthermore, the commentary given by Albert Lord after the publication
of The Singer of Tales  DOVRFOHDUO\UHņHFWVWKLVDWWLWXGH$FDUHIXO
reading of this study shows that he had understood the skilful composition
in the local epic register not just as a replacement of formulas, but as a
fully developed method of using a poetic idiom, a register, very much like
the ethnomusicologist Samuel Baud-Bovy presents the improvisation of
mandinádes in his dissertation (1936). In The Singer of Tales, Lord refers to
LPSURYLVDWLRQDVĥQRWDEDGWHUPIRUWKHSURFHVVEXWLWWRRPXVWEHPRGLŅHG
by the restrictions of the particular style” (1960: 5). Later, Lord expressed
a much more negative perception of the improvisation. He makes the
following distinction between the concepts of composition-in-performance
and improvisation in discussing the applicability of the Oral-Formulaic
7KHRU\WRWKHVKRUWVWDQ]DLFO\ULF/DWYLDQGDLQDV Ġ 
The traditional singer uses the traditional formulas and themes, compositional devices, whose techniques, together with certain basic patterns,
the singer has learned from listening to other singers. Improvisation
involves making up a song on the spur of the moment, creating a
song ex tempore, and applies properly to non-traditional material and
methods. Neither the Serbo-Croatian epics nor the songs of Homer were
improvised. These two methods of composition also contrast in that the
formulas and themes used in composition-in-performance are traditional,
whereas those in improvisation are more frequently new. The traditional
formulas and themes have the depth of many years and generations of
singers behind them. The improviser is using material which is often
thought up on the spur of the moment.

/RUGQHLWKHUVSHFLŅHVZKDWNLQGRISRHWU\H[DFWO\KHPHDQVE\LPSURYLsation, nor does he specify what kind of material he regards as new. I had
the opportunity to discuss this with John Miles Foley, a former student
RI $OEHUW /RUG ZKR YHULŅHG /RUGģV QHJDWLYH DWWLWXGH DQG DOVR WKDW /RUG
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never makes explicit what he means by the notion (interview in Helsinki,
November 16, 2006). From the perspective of Finnish folklore studies, it
seems evident that his negative arguments were enhanced by the reluctance
RISKLORORJ\RULHQWHGUHVHDUFKWRVHHIRONSRHWU\DVVXFKDņH[LEOHHOHPHQW
in the hands of creative individuals. Even though Lord wished to introduce
the performance-in-composition as an organized, traditional method of oral
composition, and the usefulness of the formulas for producing the narrative
under the pressure of performance was a real concern to him rather than the
artistic creativity, his theory was at the time at least in Finland, interpreted
indeed as artistic “improvisation.”
7KLVLVPDGHH[SOLFLWE\0DWWL.XXVL Ġ ZKHQKHDQDO\]HV
the improvisatory proverb commentary of Anni Lehtonen, a talented female
singer of kalevala-meter poetry, whose repertoire is documented to an
unusual extent. In that text, Kuusi describes the paradigmatic conceptions
concerning the idea of a rigid text and the research of archetypes and shows
willingness to revise “the a priori conception of a good singer of kalevalameter poetry as a passive, faithful maintainer” (1985: 98).
In Finland, we have adopted a skeptical attitude towards the model
of explanation of the folk poetry as created by Albert B. Lord on the
EDVLV RI ŅHOGZRUN FRQGXFWHG LQ <XJRVODYLD WKH VLQJHU FUHDWHV ZKLOH
performing, makes up, as a master of traditional composition technique,
the poem anew each time. The academic school notwithstanding,
we have concluded as Romandic illusion the descriptions of Ericus
Cajanus, Juslenius, Mennander, Porthan, Lönnrot, Europaeus, Polén,
HFWRIVLQJHUVRISRHPVZKRĠDV&DMDQXVH[SUHVVHGWKHPDWWHULQKLV
GLVVHUWDWLRQLQĠĥFDQRQWKHVSXURIWKHPRPHQWPDNHXSDQGVLQJ
VRQJVRQDQ\VXEMHFWĦ .XXVLĠWUDQVODWLRQE\WKHSUHVHQW
author)
The notions “poem,” “original form” and “variant” do not make sense in
the oral traditions, argues Albert B. Lord; the fact that they seem logical
and necessary to us is because we live in a society of the written word.
7KHUHIRUHZH VFLHQWLŅFDOO\WU\WRUHQGHUVWDWLFDSKHQRPHQRQZKLFKE\
nature is ņXLG. (Kuusi 1985: 97; translation by the present author)

Lord often explicitly refers to the singer of tales as a creative individual
(1960, passim) and I assume that Lord’s thesis was interpreted as placing
the individual too much on the side of parole, the individual realization,
at the expense of merely manipulating the existing songs. Lord, indeed,
defended himself in 1975 by stating the following:
On the other hand, the poet does not “improvise”, that is to say, he does
not make up consciously entirely new lines or entirely new passages.
Just as a story teller, when he retells a story, will sometimes use the
same sentences, or sentences very like the ones he has used before, so
the singer in his story telling in verse will use lines he has used before,
or lines like them. Neither of them consciously concerns himself or is
even aware of whether he is using the same or slightly different or quite
different phrases. Both of them are telling stories and are concentrating
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on that. What I am describing is that special kind of composition in verse
that does not seek newness or originality that is not afraid of using the
ROGH[SUHVVLRQVĠDVSHFLDONLQGRIĥLPSURYLVDWLRQĦLI\RXZLOOEXWQRW
improvising out of whole cloth. In my attempts in the past to combat
WKHLGHDRIDŅ[HGWH[WWKDWZDVPHPRUL]HG,KDYHDSSDUHQWO\JLYHQWKH
impression that not only is the text different at each singing by a given
singer (which is true, of course), but that it is radically different, entirely
improvised. This is not true. South Slavic oral epic is not, nor, to the
best of my knowledge, is any oral traditional epic, the result of “free
LPSURYLVDWLRQĦ /RUGĠ

Lord elaborates carefully that when Parry, and later Lord himself, spoke
of oral poetry while creating the Oral-Formulaic Theory, what they meant
was the oral-traditional narrative song (Lord 1989: 42). The Oral-Formulaic
Theory was thus formed on the basis of one epic subgenre in the SerboCroatian tradition, and the multitude of forms, techniques, functions and
aesthetics of oral poetry was not explicitly included in the scope of the
theory. Nevertheless, due to the immense popularity of the work, its emphasis
on the usefulness of the formulas and formulaic structures later became
problematic in two ways: the formulaic structures were implicitly adopted
as a general model to explain all oral poetry, and the aspect of usefulness
shifted the focus away from, among other things, the fact that these structures
HVVHQWLDOO\FDUU\H[WUDWH[WXDOPHDQLQJ )ROH\[LĠHWSDVVLP
Foley 1991, 1995) Therefore, even those researchers who were faced with
different kinds of poetry registers which were not oriented towards telling
a story remained captives of this model. For example, Jeff Opland, who
claimed that free improvisation was indeed the mode of composition in the
register of South African praise poetry, entangled himself in the debate on
the aspect of usefulness rather than showing the structure of that register
DQGWKHSRVVLELOLWLHVRILPSURYLVDWLRQW\SLFDORILW 2SODQGĠ 
,PSURYLVDWLRQDVYHULŅHGE\WKHHDUO\FROOHFWRUVLVHVVHQWLDOO\DGLVFLSOLQHG
activity in which the conventional, recognizable elements are consciously
taken as the starting point for creativity. This perception of improvisation
will be discussed below.
Improvisation in music
Improvisation as a form of performance is most typically connected to
the jazz and folk music traditions (also modern dance and theater), which
forms a useful analogue. For example, Hamilton (2007: 192) observes that,
“improvisation is a near-universal tendency in music and needs no defence.”
5HņHFWLQJRQWKHDERYHPHQWLRQHGSUREOHPVWKDWZHUHUHODWHGWRIRONORUH
studies, improvisation is considered to be free or new mainly in the very
limited category of free jazz. In the predominant jazz tradition, as well as
in Eastern musical traditions and in the folk music traditions in general,
improvisation is regarded as a disciplined, a conversational process which
each participating musician contributes to by creatively elaborating on the
chosen and shared rhythmic and melodic patterns. In free jazz, “playing
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out” means that the musician who improvises can completely abandon the
basic rhythm and melodic patterns, whereas “playing in,” a feature typical
of the predominant jazz tradition, Eastern musical traditions and folk
music in general, means that the improviser explores, analyzes and varies
the rhythmic and melodic patterns and themes within the conventions of
the selected musical form or genre. Although a performer can temporarily
withdraw from the others or intentionally play against or break the patterns,
there is always an intense contact existing between the participants.
A fundamental part of this improvisation is the co-operation by performers
in the reciprocal challenges in the melodic and rhythmic formulas (which
is often described as conversation; see e.g. Berliner 1997). In this sense,
improvisation means that music and musical genres are understood as
languages constituted of rhythmic and melodic elements which can be freely
united within the guidelines and the “grammar” of the register. Therefore,
DOWKRXJKVHSDUDWHXQLWVRIWKHRXWFRPHDUHQRWSOD\HGVXQJIRUWKHŅUVWWLPH
the performance as a whole is unique, created in that form only at that one
time. In brief, improvisation is creation in process, the course of which is
determined by the participants in a living situation. (See e.g. Berliner 1994;
Lortat-Jacob 1987; Nettl 1998)
In his philosophical book on the aesthetics of music (2007), Andy
Hamilton calls this the aesthetics of process. The common aesthetic code of
Western musical tradition is that of composed music, of a perfected, readymade product, and as Hamilton shows, this is the opposite to the logic of
the process in improvisation. Hamilton calls this as aesthetics of perfection.
From this perspective, improvisation is regarded as imperfection: full of
faults and repetition.9 This means that the aesthetic code of perfection is that
of the product. So, the original composer is the creator, and the performing
musicians can show their talent in their virtuosity of handling their
instruments and in their creative interpretation of the compositions, much
like the reciter of a literary poem would. The textual or notated starting
SRLQWLVKRZHYHUDŅ[HGHQWLW\ĠDZRUN
Both aesthetic codes, process and perfection, deeply determine personal
artistic expectations and experiences. It seems that it is indeed extremely
GLIŅFXOW IRU PRVW PXVLFLDQV WUDLQHG LQ WKH &ODVVLFDO :HVWHUQ PXVLFDO
tradition to change the code and “play without scores.” Similarly, it is
OLNHZLVH H[WUHPHO\ GLIŅFXOW IRU D SHUVRQ EURXJKW XS DQG WUDLQHG RU VHOI
taught within an improvisatory folk music tradition to enjoy playing a piece
with no room for improvisation.10 This rough dichotomy clearly points

 &IWRZKDW&VLNV]HQWPLKDO\L 5LFK  ZULWH)RULQVWDQFHVLQFHPXVLFLQPDQ\
senses is ephemeral, an aesthetic of jazz as an imperfect art (Gioia, 1988) has developed,
which tolerates “mistakes” as minor blemishes to be expected when improvisers take risks
and explore new musical territory.
10 Since 1999, I have observed and discussed the experiences of my husband, who as a
SURIHVVLRQDOSHUFXVVLRQLVWZDVŅUVWVHOIWDXJKWDVDFKLOGODWHUVWXGLHGHWKQLFSHUFXVVLRQV
through acoustic learning for four years, continuing on to classical percussions and to
rhythm analysis. His experience in performing and teaching ethnic Eastern percussions and
rhythms both in Crete and in Finland suggests a striking dichotomy in these aesthetics.
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to that, the personal talent and aptitude notwithstanding, the question of
improvisation concerns the aesthetic code, and correspondingly, what the
performer has learned to think possible.11
Improvisation and metrical registers
On the basis of the musical analogue, improvisation can be characterized
as a creative, process-like and as the unpremeditated use of register in a
SHUIRUPDQFH :LWK YHUEDO UHJLVWHUV WKH WDVN RI GHŅQLQJ LPSURYLVDWLRQ LV
somewhat more complicated than with music: are we dealing only with the
formation of distinctly new textual entities, or does creative adaptation of
the existing material count as improvisation as well?
2SLQLRQV DSSURYLQJ RQO\ WKH IRUPHU GHŅQLWLRQ H[LVW DV ZHOO DV WKRVH
approving both. The twofold nature of the notion improvisation is expressed
by Yorgos Amaryanakis, a Cretan-born Greek musicologist, who pointed
out (1988: 328) that with regard to mandinádes, improvisation can signify
either the extempore composition of a new text, which in that form has
not been known before, or else a new, situationally motivated chain of
already existing poems, resulting in a new “song.” Herzfeld (1985a:
141) has correspondingly stated that the originality in a performance can
be acknowledged on the grounds of a new text as well as on creatively
ŅWWLQJ DQ H[LVWLQJ SRHPXQLW WR D SDUWLFXODU VLWXDWLRQ ZKLFK UHVXOWV LQ D
new meaningful connection. Both these researchers therefore underline
the attitude and aim of eliciting a situated meaning at the very moment of
performing.
On the other hand, ethnomusicologist Samuel Baud-Bovy, who describes
the versatile tradition of mandinádes, uses the term improvisation when
he conducts a comprehensive structural study of the linguistic and poetic
components and of the aids of creating extemporized, contextually motivated
QHZ WH[WXDO XQLWV %DXG%RY\  Ġ  7KXV %DXG%RY\ WDONV
about improvisation as an instantaneous form of composition at the time of
the performance, in line with the regular use of the term in connection with
contest poetry. Researchers of the Hispanic verse singing traditions, as well
as the Basque bertsolaritza SRHWV DQG UHVHDUFKHUV $UPLVWHDG  =XOHLND
2005; Garzia et al. 2001), use the concept improvised oral poetry to denote
forms of poetry composed on the spot in communicational exchange of
verses within the frames of an organized singing event. In a verbal contest,
these verses are composed reciprocally on the spur of the moment, according
to the selected theme, tune, meter and rhyme pattern, and offering proof of

11 In Crete I met students with no earlier music education who were learning the rhythmic
phrases and patterns as a language and improvising from the very beginning, because that
was how music was introduced to them. On the other hand, I know several contemporary
Cretan musicians who have taught themselves by listening to audio records, or have
learned with a teacher without using notes, but do not “put a note above what is received,”
HJLPSURYLVHWKHLUOHDUQLQJSURFHVVKDVIRFXVHGVROHO\RQSOD\LQJŅ[HGPHORGLHV
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immediate textual composition is regarded as essential.
The twofold conceptualization treats improvisation as a sociolinguistic
skill to create meaning spontaneously during a performance, which does not
necessarily require producing an original text. With regard to the traditional
performance of the kalevala-meter poetry, Oskar Loorits expressed the
following opinion in a manuscript completed in 1942 (1964: 188, translation
by the present author):
The share of improvisation in the performance of our folk poems should
not in any case be understated, because it is there indeed where enormous
differences of level can be discerned in the “greatness” of individual
VLQJHUV LQ WKHLU DUWLVWLF PDWXULW\ DQG WDVWH WKHLU PHQWDO TXDOLŅFDWLRQV
and inclinations, their skill to adapt and orientate themselves in different
situations as well as their intellectual potential to captivate the audience
and carry it away to sing and put its soul to the verses. Thus the function
of improvisation is not so much the composition of new verses, but
the skill to adapt and combine the verse material, the exploitation and
combination of all kinds of common verses in the performance, which
normally is constructed completely from traditional ingredients, but as a
whole is unique and transforms and changes each time.

,WKLQNWKDWWKLVDWWLWXGHDOVRUHņHFWVZHOOWKHGHHSVLJKZKLFK,UHFHLYHG
as a response to a question I posed to a group of men outside a kafenío in
Lasithi (see photo on page 42); I asked them whether there had been many
mandinadolóyi in this village in the old days, and one of the men replied:
“In the old days, we were all mandinadolóyi.” Rather than claiming that
everyone used to create new poems, which would be the primarily meaning
of the word,12 he meant, in my interpretation, that within a living and
collectively shared singing culture realized in recurrent occasions, several
PHPEHUVRIWKHFRPPXQLW\ZHUHDEOHWRDSSO\WKHņH[LEOHIRUPXODHDQG
the patterns of the register and were able to individually contribute to the
emerging performative dialogues. I also interpret that such improvisational
orientation characterizes the communicative performances of many elderly
people in Crete even today.
A narrower interpretation expressed by Baud-Bovy, which nevertheless
UHņHFWVWKHFOHDUGLVWLQFWLRQSHUFHLYHGE\VHYHUDOWUDGLWLRQDOVLQJHUVLQ&UHWH
and elsewhere,13 conceptualizes improvisation essentially as producing a
new textual entity ex tempore, “on the spot.” This meaning is unambiguous
with regard to several registers which are used in genres such as singing
contests or mocking songs, in which contextual elements are bound to the
immediate textual structure. This distinction is made on the basis of the

12 Although the ending -logos might also mean “collector,” this interpretation of the word
mandinadológos was rejected by Maria Lioudaki in her defense of the local terminology
already in the 1930s (Papadakis M. M. 1992).
13 See e.g. the distinctions made by Larin Paraske in the beginning of the twentieth century
between the situations in which certain songs should be sung as they are, and situations
in which one can insert elements of one´s own, and in the latter case, those between
FRPELQLQJH[LVWLQJPDWHULDODQGFUHDWLQJQHZVRQJV 7LPRQHQĠ 
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special cognitive skills required from the performer to transform his or her
VLWXDWLRQDODVVRFLDWLRQVDQGIDQWDV\LQWRDWH[WLQWKHņDVKRIOLJKWQLQJ7KH
Sardinian performer and scholar Paulu Zedda (2009) analyzes this skill
as an extended capability of using the working memory, distinguishing it
from the capacity provided by a good long-term memory, which enables the
adoption of a vast amount of memorized poems.
It is common in Crete for people to separate the skill to extemporize14 in a
situation as a special talent in a composers or a singer, and in some areas and
communities, competent performers are or have been expected to command
immediate textual improvisation. In most areas and communities, however,
a singer’s repertoire includes mostly selected, already existing poems or
personally composed, previously unpublished poems. In the singing events,
as well as in many other communicative situations, spontaneity can also be
demonstrated in the creative adopting of the poem to the event. Because
poems are so short, this can be paralleled to the practice of matching an
existing formula to the whole of a longer, improvised poem. As for the past
traditional improvised oral singing events in the Hispanic areas, there are
similar references to ready-made verses having been used in these events
HJ&KULVWLDQ)HUQDQGH]Ġ 
Verbal improvisation can therefore be conceptualized in broader or narrower terms, but does it in any way differ from the concept of composition-inperformance? In the Oral-Formulaic Theory, the oral method of composing
of a narrative epic song was referred to as composition-in-performance
by Albert Lord. Composition-in-performance explains the process of
individual, context-sensitive verbal rendering of an epic or other narrative
where the plot and motives and themes are familiar to the composer and his
or her audience. The process of oral composition contains wide variation in
the aesthetic and situational decisions and in the placement of universally
applicable traditional material, but it also contains new images and lines
created by the performer (Lord 1960; Harvilahti 1992; 2004). The singer
himself, however, maintains that he is delivering a traditional song, even
word for word (although this “word” is not a lexicographic word, but a
ņH[LEOHXQLWRIH[SUHVVLRQVHH)ROH\ĠĠ 
With regard to the metrical registers, we are therefore clearly faced with
very different kinds of singing traditions and song materials, as well as the
VLQJHUVģLQGLJHQRXVJHQUHDQGVLWXDWLRQVSHFLŅFRULHQWDWLRQVDQGSUDFWLFHV
In each case, skillful singers use the register to render a performance which
is a unique, whole entity. I suggest that a difference can and should be conceptualized between the concepts of composition-in-performance and improvisation. However, this difference, contrary to what Lord has maintained
14 The Greek verb aftoshediázo, “self-plan,” can be used in speech, but more often ex tempore
composition is expressed in other ways: YJ¢]LWHUL¢]LHSLW´SRX (he or she creates on the
spot); vgázi/sou ta lei kat’efthían (he or she tells it to you straight/immediately).
15 For example, concerning the Latvian traditions, as cited by Lord (1989: 44), the short
lyric dainas (which, although unrhymed, have been much like mandinádes) are found
through computer analysis to be as formulaic as the traditional long narrative epics (Vikis)UHLEHUJV )UHLEHUJV 
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above,15 does not emerge in how formulaic or traditional this register is,
but rather in one or several of the following points: (1) verse narratives
(and many other genres where oral composition takes place) are produced
during a performance under the authority of a single person; (2) the focus
is on a known plot or familiar material, from the authority of which the
performer consciously draws; and (3) the performer views that he or she is
acting towards delivering a piece of the shared tradition. Quite contrary to
this is the orientation of the improviser: (1) the performer feels that he or
she is using the register as a tool for saying or singing something of his or
her own, and (2) that the entity produced in that situation is new, unique.
The performance is characteristically (3) reciprocal, or carried on by turntaking. I therefore interpret that with regard to the oral composition in a
performance in general, improvisation is essentially a particular orientation,
determined by the performer’s conscious, deliberate acts towards rendering
an individual utterance. Although this terminological difference primarily
FRQFHUQV KRZ SHRSOH RULHQWDWH WRZDUGV WKH UHJLVWHU DQG KRZ WKH\ GHŅQH
WKHLUDFWLRQVWKLVVHOIGHŅQLWLRQVHHPVWREHVLJQLŅFDQWIRUH[DPSOHLQWKH
reception of the written-down performances either as the “right” performDQFHVRUDVSDUWRIWKHUHVHUYH VHH/RUGĠDQGGLVFXVVLRQVLQ
Chapters 5 and 6).
To conclude, if we adopt a wider perspective to a tradition such as the
mandinádes, we need to examine the idea of improvisation from both
perspectives mentioned above. First, we need to explore improvisation as
a general orientation towards performance, of reacting to a text or context
by an individual, spontaneous verbal act. This type of improvisation can be
achieved by applying an existing text, and for the sake of clarity, I will specify
it as contextual improvisation. Second, we can examine improvisation as a
method of using the register for the creation of new textual units during
D SHUIRUPDQFH ZKLFK LQ WXUQ FDQ EH VSHFLŅHG DV H[WHPSRUL]DWLRQ RU
correspondingly, as textual improvisation.
Poems are, of course, also used in other modes in many circumstances.
For example, there is a stable, ritual character to the mandinádes sung to
initiate a celebration or a get-together meal, or to the mandinádes sung by
women to honor and advise the bride and groom while preparing them for
their wedding. The role of these mandinádes is to enhance the feeling of
WKHIHDVWDQGVROLGDULW\WKH\IRFXVRQVKDUHGWUDGLWLRQVDVWKHTXDOLŅHUVRI
social ties. In addition, improvisation is not an exclusive orientation of the
singing events, as will be indicated in the following chapter. Few people
are capable of extemporizing verses entirely spontaneously, and in many
Cretan communities other principles are stated as fundamental, instead.
Furthermore, in discussions on composition, ex tempore composition is
only a minor category. Composition is a separate theme, which stretches far
beyond the communicational ex tempore situations (see Chapter 6).
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Poems as text and process: the double-identity
In music, the melodic and rhythmic stretches that are shaped during collective
improvisation within a performance may become works LQ WKHPVHOYHV Ġ
XQLWVZKLFKDGRSWDŅ[HGIRUPDQGUHPDLQLQWKHUHSHUWRLUH ,QDGGLWLRQ
to being a feature of the actual performance, improvisation is often used
as a creative, communicative method for ŅQGLQJWKHIRUPRIDŅQDOPRUH
Ņ[HGSURGXFWDVZHOO 16 During a verse singing event in Crete, old poems
are sung and they can be slightly altered for the current purposes, and
completely new poems are also composed ex tempore. Many new, ex
WHPSRUH FRPSRVLWLRQV UHņHFW WKH PRPHQW DW KDQG DQG PD\ EH IRUJRWWHQ
later on, but they may also remain a way of recollecting the event by those
present. Some poems gain a universal status as examples of poetic and
semandic excellence, worth remembering and/or reusable in other contexts.
This process of entextualization differs from a musical performance and
from verse singing that contains several lines, because every new poem
composed on the spot is easily detachable, transferable and re-applicable
by anyoneZKRKHDUVLWDQGŅQGVLWXVHIXODQGVLJQLŅFDQWĠQRWRQO\E\WKH
performers themselves, who are able to use the register productively, but
also by people who cannot create poems by themselves. Since these short,
textual entities have clearly bound semandic contents, they are also directed
and interpreted as personal utterances. These qualities that are inherent in
the mandinádes lower the threshold of regarding the texts as works.
Improvisation, as explained above, enhances the aesthetics of being in an
HYROYLQJSURFHVVZLWKLQDSHUIRUPDQFHĠZLWKLQDQLQWHUSHUVRQDOGLDORJLF
process. Cretans, however, unanimously underline the autonomous character
of a single mandináda. This becomes evident in the following description
by Yorgos Sifakis (2004; 041110a), provided during a discussion on what
a good poem is:
6LQFHDJRRGPDQGLQ¢GDHK,ZLOOJLYH\RXDVLPSOHGHŅQLWLRQZKLFK
is however very substantial, as well. This description is not made by
me, but by an old woman from Anoya, when she was asked what a
good mandináda is like. And she says, with her way of thinking: A good
mandináda, she says, must raise your hair. When you hear it, something
penetrates you; really this has happened to me, too, when I hear a very
good mandináda, it hits like a current, an electric current.
(V): But can this happen when you hear only the mandináda or more
when you hear also the story behind it, the event?
(Y): Yes, the event as well, but as I told you a while ago…
(V): That means that through its words, a mandináda has to be so good,

16 This view was presented in several presentations in the seminar on improvisation held
by the Graduate School of Ethnomusicological Studies and Dance in Kallio-Kuninkaala,
1RYHPEHUĠ
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that even when you don’t know what the other has thought…
(Y): Certainly! Because, on the same theme, there are many mandinádes!
One is simple, another loses somewhere, yet another, let’s say, has a
word which is not Cretan…

This means that in Crete, there is an explicitly stated, parallel interest towards
poems as texts, and these are thought of as end-products in their own right.
This double-identity of mandinádes denotes that poems simultaneously are
“monuments” and “stepping stones,” in other words, individual texts and
particular moments as well as a way of being in an on-going process.
While the texts are appreciated by locals, a literary mind from outside
the tradition often reads them in a very different way. The reason for the
lack of laudatory statements on the “personal” folk poetry among the
literary sources lies inherently in the unfamiliarity with this double-logic:
poems are seen as texts through the aesthetics of perfection, only like an
“autonomous” literary product.17 Excellent, beautiful poetry which works
as well in print as it does in performance, is made orally, and poems that
are aesthetically and semandically coherent, and therefore reusable, are also
especially appreciated and remembered in oral communities. It is only in
this sense that the crystallized forms considered to be folk poetry and that
last from generation to generation can be singled out during the passing
of time. But much of the individually composed oral poetry is creative
as communication, self-expression and play within various personal and
social dialogic processes. In a traditional oral poetry culture, people focus
on the process, and even contextualize the products as belonging to a kind
of on-going process. As has been argued above by John Miles Foley, these
products are laden with referents to a wider, shared traditional knowledge;
WKH\UHņHFWDZLGHQHWRIWH[WXDODQGFRQWH[WXDOPRPHQWVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
in the community and are also enjoyed as parts of it.

, SXW WKH TXDOLŅHU ĥDXWRQRPRXVĦ LQ EUDFNHWV VLQFH WKH WLPHDVSHFW RI WKH SURGXFWLRQ
reception and reaction notwithstanding, how far, in the end, are written texts from this?
Quality is as much or as little guaranteed by the medium in both cases, and texts and
contexts are given both shared and personal meanings in several external and internal
dialogic processes. In the light of the Cretan tradition, I think that Jakobson’s and
%RJDW\UHYģVHDUO\DGDSWDWLRQRIGH6DXVVXUHģVGHŅQLWLRQVlangue and parole, which they
GHŅQHGDVĥDFROOHFWLRQRIQHFHVVDU\FRQYHQWLRQVDGRSWHGE\DVRFLDOERG\WRSHUPLWWKH
exercise of that faculty [language] among individuals” and “the individual, particular
speech act” (1980 [1929]: 4), can refer to the interplay between shared traditions and
their shaping into individual utterances in both literature and productive oral poetry alike.
:KLOHWKHVHUHVHDUFKHUVQRWLFHGWKHVLJQLŅFDQWUHODWLRQVKLSZLWKLQIRONORUHEHWZHHQĥWKH
ZRUNRIDUWDQGLWVREMHFWLŅFDWLRQĦ LELG RUĥWUDGLWLRQDQGLPSURYLVDWLRQĦLQRUDOSRHWU\
(ibid. 17) as langue and parole, they essentially used these terms to qualify the difference
between folklore (as langue) and literature (as parole).
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III Crete and traditional performance
contexts

Crete as historical, social and cultural setting
Crete is a Greek island of 8,259 km² (3,189 m2) and approximately 650,000
inhabitants today. Geographically, two mountain chains divide Crete into
areas with very different natural circumstances. Likewise, the history,
sources of livelihood and cultural conditions of these areas have differed
VLJQLŅFDQWO\7KHZHVWHUQDQGFHQWUDOSDUWVH[FHSWIRUWKHKLJKPRXQWDLQ
ranges, have water and greenery, whereas the eastern and southern parts
are dry and rocky. The major towns Iraklio (population of approximately
120,000 inhabitants today), Hania (50,000) and Rethimno (35,000), lie on
the North coast. Tourism is an important source of income in Crete: apart
from the largest towns and their immediate surroundings, which have all
come to be remarkable tourist resorts, Crete’s coastline as well as the inland
areas are thickly dotted by villages offering tourist activities and facilities.
In ancient times, Crete was a part of the Greek world and was the center
of the Minoan culture. Later, Crete belonged to the Roman Empire and then
to the Byzantine Empire. Due to the abundance of natural resources and
the strategically attractive location of the island, Crete has a long history
of occupations, insurrections and battles for freedom. Crete was occupied
by the Arabs from 827 to 961, the Venetians from 1211 to 1669, and the
2WWRPDQ7XUNVIURPWRWKHQLWEHFDPHDXWRQRPRXVIRUŅIWHHQ
\HDUVEHIRUHŅQDOO\EHLQJXQLWHGZLWKWKH*UHHN6WDWHLQ'XULQJWKH
Second World War, Crete underwent German invasion, and Cretan resistance
led to the Germans burning many villages to the ground.
During the Venetian occupation, the intellectual and literary artistry
RI &UHWH ņRXULVKHG VHH 3DQD\RWDNLV  +ROWRQ   ZKLOH SHDVDQWV
struggled under intolerably heavy oppressive conditions. Little information
is available concerning the cultural conditions of the peasant population in
this period, or from the times following the Ottoman capture and occupation
of the island. During the Ottoman period, an abundance of Turkish words
were introduced into the vocabulary of everyday life, as was the case in
Greece and in the Balkans in general. The contemporary local presentation
of history emphasizes the religious chasm, and the Ottoman reign is treated
as the “dark years of oppression of the Christian population” (e.g. Detorakis
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Ġ )URPWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKH2WWRPDQUHLJQKRZHYHUPDQ\
orthodox Cretans converted to the Muslim faith (and were later called
Turko-Cretans), and some informative interpretations on the complexity
of this fact have lately been presented by Molly Greene (2000). The main
point is that the majority of the Muslim Cretans were ethnically Cretan and
not Turkish by origin. As is still recalled by some whose grandparents had
witnessed the times before and during the population exchange (see below),
Christian and Muslim Cretans led their everyday lives mainly in friendship,
and any excessive acts of violence were committed by separate, criminal
individuals (051102).
$WWKHHQGRIWKH2WWRPDQRFFXSDWLRQLQDVLJQLŅFDQWSRSXODWLRQ
exchange took place. More than half of the Muslim Turko-Cretans, especially
from the rural areas, immediately left for Asia Minor. Meanwhile, the town
areas, especially Iraklio, received minor waves of Greek Christian refugees
from Asia Minor1. This movement culminated in the enforced population
H[FKDQJH RFFXUULQJ DW WKH HQG RI WKH *UHFR7XUNLVK ZDUV LQ Ġ
when all the remaining Muslim population (around 33,000 people), mainly
residing in towns, was resettled in Turkey. The basis of this contract was
faith; Turko-Cretans were ethnically Cretans for the most part and did not,
for example, speak Turkish. Crete in turn received Greek Christian refugees
 IURP$VLD0LQRU 'HWRUDNLVĠĠ 7KHUHVXOW
of this exchange was that small town areas, especially the principal town
of Iraklio, experienced a radical change in population and a tremendous
cultural impact brought about by the urban population from the cities of
Asia Minor. In the long run, this also had an impact on the development
of Cretan music, even though there was little cultural interchange between
the rural and urban population at that time owing to the very different life
FRQGLWLRQV =D°P¢NLV  Ġ  ,Q JHQHUDO WKH FXOWXUDO FRQGLWLRQV
did not change much in the rural areas, which included the vast majority of
Crete and the Cretans (around 85%).
Crete has always been primarily an agricultural island, with pastoralism featuring as the second most important source of livelihood. The
anthropologist Michael Herzfeld points out that in contrast to other rural
Greek communities, Cretan shepherds have enjoyed a much higher status in society than the Cretan farmers (Herzfeld 1985a: 22). Furthermore,
&UHWDQ PRXQWDLQ JXHUULOODV ZHUH IDPRXV ŅJKWHUV LQ WKH *UHHN :DU RI
Independence (starting in 1821), but later Crete, especially the mountain
areas, have shown great reluctance towards the centripetal forces of the
Greek State. In fact, the Cretan shepherds and the mountain population are
well-known in Greece for stubbornly holding on to their independence,
local values and unlawful customs. As Herzfeld states, the harshness of
the Turkish occupation was posed as an explanation for many idiosyncratic ways of behavior, like animal raiding, vendettas and keeping guns.
+HU]IHOGDĠ

1 The total population in Crete counted 72,353 Turko-Cretans and 206,812 Christians in
DQGFRUUHVSRQGLQJO\LQ 'HWRUDNLVĠ 
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In rural Crete, the primary cultural differences correspondingly occur
between the pastoral population of the mountains and the agricultural and
ŅVKLQJSRSXODWLRQVRIWKHORZODQGV,QHDVWHUQ&UHWHWKHVHWWOLQJRIUHIXJHHV
from Asia Minor brought a different, somewhat more liberal culture,
especially in regard to the place of women in the community2. During the
SDVW WHQ RU WZHQW\ \HDUV HFRQRPLF EHQHŅWV DQG FKDQJLQJ OLIHVW\OH KDYH
alleviated the tensions in Crete and helped reduce the animal raiding3 and
vendettas even in the upper Milopotamos area; yet in this area the aggressive
potential is kept alive by the unchanged social structures.4 In addition to the
VWXG\E\+HU]IHOG D ZKRVSHFLŅFDOO\DGGUHVVHVWKHORFDOVWUXFWXUHV
of animal raiding taking place in this area, the Greek anthropologist Aris
Tsantiropoulos has recently (2004) published a comprehensive study on the
social structures that maintain the vendetta.5
In central Crete, special attention has to be paid to the high mountain
village Anoya, which boasts a superior cultural capital and today forms
a municipality by itself. The number of musicians and mandinadolóyi
(mandináda-composers) produced by Anoya is high, but the village has
also imposed a cultural hegemony over the entire island. Local traditions
in some parts of Crete have suffered from this hegemony, and it is also
criticized for this reason.
In the past, the vendettas and animal raiding also concerned the department
of Hania, the Lefka Ori mountain area, but several people have told me that
since the number of people killed in vendettas in Hania became too high,
the shepherds managed to obtain a mutual contract of putting an end to the
hostilities and ceasing the raids. Several resident populations in Crete and
on other islands (e.g. Naxos, Kos), as well as those overseas, are said to have
EHHQFUHDWHGGXHWRSHRSOHņHHLQJIURPWKHFRPPXQLWLHVDIWHUFRPPLWWLQJ
deadly acts or for fear of retaliation to the whole patrilineal surname group.
$OWKRXJKLWLVFKLHņ\WKHSHRSOHLQWKHPRXQWDLQYLOODJHVĠWKXVRQO\DSDUW
RI WKH &UHWDQ FRPPXQLWLHV Ġ ZKR DUH FKDUDFWHUL]HG E\ IHDUOHVV YLROHQFH
and rebellious, idiosyncratic and illegal customs, these characteristics are
attributed to all Cretans in colloquial references elsewhere in Greece.
7KH 9LOODJH ZKHUH , OLYHG GXULQJ P\ SULQFLSDO ŅHOGZRUN SHULRGV LV
located in the valley of Milopotamos, in a distance of only about twenty

2 Both virilocality and uxirolocality are found in the Greek world, with many related
cultural and social consequences. Virilocalism associated with pastoralism can encourage
a patriarchal model, as in the Cretan highlands, whereas the basin of the Aegean sea
LV NQRZQ IRU LWV X[LURORFDOLW\ DQG JHQHUDOO\ PRUH HTXDO JHQGHU PRGHO VHH /RL]RV 
3DSDWD[LDUFKLVĠDQGWKHDUWLFOHVLQWKHLUERRN 
3 A small article in the local newspaper Rethymniótika Néa in October 2000 states that crime
KDVGHFOLQHGLQ&UHWHGXULQJWKHŅUVWQLQHPRQWKVRIWKH\HDULQUHODWLRQWRWKHSUHYLRXV
year. The crimes presented in numbers are: robberies, thefts, car thefts, car accidents, and
animal thefts. Animal thefts have reduced in number of cases from 79 to 56, and in number
of animals from 2,023 to 1,400.
4 On April 7, 2010 the daily paper Elefterotipía reported the news of manslaughter committed
in the village of Zoniana; because there was an immediate fear of more victims among the
major patrigroups involved, powerful police forces were stationed in the village.
5 For an account of this research in English, see also Tsantiropoulos 2009.
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A village surrounded by olive groves in the Milopotamos valley. Photo by the author,
September 2007.

ŅYHNLORPHWHUV ŅIWHHQPLOHV IURPWKH]RQHRIWKHKLJKPRXQWDLQYLOODJHV
7KH OLIH LQ WKLV YLOODJH KRZHYHU KDV QR V\PEROLF DIŅQLW\ DQG DV IDU DV
,NQRZQROLWHUDODIŅQLW\ZLWKWKHXSSHUYLOODJHV $QR\DQRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ 
My experiences of the “wild” villages of Milopotamos therefore rest on the
criticism advanced by my own Village and by the other lowland villages and
can thereby only amount to stereotypic images. In my Village, for example,
raiding is only witnessed through the role of the victim: the contemporary
raiders coming from the upper villages raid animals in powerful, modern
MHHSVHDFK\HDUVWHDOLQJDQHFRQRPLFDOO\VLJQLŅFDQWQXPEHURIKHDUG
Rural depopulation is sharp in several districts of Crete and old people
remain isolated in villages falling into decay; Milopotamos, however, is
also distinguished for maintaining healthy age structures in many of its
villages, as it is in my own. In the Village, this is possible since traditional
occupations such as herding and coal burning are combined to work and
enterprises in the nearby commercial center, towns and tourist resorts.
Until the end of the 1970s, pastoralism and farming (primarily olive oil,
ROLYHV ZLQH DQG JUDSHV EXW DOVR D VLJQLŅFDQW QXPEHU RI RWKHU SURGXFWV
such as fruit) were the main occupations on the fertile island. Crete therefore
never experienced the devastating emigration waves that many of the small
Greek islands suffered.6 After the Second World War, the rural de-population
drove people to the local urbanizing centers and to the city of Athens. From
the beginning of the 1980s, the tourism which had started to develop in
6 For anthropological studies, see e.g. Just 2000, and Kavouras 1991.
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the 1960s, quickly grew into an important business throughout the island,
affecting the economic, social and cultural structures. Tourism provided
women work outside the home, and many shepherds and villagers quickly
become rich through land sale. However, professional food production still
NHHSVPDQ\YLOODJHVDOLYHDQGODUJHņRFNVRIVKHHSDQGJRDWVDUHVHHQDQG
heard everywhere outside the urban areas. Part-time production, especially
growing olives, is a normal part of life for most families. This also means
WKDW VXSSOHPHQWDU\ LQFRPH LV FRPPRQO\ DFTXLUHG RXWVLGH WKH RIŅFLDO
economy. Although the grey economy and corruption are deeply rooted in
the Greek society in general, the part-time food production in Crete provides
DVLJQLŅFDQWVXSSOHPHQWWRWKHIDPLOLHVģOLYHOLKRRG7RZQVDUHVPDOODQGWKH
FRXQWU\VLGHLVQHDUDQGDVPRVWRIWKHWRZQVIRONDUHFLWL]HQVRIWKHŅUVWRU
the second-generation, contact with the village of origin are often actively
maintained.
The woman’s place in Cretan society has become increasingly more
liberated during the last decades of the twentieth century, even though in
many families, especially in the pastoral villages, patriarchal norms are still
clearly obeyed. The realities of rural village communities, where the spheres
of daily life of women and men were highly separated, are still valid. The
social life in the towns and tourist areas is, of course, different. Yet changes
in conceptions have been overwhelmingly rapid. It was unheard of, for
example, until very recently, that a bride would be pregnant at her wedding;
in October 2009, I discussed with a friend who had attended three such
wedding feasts that year. Nevertheless, villages and areas still vary with
regard to social and cultural concepts, since the conditions of life until the
ODVWGHFDGHVRIWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\KDYHEHHQYHU\ORFDOO\FRQŅQHG
Even though social changes and the privatization of life have progressed
rapidly, especially during the last two decades of the twentieth century, daily
life is characteristically comprised of intertwined rural and urban factors
VHHDOVR-XVWĠ7). In many areas of life, the uncritical accepting
of the “modern” is overwhelming, like the degree to which the traditional
healthy “Cretan diet” has given way to the commercial low-nutritious and
high-fat food products even in the countryside. Television provides role
models in appearance, interests and behavior, but in a village environment,
for example, marriages can still be negotiated through a matchmaker.
One phenomenon of “modernism” which has amounted to a kinonikó
mastíyio, social backlash (as described in the daily newspaper Rethimniótika
Néa in October 23, 2009) are the high death rates from car accidents, which
KDYHEHHQDXJPHQWHGE\VSHHGLQJGXULQJWKHWZHQW\ŅUVWFHQWXU\8 Driving
XQGHUWKHLQņXHQFHRIDOFRKROLVDOVRFRPPRQSDUWLFXODUO\DPRQJ\RXQJ

7 For a comprehensive description of a small Greek island’s social life and structures, and
an eye to the recent change, see Roger Just’s book: A Greek Island Cosmos (2000) on
0HJDQLVLEDVHGRQŅHOGZRUNGXULQJĠEXWFRPSOHWHGDIWHUDVKRUWVWD\RQWKH
island in 1994.
 ,QRQO\WKH(DVWHUWUDIŅF Ġ LQ*UHHFHFDXVHGFDUDFFLGHQWVRIZKLFK
28 were fatal, 42 were serious, and 344 were light; resulting in 31 deaths, 50 serious
injuries and 475 light injuries (Elefterotipía April 6, 2010 www.enet.gr).
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men, and speeding is the primary reason for deaths and injuries on the
roads. Since long mourning periods are still maintained in the villages,
these deaths not only cause suffering for individuals and families, but injure
the community socially. When close relatives die, people dress in black for
one year (widows and widowers often for the rest of their life) and they
withdraw from all social enjoyment for that time, but when people suffer an
untimely death, the whole village dresses in black. In such circumstances,
a gléndi or a get-together for singing is completely out of the question.
This sad phenomenon and its far-reaching social and cultural consequences
EHFDPHDOOWKHPRUHQRWHZRUWK\GXULQJWKH\HDUVRIP\ŅHOGZRUNDQGLW
ŅQDOO\DOVRRFFXUUHGLQWKH9LOODJHLQ
However rapid, if unevenly proceeding changes the social reality and
traditions undergo, the Cretans’ respect of local values is nevertheless
very evident. A good example of this cultural self-esteem is the way they
maintain their musical and verbal traditions, as well as the Cretan dialect.
Even if the lexical richness of the dialect has diminished considerably, the
morphological and syntactical varieties and the phonological idioms are
very clearly heard in the villages even today. According to Kimmo Granqvist
(1998: 10), the Cretan dialect has been highly valued among its speakers,
XQOLNHVRPHRWKHU*UHHNGLDOHFWV:KHQ,ŅUVWEHJXQP\ŅHOGZRUN  
many Cretans proudly argued that expressions and words vary enormously,
even from village to village. This is often true, for instance, in the naming
of (old) objects of peasant life. As for the differences in morphological
and syntactical variants and the basic vocabulary, the main distributional
differences are between the western on one side, to the eastern and central
idioms on the other (Kontosopoulos 1988). The same pattern can be seen
in other cultural traits as well, like the western tradition of the sung rizítika
and that of the instrumental music and improvised mandinádes in the rest
of Crete (see below).

Cretan music, dance and song
Cretan dance music serves as an important vehicle for singing mandinádes.9
Other than the rizítika songs of western Crete (see below), the calendar
songs, and a small number of other songs performed vocally without
instrumental accompaniment, most Cretan music consists of instrumental
dance music. The tradition of playing wind instruments has died out quite
completely; these instruments (reed pipes; bagpipes in Lasithi) were found
in the pastoral mountainous areas in the past.
Dance music, however, has survived to this day to be performed at all
major feasts and the lyrics are almost without exception mandinádes. The
SRHWLFWH[WFDQHLWKHUEHŅ[HGWRDFHUWDLQPHORG\RUWKHPXVLFDOIRUPFDQ
support extempore singing and verse making. The latter concerns especially
9 As sources for information about Cretan dance music, I have used the following primary
sources and bibliography: 991202, 041110, 051102; 050906, 060823, Amaryanakis 1988:
Ġ'LNWDNLV.DOR\DQLGHV:LOOLDPV
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The workshop of Antonis Stefanakis in Zaros. Instrument construction is one of
the current artisan trades in Crete. Stefanákis constructs all kinds of stringed
instruments. Visible here are two laoúta, two bouzoukis, and a laoúto (hanging on
the wall); situated on the table are half-made liras.

Antonis Stefanakis still
also makes reed pipes
(called the habióli or
thiambóli, depending
on the region) and
he is one of the last
in Crete to play this
pastoral instrument.
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&UHWDQ GDQFHV DUH FKLHņ\ OLQH GDQFHV DQG WKH\ DUH SHUIRUPHG E\ PRGHVW VWHSV
7KHŅUVWGDQFHUKRZHYHULVDEOHWRVKRZKLVWDOHQWLQLPDJLQDWLYHDQGSK\VLFDOO\
demanding variation. One of the well-known Cretan dancers, Stamatis Papadakis,
performing with the dance group of the historical and ethnographic association of
Rethimno in 1971. Photo private collection of Manolis Tzirakis.

the kondiliés, DPXVLFDOJHQUHWKDWFDQEHGDQFHGWREXWLVFKLHņ\UHODWHG
to the improvisatory performance and the free singing style, himatikó
(“loose”). Kondiliés are intended especially for informal singing in a paréa
and have been extremely popular in eastern and central Crete. Kondiliés,
like all Cretan dance music, is performed in 2/4 time (the sirtá is also in
4/4). Of the asymmetrical rhythms, which are popular on the mainland and
largely in the Balkans, the kalamatianós (7/8) has been common earlier, but
this is rarely performed today.
)URPWKHJUHDWZHDOWKRIORFDOGDQFHPXVLFIRUPVRQO\ŅYHIRUPVDUH
commonly performed today. Of these, the kastrinós and pentozáli, which
are instrumental, and the soústaZKLFKKDVŅ[HGO\ULFVKDYHHVWDEOLVKHG
musical forms. The kondiliés and haniótikos sirtós, which can serve as a
vehicle for verbal expression with mandinádes, were instead developed
zealously by many local musicians during the early twentieth century.
Both dance music forms consist of melodic formulas that offer the creative
musician an opportunity to improvise by creating new variations as these
IRUPXODVDUHUHSHDWHGPDQ\WLPHV IRUGHWDLOVVHH.DOR\DQLGHVĠ
150).
With the exception of the soústa, all these local dance forms are line
dances.10 The haniótikos sirtós is the most popular dance in the feasts today,
as everyone knows the basic steps. The kondiliés (or siganó pentozáli) is

10 A comprehensive description of Cretan dances is available in Tsouhlarakis 2000; see also
Nikolakakis 2008.
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The soústa is one of the few traditional forms of pair dances in Crete. In the 1950s,
new international dances were also introduced, such as the tango. As told to me
by Katerina Kornarou in 2001 (010422), her father, a violinist in the region of
Merambello, did not like to play these modern dances that brought the couplets
in close contact, and when he performed them, he sent his young daughters home.
Photo private collection of Manolis Tzirakis.

A traditional Cretan marriage in central Crete: a procession leading the bride to
the church. Photo private collection of Manolis Tzirakis.

danced only at weddings as the bride’s dance, KRU´VWLVQ®ŅVWKLVLVWKHŅUVW
dance after the wedding ceremony when mandinádes are traditionally sung
to her. As mentioned above, the main importance of this musical form is to
serve as a vehicle for improvisatory singing.
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The main instruments played in Crete today are the lira (líra, a fretless
bowed lute with three metal strings), the laoúto (also laghoúto; a large longnecked11 fretted, plucked lute, with a pear-shaped body), the violin, the
mandolin and the guitar.12 The laoúto and the violin appear to be the oldest
melodic instruments. They were introduced to the urban areas during the
SHULRGRIWKH9HQHWLDQRFFXSDWLRQ Ġ DQGWKH\DUHPHQWLRQHGLQ
the Cretan literary documents from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
The laoúto and later, the mandolin, have been used especially for singing
in the informal parées and for the kantádes (serenades). Some assume that
mandinádes might have come as a “parcel” to Crete during the Venetian
WLPHV .LULDNLGLVĠ ZKLFKFDQEHLQWHUSUHWHGHW\PRORJLFDOO\
from the most probable origin of the word mandináda < “mattinata”,
(= a morning song, a serenade-type vocal song).
The violin has been played since the Venetian times in eastern and
western Crete and it remained the principal solo instrument in dance music
in these areas until the latter half of the twentieth century. In eastern Crete,
the violin was accompanied especially by the mandolin and by a small
double-membrane drum, the dauláki, and in the western area, the violin
was accompanied by the laoúto. The violin was an expensive instrument
since it had to be made by a master and was often ordered from Italy; thus,
the new instrument that was introduced to the island during the eighteenth
century from Asia Minor, the lira,13 quickly became popular particularly in
WKHFHQWUDODQGUXUDOSDUWVRIWKHLVODQGV7KHEHQHŅWRIWKHOLUDZDVWKDWLW
could be made cheaply from local wood by skilful craftsmen and even by
the musicians themselves. Before the twentieth century, the lira was played
alone with the accompaniment of tiny bells attached to the bow. In central
Crete, the lira was later accompanied in the gléndi by the mandolin, and
especially after the 1930s, by the laoúto. In the gléndi, the lira-player or
violinist is responsible for melodic elaboration and variation, and mainly
either he, or the pasadóros, who is the accompanying laoúto- or mandolinplayer, also serves as the main singer, alternating between the vocal and
instrumental sections.
'XULQJWKHŅUVWKDOIRIWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\PDQ\WDOHQWHGORFDOPXVLFLDQV
HQULFKHGWKHWUDGLWLRQDO&UHWDQVW\OHVE\LQWURGXFLQJQHZLQņXHQFHV7KH
Ottoman occupation in Crete came to an end and the Orthodox Greek
refugees from Asia Minor, who replaced the Muslim Cretan population,
were mostly from urban, intercultural towns and regions. These refugees
brought with them a strong musical tradition that enriched the local music
11 Not to be confused with oúti (ud), the short-necked Arabic lute, which is also played in
Crete and Greece, but very rarely.
)RU WKH LQVWUXPHQWV DQG WKHLU KLVWRU\ VHH $PDU\DQDNLV  Ġ $QR\DQDNLV
1972; Nikolakakis 2007; Papadakis 1989; Tsouhlarakis 2004 and also his web-site: www.
tsouchlarakis.com.
13 The pear-shaped (“Cretan“) lira, which underwent an evolutionary process through various
IRUPVLQWKHŅUVWKDOIRIWKHWZHQWLHWKFHQWXU\LVSOD\HGLQWKHVRXWKHUQ$HJHDQLVODQGVLQ
&UHWH.DVRVDQG.DUSDWKRV7KHŅUVWPHQWLRQVRIWKLVW\SHRIDQLQVWUXPHQWFDOOHGWKHOLUD
by Greeks date back to the tenth century from Asia Minor. It is known to have been played
in Crete since the eighteenth century, but how and when it entered this area are unknown.
$QR\DQDNLVĠ 
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The lira and two laoúta in the 1950s. Thanasis Skordalos on the lira, on the left,
Yannis Markoyannakis on the laoúto, on the right, Yannis Bernidakis (Baksevanis) on
the laoúto. Dancers: Manolis Yoryoulakis, Stamatis Papadakis, Thodoris Skordalos
and G. Angouridakis. Photo private collection of Manolis Tzirakis.

during the musically fertile middle-war period. Moreover, the local and
expatriated musicians co-operated extensively.
During this middle-war period, the ziyiá (pair) of one lira and one or
two laoúta, which was formed in central Crete, became the emblematic
HQVHPEOHWKDWLVWRGD\ZLGHO\LGHQWLŅHGDVĥ&UHWDQPXVLFĦ7KHODR»WRZDV
now used especially for rhythmical accompaniment, but when there are two
laoúta in the ziyiá, the one of them may play melodically, which used to be
more common before, especially in western Crete. During the following
GHFDGHV&UHWDQPXVLFDOH[SUHVVLRQFRQWLQXHGWRņRXULVKDQGPDQ\RIWKH
musicians also became well known internationally.
0HDQZKLOHDSROLWLFDOĥSXULŅFDWLRQĦFDPSDLJQKDGLQWHUSUHWHGWKHYLROLQ
as being a “foreign, non-native instrument” in Crete. With this erroneous
interpretation by Simon Karas, the director of the folk music programs at
the national Greek radio, the use of the violin in performing Cretan music
was banned in all radio programs in 1955.14 Karas had later admitted his
HUURUEXWWKHEDQZDVQHYHURIŅFLDOO\OLIWHG7KLVEDQDQGWKHVLPXOWDQHRXV
electronization of the lira-laoúto ensemble, which now made it suitable to
perform on stage with loudspeakers, made the lira superior and this also
advanced the cultural hegemony of central Crete throughout the entire island.
6HYHUDOYLROLQLVWVLQZHVWHUQ&UHWHFRQWLQXHGWKHLUWUDGLWLRQLQWKLVGLIŅFXOW
situation, but in eastern Crete, this caused the acoustically performing
generation of violinists to withdraw from the gléndi during the 1970s.
7KHIXOOKLVWRU\LVQDUUDWHGLQ3DSDGDNLVĠVHHDOVR7VRXKODU¢NLV
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7KH IDU ZHVWHUQ DQG HDVWHUQ SDUWV RI &UHWH UHņHFW FOHDU GLIIHUHQFHV LQ
their styles of playing the violin. The performance practices in eastern
Crete were markedly bound to the social, improvised communication in the
local society. In the most popular local dance form, the angaliastós, it was
the dancers who improvised mandinádes, one by one to each dancer who
responded in kind (this practice is unknown elsewhere on the island). The
break-up of the traditional acoustic performance setting and the loss of the
repertoire arranged for violin resulted in a rapid disappearance of this rich
musical and verbal tradition.
Rizítika songs of the western Crete
In the mountainous rural areas of western Crete, in the prefecture of
Hania, the main form of entertainment has been and still is the singing
of slow, crystallized narrative songs called rizítika. Although different in
form, the long coexistence of these songs with the mandinádes is evident
in their shared formulas and metaphors. Rizítika songs contain nearly all
the themes of the folk songs of the other Greek areas. The oldest layer
refers to the Byzantine epic poem hero, Digenes Akrites.15 Other layers can
EH GLVWLQJXLVKHG DV UHIHUULQJ WR WKH SHULRGV RI WKH 9HQHWLDQ Ġ 
DQG 2WWRPDQ Ġ  RFFXSDWLRQV DQG WKH ODWHVW VRQJV UHIHU WR WKH
historical events of the twentieth century.
These songs are short (averaging only ten lines), mainly composed in the
Dekapendasíllavo meter, but unrhymed and extremely crystallized in their
form and poetics. They are performed vocally by a male voice and by a chorus
that repeats the verses to a slow, free rhythm, without musical instruments.
%RWKWKHŅUVWVLQJHUDQGWKHFKRUXVSURGXFHYRFDOGHFRUDWLRQVDQGUHSHWLWLRQV
of the verses, and the performance of a song takes a long time. The rizítika
songs are divided into two categories: table songs (tis távlas) and journey
songs (tis strátas). Table songs are still popular and can be sung around the
table at any festive occasion or informal paréa, with food, wine and rakí.
In a gléndi, the shorter and merrier mandinádes are often sung at the
beginning of the event, and at the end of each song. Today, mandinádes
connected to the rizítika performances are mainly traditional, in line with
the reason for the festive occasion. Until the 1970s, however, mandinádes
were also intensively improvised reciprocally at the beginning of a feast
to get started, or in middle of the feast. In these areas, dance music and
instruments were and are played only for dancing during the evening of
a marriage as well as during other major feasts; entertainment during gettogethers and shared festive meals is carried out by singing rizítika songs.
Today the journey songs are rarely sung in a natural context,16 but in the
past, these songs were sung while walking to other villages (especially when
7KHDFULWLFSRHPFDPHWR&UHWHEHWZHHQĠZKHUHRQHRIWKHVXUYLYLQJPDQXVFULSWV
of the poem was written down (S. Alexíou 1969).
16 But even today, if collectively on the road, a Sfakianós (Sfakia is the southern part of the
prefecture of Hania) hardly keeps quiet, which I was able to witness once when in Anópoli
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IHWFKLQJWKHEULGH RUWRŅHOGVRUGXULQJDQLJKWWLPHVHUHQDGHkantáda,17
near the house of an adored girl. On these occasions, the rizítika could
also be accompanied by musical instruments. All the verses were sung and
repeated two or three times, making one song last long, even as long as
RQHKRXU $PDU\DQDNLVĠVHHDOVR%HDWRQ
Ġ.DOR\DQLGHVĠ0DJULQL
Even though the rizítika songs are currently known in other parts of the
island, due to concert performances, music clubs featuring live music, and
the access to recorded material, the natural performance of the rizítika takes
place mainly in the villages of the original area in the prefecture of Hania.
Contrary to the situation elsewhere in Crete, in the rizítika area, where the
basic instrument for folk songs is the human voice, musical instruments
DUHUDUHO\SOD\HG.DSVRPHQRV Ġ DOVRUHPDUNVWKDWWKHPDLQ
production of new historical songs (that can take the form of a rizítiko song
or a ríma) falls in the same region, where the tradition of narrative song is
strong.

Shared performance arena, the gléndi
The traditional gléndi
The main collective entertainment in the village communities consists of
the annual and seasonal celebrations as well as the life-cycle celebrations.
The Greek word gléndi can signify all kinds of merriment, but in the village
XVHLWUHIHUVSDUWLFXODUO\WRWKHHQWHUWDLQPHQWUHODWHGWRPDMRUIHDVWGD\VĠ
in Greece, these include primarily the village saint’s day, the carnival, as
well as celebrations of marriage and baptism. The gléndi takes place in the
evening of the feast day after the ritual acts and religious ceremonies have
been conducted, in some cases also on the eve of the feast day. The social
VLJQLŅFDQFHRIWKHVHHYHQWVDVSHUIRUPDQFHDUHQDVZDVHQKDQFHGEHFDXVH
all members of the community took part in the festivities, and to participate,
friends and relatives travelled on foot and by donkeys from other villages.
These festivities were therefore an important, and unique, opportunity for
young, unmarried people to see each other, because in the Cretan society,
the activities of the unmarried girls were almost exclusively conducted in
the home environments. This meant that the gléndi was the main event and
context in which women could publicly sing mandinádes and where poetic
confrontations took place between men and women.
7KH YLOODJH VDLQWģV IHVWLYDOV ŅUVW FRQGXFW PDMRU UHOLJLRXV VHUYLFHV
during the previous evening and then early in the morning of the feast day.
The morning service of the feast day ends at the breaking of the sweet
on a Sunday afternoon without a bus connection to get back to Rethimno. I was taken in
a private bus bringing the priest and relatives of the groom from Anopoli to the bride’s
YLOODJH9ULVVHVIRUDZHGGLQJ$IWHUWKHŅUVWWXUQDERXWVWKH6IDNLDQSULHVWFDPHLQIURQW
and rizítika songs were sung throughout the trip by him and the driver.
17 Mandinádes were sung in other areas during these kantádes.
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Until the 1970s, donkeys were the main means of transportation between the
mountain villages. Here, the company of the groom travels to the village of the
bride. Radamanthis Androulakis is on the lira. Photo private collection of Manolis
Tzirakis.

The morning service of the paniyíri of Saint George (April 23rd) in Asi Gonia, 1997.
Photo by the author.
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church bread and/or consuming another food associated with that day.
The celebration then culminates in the gléndi that evening. A traditional
wedding feast went on for several days and consisted of a wide repertoire
of mandinádes. Besides being sung within the frame of the evening gléndi,
mandinádes were also sung at various moments of preparation as well as
before and after the wedding ceremony. Still today, in some of the more
populous villages, the women sing traditional mandinádes when they
prepare the bride and the groom for their marriage. In the Hania district,
men also sing rizítika songs at various points in the preparations. Such ritual
mandinádes (in Hania rizítika) are still most often sung in the metaphorical
game, when the escort of the groom comes to take the bride to the church.
During former times, it took hours or days for the procession to make its
way from the village of the groom to the village of the bride, and singing
was the natural pastime.
Dance is the central element of the gléndi: all communities hire musicians
for the dance, although the get-togethers (for these, see below) normally
related to it can be conducted by singing only. The traditional format of
a gléndi in the village square was thus the following: The musicians were
placed in the center, sitting in traditional peasant chairs, which were halfturned towards each other. The dance began, and the dancers formed a
circle around the musicians. The people sitting and standing also formed
a circle around the dancers. As people recollecting the past gléndia always
emphasize, this was an arrangement that placed people near each other.

Musicians in their traditional
performance position. Yannis
Markoyannakis on the laoúto,
and Yerasimos Stamatoyanakis
on the lira. Photo private
collection of Manolis Tzirakis.
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The famous Cretan dancer Stamatis Papadakis leads the bride, her daughter, to the
ŅUVWGDQFHV3KRWRSULYDWHFROOHFWLRQRI0DQROLV7]LUDNLV

7KHGDQFHEHJDQIROORZLQJWKHULWXDORUGHUWKDWZDVVSHFLŅFWRWKHIHDVW
DQGWKHŅUVWPDQGLQ¢GHVVXQJWKXVGHSHQGHGRQWKHUHDVRQIRUWKHIHVWLYLW\
and these were predominantly traditional. In central and western Crete, the
musicians were primarily responsible for the singing. In these areas, the
singing during the dance could be carried on exclusively by the musicians,
but in many areas, other local performers, who were known for their good
voices and repertoires, little by little gathered tightly behind them.
Later at night, if a break occurred in the dancing and, especially after the
dancing came to an end, it was the turn of the paréa of the village singers to
start improvising mandinádes. During the feast, men had consumed a fair
amount of wine and rakí,18 thus gaining in spirit, and the late night exchange
of mandinádes easily introduced more personal, competitive forms between
two or more villagers.
The gléndi and the dances in eastern Crete
7KHVLJQLŅFDQWGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKHSUDFWLFHVLQHDVWHUQ&UHWHDQGWKRVH
of the central and western areas was that during several local dances in
the gléndi, the dancers in eastern Crete improvised the mandinádes19 while
dancing. Dances were also organized outside the big feasts, even on every
Sunday in the villages where there were girls of a marriageable age. This
was described to me by the violinist Vangelis Vardakis (051102) from
18 Strong home-made brandy distilled of grapes.
19 The word mandináda is written as mandiniáda, and pronounced as “mandinyáda”,
throughout the eastern Crete.
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Ierapetra in a way that was identical to the account of Maria Lioudaki in the
foreword of her collection of mandinádes (1936): beginning in the morning,
young men went around the village and asked the girls’ parents’ permission
for the girls to participate. During the afternoon, the dance was organized in
a spacious house, on a square, in the courtyard of a church, or in the shade
of a big tree near a well. The girls went there with their mothers, but it was
mainly the young who danced. Maria Lioudaki writes (1936: i): “In these
dances the young boy in love always found an opportunity to declare with
mandinádes to the loved one his love or pain, sorrow or joy, even anger to
the unfaithful.” I referred earlier to that the division of themes in Lioudaki’s
FROOHFWLRQUHņHFWVWKHWKHPHVUHFXUUHQWLQWKHVLQJLQJDPRQJVXFKGDQFHV
WKH\PD\EHVHHQWRUHņHFWSDUWLFXODUO\WKHZRUOGRIWKLV\RXQJXQPDUULHG
youth.
In eastern Crete, the angaliastósZDVDOZD\VWKHŅUVWGDQFHWRVWDUWWKH
gléndi. This “embracing” dance was especially liked because it allowed
a closer physical touch between the participants than did the other
dances. Here a girl who was placed at the beginning of the line (which
was alternating between girls and boys) initiated the singing. She would
improvise a mandináda for each participant, who had to respond in kind,
then leave her place to the next, and a full round was danced in this way.
I asked my informant Vangelis Vardakis why the role of the woman in
the performance was so important in eastern Crete. He responded that even
if the woman’s place in the society was not free in this district, the ability
to perform and improvise during a social occasion, by singing and dancing,
was regarded as being an important exhibition of a woman’s suitability for
upholding the social relationship as a wife and a member of the household.
Nevertheless, Vardakis had also inquired from his teacher why a woman had
always started the singing in this improvisatory dance. His teacher answered:
“because women have a much better command of words” (051102).
The gléndi in the rizítika area of western Crete
Thus far, I have described the rizítika songs as the main ritual entertainment
in the commensal feast, wedding processions and get-togethers of this area.
As I have also referred to, in these areas, the rízes (roots) of the Lefká Ori,
the musical instruments, were rarely played, and musicians were called in
from the coastal areas only to major festivities that included dance. This
was especially true for the wedding gléndi.
The singing of the rizítika, which took place in all the other stages of
the festivities, was regularly interspersed by mandinádes, and competent
performers also dueled by performing mandinádes. During the dance in the
gléndi, it seems that it was common in most areas that whereas the musicians
started the singing of mandinádes for the dance, the audience was urged to
SDUWLFLSDWHDQGWRVLQJLQWKHVXFFHVVLRQ 'LNWDNLV 7KHVLJQLŅFDQFH
WKDWWKHPDQGLQ¢GHVKDYHKDGLQWKHņLUWDWLRQDQGWHDVLQJEHWZHHQ\RXQJ
people within the frame of these festive occasions is documented from this
area equally as from the other areas (060504; 060712).
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Poetic confrontations
In mountainous pastoral Crete, as in the tribal Arab cultures (see esp.
Caton 1990), the poetic verbal duel has been a socially established form of
quarrel and negotiation. Michael Herzfeld (1985a: 144) observes that: “In a
community where manhood requires a constant exhibition of performative
skill, the clever mandináda can reduce an opponent symbolically without
giving him the chance to respond in any other domain.” In such high
mountain villages, the performative code of speech acts could thus be
very demanding. Furthermore, in these pastoral communities with distinct,
patrilineal subgroups, the boundaries of the groups are continuously shaped
in social communication. As a consequence, these communities have also
cultivated the poetic duel to a very different degree than the lowland peasant
DQGŅVKLQJFRPPXQLWLHV
However, engaging in a serious rivalry or exchanging contentious tones
with one’s fellow villager is present in all areas in the recollections of
these shared performance events: although poetic duels could take place
on many occasions, wedding festivities seem to have served as particularly
favorable settings for them. The explanation is evident: these festivities,
while celebrating the new unity of the couple and two kin groups, have
also provided a social basis of measuring other existing relations and of
scrutinizing the forming of possible future ties. The latter reason seems to
EH VLJQLŅFDQW ZLWK UHJDUG WR WKH PRVW UHFXUUHQW VWRULHV DQG UHFROOHFWLRQV
that the young boys and girls were able to see each other was not only
an innocent pleasure between them, but a critical moment for the whole
collective.
These duels could be a domain of competitive and offensive male
discourse, either during the dance, or predominantly, during other personal
confrontations taking place within the frames of the social atmosphere of
the gléndi (see e.g. Herzfeld 1985b). Many stories are still told of the shame
RI VLQJLQJ ROG KDFNQH\HG PDQGLQ¢GHV DQG HVSHFLDOO\ RI WKH FRQņLFWV
between the eager candidates for a son-in-law and the father who rejects
him contemptuously.20
The following example was narrated by Despina Papadaki, 2001 (010329)
about her grandfather:
V: <HVEHFDXVHVRPHKDYHZULWWHQWKDWLWZDVGLIŅFXOWIRUDJLUOWRWHOOKHU
feelings to a boy, or the boy…
R: /But they did not tell their feelings…
D: /In the dance one could say a mandináda… My grandfather, to tell you
a very old [story]… My grandfather, someone loved his daughter, my
mother’s sister, my mother has told this history to us… And he takes
this girl, whom someone wanted to abduct, and he goes to a wedding,
)RUGHVFULSWLRQVRIYHUEDOGXHOVVHH+HU]IHOGDĠZLWKDQH[WHQGHGGLVFXVVLRQ
in Herzfeld 1985b, and for a parallel tradition in the village of Olimbos in Karpathos, see
Caraveli 1985 and Kavouras 1991.
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to the dance, my grandfather takes his daughter’s hand and dances with
KHUP\JUDQGIDWKHUŅUVWDQGKLVGDXJKWHUDIWHUī+RZZRXOGKHOHDYH
someone else to take her hand, he took and danced with her, and they sat
down after. There was the same [candidate for] son-in-law who had said
that he will abduct her. But he was…the last one in the village, let’s say.
My grandfather was prospering, with the salvári, he was a captain. And
he says:

 

<LDLGHSLR¢KULVWRNRUP®NVDQ®JLQDVHNOªSVL
7DKL¢NHWRWRXIªNLPRXVWREªWLWRXWKDSªNVL

 

Look what a useless body / is looking to abduct you
4XLFNO\DOVRP\ULņHWRKLVEUHDVWZLOOEHŅUHG

Think now, and he [the boy] didn’t say anything, that is, that he [the
grandfather] had said such a mandináda! That he had said that the boy
was useless! So the boy became frightened, since he was…he said that
he will kill me, if I make a move to oppose, he will kill me! Mihalákis,
Captain Mihalis. To tell him such a mandináda; and it was told to us by
my mother. Just like that, he said it in a paréa and no one talked. That is,
LIEORRGVKHGZRXOGEHFUHDWHGŅIWHHQWZHQW\SHRSOHFDQJHWNLOOHG)RU
one mandináda!

Duels could also take the form of a teasing discourse between two
performers. Many adult informants recall that in the gléndi, the exchange
of such antikristés, reciprocal mandinádes, was a pervasive form of
SHUIRUPDQFHEHWZHHQDZRPDQDQGDPDQSDUWLFXODUO\LQWKHŅUVWSDUWRI
the twentieth century, and several informants now over seventy years old
remember these from their youth (for contemporary antikristés, see pp.
Ġ 
The following example was narrated by Agapi Moshovaki in a conversation
in 2001 (010329): Agapi explains the following history from her youth,
directing her words especially to a local girl present in the interview situation,
because the exchange of poems had taken place between her and this girl’s
uncle. The event took place when Agapi had gone to a gléndi in another
village with her father, and the uncle of this girl had been there, too:
And he was unmarried as well as I, too… and we were singing now there
and I say one mandináda:
'HQW´QHWKªOR¢VKLPRNDOL¢IWRK´NHN¢OOL
<DW®WģDPEHORK´UDIDGHIªUQRXQWLQDQJ¢OL
I don’t want him to be ugly / better a poor and handsome
Because the vineyards / don’t bring along embraces
And your uncle said to my father, he says uncle Nikolaki, if I say
a mandináda will there be a misunderstanding? No, my father answered
him, by no means, and he looked me at my eyes and he says me:
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$J¢SDSOR»VLRNL¢VKLPRSDU¢IWRK´NHN¢OOL
<DW®RWDQSLQ¢NDQ®VGHQWRXPLU®]LLDQJ¢OL
Love rich and ugly / rather than poor and handsome
Because when one is hungry / the embrace has no fragrance!

Transformations of the gléndi
During the 1970s, most of the weddings or baptismal gléndia were transferred from the village squares to special permanent or seasonal commercial
centers of entertainment, known as the kéndra (sing. kéndro). These were
EXLOWŅUVWLQWKHXUEDQL]LQJFHQWHUVDIWHUWKH6HFRQG:RUOG:DUDQGVWDUWing in the 1970s, they begin to appear throughout the whole island along
with the (politically launched) reinvigorating wave of interest towards the
endemic musical tradition (Kapsomenos 1987: 15).
Today, the festivities and gléndi may still take place in a village-square
setting, but this happens less and less frequently. The village saint festivals,
the paniyíria, and the celebration of marriages that in Crete today command a
large audience, from one to three thousand guests, are often transferred from
village squares to the kéndra. In the Village where I stayed, the baptismal
feasts, which typically host about 300 guests, are organized in the village
square or, during the winter, in the village society building more often than
in a kéndro. The Village still has one marriage every two or three years as
well; these festivities can take place in the village square when the number
of guests is reduced to around one thousand, which the square seats.
The organization of these festivities in the village is a collective effort,
in which reciprocity and a sense of solidarity is shared among the relatives,
co-villagers and the friends involved.21 The main joint preparations carried
out before the feast day concern the slaughtering of the lambs by the men,
and the preparation of the cold appetizers by the women. Wine, rakí, meat,
and appetizers are often provided by the family and relatives even when the
wedding gléndi is held in a kéndro. In a village wedding, the day before the
wedding is busy and culminates in the antigámou held in the bride’s village.
This festive dinner is organized that evening for all the helpers and for those
not able to be present at the actual feast. The day of the feast starts early.
)LUVW ŅUHV DUH EXLOW IRU WKH ODUJH SRWV LQ ZKLFK WKH SLO¢Ņ, the traditional,
REOLJDWRU\ULFHGLVKLVFRRNHGLQPHDWVWRFN WKHŅUVWPHDWFRXUVHLVERLOHG
lamb, prepared beforehand) by certain experienced women of the village.
Then, the rest of the meat is often taken to be roasted in the oven of the local
bakery. Next, bread, salads, services of cold appetizers are prepared and
VWRUHG$QGŅQDOO\WKHWDEOHVDUHVHWDQGWKHIHDVWDUHDLVGHFRUDWHG$IWHU
the ceremonies, when the meal is served, another round of helping hands is
at work: a thousand or so guests are now served three courses. The entire
21 The following description is based on my own involvement in the preparations and gléndia
LQWKH9LOODJHLQĠ
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group is ready again for portioning out the food and the young men carry
it to the tables. Only after the last watermelons are cut for dessert is it time
for the team to relax and participate in the gléndi, in which the musicians
are now ready to start the dance (musicians can start their program by more
O\ULFDOUHSHUWRLUHZKLOHSHRSOHŅQLVKWKHLUGLQQHU 7KLVLVZK\LWLVHDV\WR
understand that the atmosphere in the village gléndi is so special and why
the dance normally lasts until early morning hours even today.
During the summer season, well-known Cretan musicians participate in
the paniyíria in the different villages nearly every day, either in the open air
kéndra, or in the village square. In the latter case, the village society or the
ORFDODWKOHWLFVRFLHW\FDQRUJDQL]HWKHHYHQWDQGWKHSURŅWVIURPWKHIRRG
and drinks sold provide the necessary income for the society’s activities.
Active villages have good organization teams and regular feasts, and these
are advertised by posters that are put up all around the municipality. Some
parts of the preparation of the food can be very similar to that of the wedding,
although today, most paniyíriaKDYHŅ[HGSRUWLRQVRIPHDWDQG)UHQFKIULHV
and canned soft drinks, even krasí tis paréas, a cheap wine packed into one
liter carton packages; the people line up and pay for these in a serving place
on the side.
The musical and singing activities in these contemporary festivities are
left to the professional musicians, and the creative audience participation
takes place mainly through dance. The dances are booked with and paid
to the head musician for a family or paréa on behalf of one of its member.
Each group then takes turns in dancing when announced. The musicians sing
traditional verses, or verses from their own repertoire, which may contain
their own compositions, but most often consist of mandinádes written by a
mandinadológos, a mandináda-poet. This also used to be the case in earlier
times; it is generally regarded that musical and verbal creativity are different
and that rarely both are present in one person.
During the late hours and after warming up through the consuming of
alcohol and enjoying the social atmosphere, just like in the traditional village
environment, a paréa may take up a dialogue in the mandinádes. Often,
when the gléndi starts to break up, and the large audience has dispersed, a
paréa of those mostly involved (for example, the bride’s male relatives, the
groom, the father, or the godparent) gathers in front of the musicians and
they are given the microphone to sing. Audience participation in singing
the mandinádes is also a very popular part of the late-hour performances
in the music clubs in town during the winter season, although at least the
performing musicians’ opinion is that these performances completely differ
from those taking place in the village environment.
The society has changed considerably during the last three decades, and
since participation in the wedding, baptismal and village saint feast gléntia
concerns each person often several times a year, a critical local attitude is also
apparent. Participation in several successive and sometimes even parallel
weddings is costly, because a fákelo, an envelope with money, is given or
sent on each occasion. Participation is ethically compulsory, because not
showing up would be dishonoring the couple and their relatives. There has
been an abrupt shift of the feasts from the village squares, where musicians
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Posters advertizing musical performances in kéndra, similar to those informing of
the paniyíria during the summer season. Rethimno, September 2009. Photo by the
author.

Performance taking place in a baptismal celebration in the local village association’s
hall. The group consists of two laoúta, a mandolin, a lira, and in this occasion (due
to the presence of my husband) percussions, which are sometimes added to the
group today, although they do not make part of the traditional combinations in
central Crete. Milopotamos, 2004. Photos by the author.
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7KHIDWKHURIWKHEDSWL]HGVRQOHDGVWKHFORVHUHODWLYHVWRWKHŅUVWVLUW´VGDQFH

Towards the end of the gléndi, when the dance is over, the close relatives and
friends gather to perform mandinádes in front of the musicians.
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played acoustically and sat in the middle of the space, to the setting where
musicians are up on a bandstand and the music is mediated electronically
WKURXJKDPSOLŅHUV7KHPRGHUQVWDUFXOWXUHUHYROYLQJDURXQGWKHELJQDPH
PXVLFLDQVDQGWKHXVHRISRZHUIXODPSOLŅHUVZLWKRXWSURIHVVLRQDOVLQVRXQG
engineering, often culminate in high noise levels. For this reason, many
adults avoid the contemporary gléndia which take place in the kéndra. The
consumption of the alcohol has also become much more extreme when
the wine-drinking in many cases (but not all) has been exchanged for the
competitive emptying of whiskey bottles (see also Caraveli 1985). This
is one of the reasons why many critical voices point out that a person’s
individuality when performing and improvising was traditionally displayed
in disciplined, virtuous ways. In the modern Cretan society, instead, the
interpretations of individuality can be quite egocentric in nature (see also
Dawe 1996 and 1999).

Casual singing events
Until recently, the informal gatherings of a paréa, a circle of (male) friends
or relatives, took place regularly in a kafenío or village square. Even further
back in history, these participants took turns hosting the gatherings in their
houses of a village. These encounters were the most common arena for
singing verses. All my informants testify that in the lively village communi-

A paréa in Ierapetra in the early 1960s, Manolis Englezakis
on the violin. Photo by courtesy of Vangelis Vardakis.
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ties, a paréa was formed even for the slightest reason. Although the Second
World War and the following social change had already reduced collective
traditions, the sharpest increase in the privatization of the habits in Crete
has advanced since the beginning of the 1980s. This is when television beFDPHDSHUPDQHQWŅ[WXUHLQHYHU\kafenío and living room, and the owning
of cars became a common occurrence, allowing people to move during their
free time and consequently to also choose their entertainment outside their
living environment. In short, commercial entertainment has since replaced
much of the self-made collective local culture. As a result, the role of a
musical paréa is now clearly that of an optional pastime, whereas until the
1980s, it was the only way of casual entertainment among men and an important arena for social discourse. As the mandinadológos, Aristidis Heretis
IURPWKH$QR\DYLOODJHGHŅQHGDOWKRXJKHYHU\RQHFXUUHQWO\ORQJVIRUWKHVH
parées, ĥQR RQH WDNHV WKH OHDGLQJ UROH DQG PDNHV LW KDSSHQĦ ŅHOGQRWHV
October 28, 2005).
A clear decrease in collective traditions had become evident even during
WKHODVWWHQ\HDUVRIP\RZQŅHOGZRUN,QWKH9LOODJHGXULQJWKHVXPPHU
the generation of teenagers ten years ago still gathered to barbeque, sing,
and play nearly every evening at a spot a little outside the village. As young
adults, this generation is now occupied with work and studies outside the
village, and the change of lifestyle is most poignant among the youth. As a
consequence, these occasions are extremely rare.
Today, however, traditional musical parées do take place between
those most dedicated to Cretan music and song. During feasts, or due to a
personal reason for a festivity, people gather together to perform privately.
For example, parées are still formed by male relatives for singing on the
night of a wedding. In towns, there are taverns and mezedopolía22, which
encourage people to perform. A musical paréa is most likely to gather
around at least one instrument, the mandolin, laoúto, lira or violin, but a lack
RIDQLQVWUXPHQWLVQRWDGHŅQLWHREVWDFOH,QDSDUªDPDQGLQ¢GHVDUHVXQJ
LQ WXUQV E\ ņXHQW VLQJHUV RU LQ PRUH FDVXDO JHWWRJHWKHUV E\ DOO SUHVHQW
one-by-one in a circle. A good way to become familiar with contemporary
singing in parées in mezedopolía and kéndra is to visit Yorgos Sifakis’ web
pages: http://www.youtube.com/simisakogiorgis.
The most common way of such informal singing, with the musical
form kondiliés LV WKH IROORZLQJ D VLQJHU EHJLQV DQG VLQJV WKH ŅUVW
Dekapendasíllavo ŅIWHHQV\OODEOH  OLQH DQG WKH paréa repeats it (during
this time, the singer has the opportunity to think of the second line when
extemporizing verses). The singer then sings the second line, whereupon
the next singer takes up his turn immediately. The second line is thus
not repeated. During the performance, digressions of various lengths are
inserted, and lines may be parted to cover two or more musical cycles; the
22 Small, intimate, traditional-style places that serve mezé-plates and traditional drinks:
carafes of wine, rakí (a home-maid brandy) and ouzo. These are very popular among
young adults and students as well; the number of these places in the old town of Rethimno
JUHZVLJQLŅFDQWO\DWWKHWXUQRIWKHWZHQW\ŅUVWFHQWXU\
23 For a full variety in the forms of singing, see Kaloyanides 1975.
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A contemporary paréa in Rethimno in November 3rd, 2007. Antonis Pavlakis on the
lira, Yannis Apostolakis (left) and Yannis Markoyannis (right) on the laoúto. Photo
by courtesy of Yorgos Sifakis.

dipartite, or tripartite, structure is a rule when singing to the sirtós tune.23
The following transcription shows one example of singing with
kondiliés.24 The participants are Nikiforos Aerakis (N.A), Aristidis Heretis
(Yalaftis; Y) and Yannis Aerakis (Poloyannis; P). The transcriptions are
RUJDQL]HGLQWKUHHFROXPQVIURPOHIWWRULJKWŅUVWWKHVLQJHUģVWH[WVHFRQG
the chorus repeats, and third, the intervening audience exclamations. The
poetic text of the mandináda that is formed appears in boldface.
P:

$LGHVGHPHSLU¢]LSRVSHUQRXQLKU´QLNHPLVªQH
Aides, I don’t mind how they pass / the years and (that) they go by
<¢VRX<DQQL
Hi Yanni!
‘Opa, ta hrónia ke miséne
Opa, the years and they go by
'HPHSLU¢]LSRVSHUQR»QWDKU´QLDNHPLVªQH
I don’t mind how they pass / the years and (that) they go by
I hróni ke miséne
The years and they go by
7RXªURW¢PDVVNªIWRPHWRWªORVSLRWKD>"@ªQH
I think of our love / and how that will end
<¢VRX<DQQL

24 The audio material for this exchange, provided to me by Yorgos Sifakis, is available on
line as a companion to my article Dialogues in Rhymes. The Performative Contexts of
Cretan Mandinádes in the journal Oral Tradition 24, Number 1 (Sykäri 2009). The article
covers an earlier version of the present chapter and parts of Chapter 5.
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N.A: Aftós kopeliá mou
The one, my girl

Hi Yanni!
<¢VRX$UKRQGD
Hi Noble one!

$IW´VSRXGHQDJ¢SLVHªVWRNHPLDQLPªUD
The one who didn’t love / be it just for one day
Ópa, ésto ke mian iméra
‘Opa, be it just for one day
$IW´VSRXGHQDJ¢SLVHªVWRNHPLDQLPªUD
The one who didn’t love / be it just for one day
Ésto ka mian iméra i--Be it just for one day, --Ģ,QWDWKDSLSRVªNDPH´QWHWK¢ģUWKRXQWD\ªUD
What will he say he did / when old age comes?
Yásou Yalafti!
Hi Yalafti!
Y:

Ófou éla ki éla kerá mou
‘Ofou, éla ki éla, my lady
2VSRXQD®PH]RQWDQ´VGHWKDWREDWRQL¢UL
As long as I’m living / it will not give up
‘Opa de tha to batoniári
‘Opa, it will not give up
,KªUDPRXQDWRNUDW®WVģDJDSLVWRGRNV¢UL
My hand to hold / the bow of the love

P:

<¢VRXV®QGHNQH<DQQL
Hello co-sponsor, Yanni!

Lemoniá mou, i---My lemon tree, --‘,QHSRO®SRXN¢QRXQHNHU´NHGHĢJDSR»QH
Many are those who live / a long while without loving
‘,QHSROLSRXN¢QRXQHNHU´NHGHĢJDSR»QH
Many are those who live / a long while without loving
Keró ke de ‘gapoúne
A long time without loving
.ģHJ´PLDQ´UDWRXVHYG¢YDK¢VRWLOLSR»PH
And I one hour of love / to miss that (’s what) I regret

N.A: .RSHOL¢PRXªPDWKDHJ´-- NHPRQDK´VNHGHSDUDSRQLR»PH
/ My girl, I learned also to be alone / and I don’t complain
PDWKDHJ´NLģDPRQDK´VNHGHSDUDSRQLR»PH
I learned also to be alone / and I don’t complain
PDWKDHJ´NLģDPRQDK´VNHGHSDUDSRQLR»PH
I learned also to be alone / and I don’t complain
.HPD\LUªYJRNHGLSQ´NHWKªWRNHNLPR»PH
And I cook and eat dinner / and I lay down and I sleep
P:

Esí ‘soune pou moú ‘leges
It was you who told me
(V®ĢVRXQHSRXPR»ĢOHJHVĢJ¢SDPHPLIRY¢VH
It was you who told me / love me, don’t be afraid
(V®ĢVRXQHSRXPR»ĢOHJHVĢJ¢SDPHPLIRY¢VH
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It was you who told me / love me, don’t be afraid
Kopeliá mou ke--My girl, ke--.ģHG¢PLVªYJLVNHPRXOHVS¢SVHQDPRXWKLP¢VH
And here you leave and tell me / stop thinking of me
Y:

‘Efaga méli k’ ékousa
I ate honey and felt
(music passage)
Ģ(IDJDPªOLNģªNRXVDVWDK®OLWLVIDN¢GD
I ate honey and felt / on my lips a bitter taste
‘Ela kerá, kerá mou, yatí—
Éla lady, my lady, because-aidés sta híli ti sfakáda ya deaides on my lips a bitter taste because it<DGHPHW¢\LVHVHV®SDOL¢PRXŅOHQ¢GD
Because it was not you who fed me / my old girl friend

Aidés

During such performances of a paréa, the poems sung are thematically
linked to each other so that they form a thematic dialogue. This example
deals with the theme of love and the speakers dwell on the aspects of a
relationship from different perspectives.
The next longer exchange of mandinádes provides an example of how
changes in theme take place during the performance. This live recording
was tape-recorded by Yorgos Sifakis and features a late night performance
towards the end of a baptism gléndi held in a village named Alfa.25 In order
to concentrate on the development and changes of subject, I present only the
poetic texts here (repetitions and exclamations are in line with the previous
example). The main part of this performance is an improvised exchange
between the singers Yorgos Sifakis (Si) and Yorgos Saris (Sa). Later, three
other feast guests (P3, P4, and P5) participate as well. The singers start by
referring to the reason for the feast and particularly to the joy of the father
and his male relatives for having a son after three daughters (Sifakis makes
special reference to the recipe “inherited” from the father-in-law, who also
had three daughters and one son). Later, some references are made with
regard to the famous lira-player Moundakis, who was born in this village, as
well as to another local lira-player, named Dandolos, who died prematurely.
A line is added to depict the changes of themes, and a dotted line indicates
a transition between the themes.
Si


'¢NULKDU¢VHN®OLVH<´U\LVWRP¢JRXO´VRX
ģ2SRVSRWKLVVRXªYKRPHQDGLVWRQDQLSVL´VRX
A tear rolled down / Yóryi on your cheek
As you desire I wish you / to see your nephew [grow up]

Sa

$S´NHU´SHU®PHQHWLPªUD\DQDVW¢NVL

25 I received this recording only very recently, in September 2010, and was therefore not able
to analyze it further in the present study.
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.®QRWRG¢NULWVLKDU¢VSR»ģKDNHURXVŅO¢NVL
For a long time it waited / the day to drop
That tear of joy / I had put by a long while

Si


3DSDGLP®WULSªVWRPRXNHģV®WRPLVWLN´VRX
$QS®UHVSULNDVLQWD\®DS´WRQSHWKHU´VRX"



Ġ7ULVNRSHOLªVNģHQDQ\R
Papadimítri, tell me that / tell me your secret
Did you receive the dowry, the receipt / from your father-in-law?



Ġ7KUHHGDXJKWHUVDQGRQHVRQ

Sa


1DPLQWRSLVWRPLVWLN´GHSUªSLQDNDWªQH
$SR»ERU®NLDS¢QRWRXHWV¢JULN´NHOªQH
Do not tell the secret / they don’t have to know
The one who’s able makes it / that’s what I hear people say!
_____________

Si


(YU¢GLDVHNHV®PHURSLDPªUDGHYUDGL¢]L
0DLNDO®SDUªDPDV´PRUIDGLDVNHG¢]L

Sa


The night fell also today / which day would not grow night
But our great company / marvelously celebrates
………………..
3LDQ®KWDGHWKDYULWRIRVSLDPªUDWRVNRW¢GL
2WDSLQ´VRSU´WRVªURQGDVGHQWR»ģŅNHVLPDGL



Which night will not reach light / which day the darkness
7KHLQQRFHQWŅUVWORYHWRZKRPLWGLGQģWOHDYHLWVVWDPS"

Si


3LRVDORQªYLPHKLRQL¢SLRVVSªUQLNDORNªUL
3LRV®QHSRXWROLVPRQ¢WRSU´WRWRXWRWªUL"



Who threshes with the snow / who sows during the summer
:KRLVWKHRQHZKRIRUJHWVKLVŅUVWPDWH"

Sa


[Pios íde hioni…]
3LRV®GHN¢SVDPHYRUL¢NHKL´QLPHWRQ´WR
.HSLRVHNVHOLVPRQ®VHQHWRQªURQGDWRQSU´WR"



Who saw the snow..
Who saw heat with north wind / and the snow with that from south
$QGZKRKDVIRUJRWWHQWKHŅUVWEHORYHG"

Si


QDVPHJ¢ORVªURWDVSRWªGHOLVPRQLªWH
.HN®QRVSRXWRQªKDVHWKD]LQDWLUDQQLªWH
A great love / will never be forgotten
And the one who lost it / will live being torn
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Sa


3U´WLPģDJ¢SLNģªURQGDHOS®GDNLģRQLU´PRX
)W¢QLNRQW´LDQ¢PQLVLQD]®VRWRQNHU´PRX"



0\ŅUVWORYHDQGSDVVLRQP\GHVLUHDQGP\GUHDP
Should a memory be enough / to go on living my life?
_____________

Si


1´WRVHV®YRUL¢VHJ´DQW®WKHWDŅVR»PH
.HP´QRVWLQDSDQHPL¢ERU®QģDJDSLWKR»PH
You are South, I am North / we blow in the opposing directions
And only at the time of no wind at all / we can fall in love

Sa


1´WRVHV®YRUL¢VHJ´DQW®WKHWLDQªPL
7RSU¢JPDSRX]HVWªQRģJ´N¢QLVHV®NHWUªPL

Si


You are South, I am North / the opposite winds
The thing that I heat / you make to shiver
…………………..
6WRPHVRVWU¢WLWVLKDU¢VPHYU®NHNDWHJ®GD
NHVWªJQRNV¢ģSRWLIRWL¢SRXPģ¢QDSVHLHOS®GD



At the midway of the joy / I was found by a storm
$QG,GULHGRIWKHŅUHZKLFKZDVOLWE\WKHKRSH

Sa


6ģªQDVSLOL¢ULVNRWLQ´WRXS´QRXNVHKDVPªQR
ģ,QHNHU´WVģHOS®GDVPRXWRO®SVDQRWKDPªQR
In a dark cave / of pain, abandoned
A long time my hope’s / remains lay buried
_______________

Sa


ģ(NDPDI®OORNHIWHU´VWVL\LWRQL¢WLVS¢OL
.L´PRVDIW®GHQªNDPH QH WRQN´SRQDSURY¢OL
I was searching around / at her neighborhood again
However she wasn’t / bothered to show up
_______________

Si


Ģ,QHLNDUGL¢PRXV®PHURVDIRXQGRPªQRU´GR
,PHUDNO®GHVWLV$OI¢VVP®NVDQNHWRX7ULS´GR
My heart is today / like a rose in bloom
The merry-masters of the Alfa / met, as well as those of Tripodo
________________

Sa
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I passed and passed again / by your neighborhood
You have bad female neighbors / and you got in trouble
________________
Si


7DP¢WLDVRX®QHWK¢ODVVDWVLRPRUŅ¢VSRXOªQH
.LDS¢QRWRXVSROªVNDUGLªVQDYD\LVPªQHVSOªQH
Your eyes are the sea / of beauty, as they say
And on them many hearts / shipwrecked sail

Sa


7DNV®GHSVDVWLWK¢ODVVDVWREO¢YRWRPDWLRVRX
>(@QDY¢\LVDNģ®GDNDUGLªVKLOL¢GHVVWRYLWK´VRX
I was faring at sea / in the deep blue of your eyes
I shipwrecked and saw hearts / thousands, in your depths

Si


6WRXªURWDVRXWR\DO´WKªORQDQDYD\®VR
.HGHPHJQL¢]LVWLVWHUL¢QDPLNVDQD\LU®VR
At the seashore of your love / I want to be shipwrecked
And I don’t mind if to land / I will never return
________________

P3



(‘Onte th’ akoúso tsoutsoudió)
Ģ2QWHWKģDNR»VRPRXUPRXUL´NHWLJDQLR»WVRXG®D
.HWRXEXNDOLR»NDN¢ULVPDN¢PRNDO®NDUG®D
(When I hear the hissing of roasting)
When I hear the murmur / and the frying pan’s hissing
And the bottle’s clucking / I have a good heart

Si


'HQHNVDQDVWHOL´WKLNHWªWLDSDUªDS¢OL
'HQSURODYªQLWRNUDV®QDEªQLVWREXN¢OL
It has never gathered / such company before
The wine doesn’t have time / to enter the bottle

P3


'LDOªJRWVLSURVHKWLN¢WVLI®ORXV¢SRXN¢QR
$SģWLNQLV¢UDWVLSHUQ´NHVWLQNDUGL¢WVLY¢QR
I select carefully / the friends that I make
I pass them through the fumes26 / and enclose them in my heart

Sa


Ģ2SLRVNLDQN¢PLVWL]R®ŅOLªVNHWLJOHQG®VL
0HOLJRVW¢SDU¢SRQDWKDI®\LQDWLģI®VL
Whoever makes in life / friendships and celebrates it [life]
With few complaints / will leave it behind
…………………….

26 Fumes from meat grilled on coals.
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Si


.V®SQD0RXQG¢NLPHUDNO®'¢QGROHSDOLNDUL
1DWRQDSRWKDYP¢VHWHDS´SVHWROLU¢UL
Wake up, Moundaki, merry-master / Dandole, brave man
You should all admire / this evening the lira-player!

Sa


6®NRDS´WLP¢YUL\LV'¢QGROHSDOLN¢UL
3DUDSRQL¢ULOLUDW]®NHSL¢VHWRGRNV¢UL
Rise up from the black earth / Dandole brave man
Suffering lira-player / and pick up the bow!
_________________

P4


6WLVWUDWDWRXNVHKRULVPR»SRXVģªGLRNVHPDNUL¢PRX
6®PDGLD\DWR\LULVP´QDY¢OLVNRSHOL¢PRX
On the way of separation / which threw you far from me
Signs for the return / you should lay, my girl

Sa


+RU®VDPHNLR\LVWģDOOR»SDU¢SRQRGHQªKL
Ģ2SRVNLDSR»WVLGLRNLDQ®VWRO´JRGHQNDWªKL
We separated and one to the other / does not have complaints
As well as either of the two / doesn’t grasp the reason [of the separation]

Si


2KRULVP´VVRXPģ¢QLNVHSOL\®RV¢QWģDO´QL
.ģ®GDWLQSHULI¢QLDPRXVDY®WVDQD]HYO´QL
Separation from you opened me / a wound as big as the threshing ground
And I saw my pride / to bend like a twig

Sa


3OL\®SģDQ®\LRKRULVP´VRKU´QRVGHQWL\ªQL
.LDVSDJRXGL¢VWRGL¢YDWRXNLDVIªQHWHNOLVPªQL
The wound opened by separation / time will not cure it
Even if it calms down on the way / even if it looks closed

P5


3OL\®SģDQ®\LRKRULVP´VPHPD\LN´YRW¢QL
.HPHPHJ¢OLLSRPRQ®®VRVERU®QD\¢QL
The wound opened by separation / with a magic herb
And with great patience / maybe can be cured

Si


Ģ2SRXNLDQS¢RVNªIWRPHSRVWKģDSRP®QLVP´QL
.HVDPDKªULNRIWHU´LVNªSVLPHSOLJ´QL
Wherever I go I think / that you will be left alone
And like a sharp knife / the thought wounds me

Sa
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Wherever you are, don’t think / that you are all alone
Since you have as devoted companion / my thought with you
_______________
P3

0R»ĢWDNVHL0®UDPRXKDUHVPDHG¢PHWDQLRPªQL
(?)
My Fate promised me joys / but here, regretful
(?)

Sa


+U´QLDSVDUªYR\DQDYU´KDU¢VWLWK¢ODVV¢VRX
0®UDNHS¢QWDY¢VDQDVªUQRDSģWDQHU¢VRX



)RU\HDUV,ŅVKWRŅQGMR\LQ\RXUVHD
Fate, and always sorrows / I pull from your waters

P3


9¢VDQDNL¢OODY¢VDQDPLPģDUQLWK®VNHG´VPRX
0LPģDUQLWK®VPLNUR»ODPRXNH\®QRXV®QWURI´VPRX
Sorrows and other sorrows / don’t deny me but give me
Don’t deny me my little girl / but become my partner

Si


7K¢ODVVD®QHLKDUHVPDGHQNDWªKRE¢QLR
.LDVN¢QRLVWDY¢VDQDWRQSU´WRNDSHW¢QLR



The joys are a sea / but I don’t know to swim
(YHQLI,DFWLQWKHVRUURZVDVWKHŅUVWFDSWDLQ

P3


+DUªVNLDQªKLL]R®HJ´KDU¢GHQ®GD
<DWLªKDVģ¢SģWLQDUK®WVģDJ¢SLVWLQHOS®GD
Even if life has joys / I never saw a joy
Since I lost in the beginning / the hope of love

P3


1DP¢]HYDWDG¢NULDSģDS´NRSªOLNOªR
7K¢ģKDGLN®PRXWK¢ODVVDPªVDQDERQDSOªR
Had I collected the tears / that I cry from early age
I’d have my own sea / to go in to swim
_______________

Si


$OI¢PRX´PRUIRKRUL´SRXYJ¢QLVPHUDNO®GHV
.HVDQWRQ9HU\DQ´NRVWLRUªRXVOLUDW]®GHV
Alfa, my beautiful village / who make merry-masters
And like the Veryanokosti / splendid lira-players

Sa


0ªVDWVģDQJ¢OHVVRXªWKDSVHVPHJ¢ORXVOLUDW]®GHV
.H´VRQDVWªNLVWKD\HQ¢V$OI¢PRXPHUDNO®GHV
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In your arms you buried / great lira-players
And as long as you stand up you’ll give birth / Alfa, to merry-masters
________________
Si


0LDSªWUDPHVģWLKªUDPRXQDVI®NVRWKDWKURXO®VL
0DNOªR´QWHWKDWLG´NHGHWKDPRXPLO®VL
A stone in my hand / if I press, it will be broken
But [even if] I cry until I’ll see her / she won’t speak to me

Sa


3ªWUDQDVI®NVRWKD\HQ®DPPRVNHWRNDWªKR
0DVWRXVHYG¢WLG®QDPLQģDQWLVWDWK´GHQªKR
If I press a stone it will become / sand and I know that
But the power of love / I don’t have [means] to resist

P3


+DU¢NLQ¢ģQHUL]LPL´QDN¢WVRWKDYRXO®VL
.L¢OORVQDELVWLVWK¢ODVVDVWRQS¢WRWKDSRU®VL



2QDŅUPPRXQWDLQWRSVKRXOG,VLWLWZLOOFROODSVH
And another who’d sink - of the sea - / - to the bottom, he will walk

Si


6ģªQDKDU¢NLVW¢WKLNDNHWR»ĢSDWRQND°P´PRX
+®OLDNRPP¢WLDH\®QLNH¢SģWRQSDU¢SRQ´PRX
On a mountain top I stood / and I told it my worries
Thousand pieces it became / of my grievances

Sa


6ģªQDKDU¢NLHNR»PELVDNLªOHJDWRQND°P´PRX
.L®GDPHW¢NHNVªVHUQHVWRQDQDVWHQDJP´PRX
I leaned against a mountain top / and I told my worries
And I saw later it to draw back / on my sign of despair

This exchange of poems shows how the themes are developed according
to those taken up by the singers. On this occasion, Sifakis, an experienced
singer and a guest from outside of the village, inserts mandinádes at regular
intervals to honor the village and the paréa, which the other performer(s)
either take up or pass by in developing the previously initiated theme. As
most mandinádes are extemporized by the performers, some semandic
inconsistence is also evident.
7KHVLQJHUVHPSKDVL]HWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHRIDOOVLQJHUVģDGKHUHQFHWRWKH
WKHPH ZKDWHYHU WKH WKHPH LQWURGXFHG E\ WKH ŅUVW VLQJHU RQHģV SRHPV
communicate about this theme until the theme is exhausted, and only then
a new theme will be introduced. When there are several singers, as in the
ŅUVWH[DPSOHDERYHWKHGHYHORSLQJRIDWKHPHZLOOEHPRUHH[KDXVWLYHWKDQ
when there are only two performers, as in the second example, who compete
in taking turns. A new theme can be developed in the natural chain of poems
sung. The singers, however, also point out that the capability to introduce
new, stimulating themes is an appreciated skill in a mandinadológos
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(991202; 041110a; 060823).
Sometimes a theme can also be changed on purpose by making a point
of it, as in the following extemporized examples, which were recalled
by Yorgos Sifakis in his mezedopolío the Mesostráti in Rethimno, 2004
D +HVXQJWKHŅUVWSRHPLQDparéa after many poems sung about
Charos, death:
'HQ®QHIHQJDU´ORXVWRWRDSRSVLQ´WRYU¢GL
0DHS¢QDVWDPDW®VRXPHWDO´\D\DWRQģ$GL
This evening is not / illuminated by moonlight
And here we’ll stop / the words about the Hades

In the next poem, he wanted to disperse the paréa because it was already
late:
Ģ2PRUŅ®QHLYUDGL¢PDSL´VWKDGD\DQG®VL
2KW´L´UDWRSUR®D»ULRQDNVLSQ®VL
The night is beautiful / but who’s the one capable
At eight o’ clock the morning / tomorrow to wake up?

Each singer has his personal repertoire and style, and in addition to his
extemporized and personally composed earlier poems, the singer’s basic
repertoire consists of memorized poems that he likes and that he has inherited, for example, from his father and grandfather. Between known participants, each person’s repertoire is familiar to the others, and when a good,
new composition is presented, others will know to lift their eyebrows in admiration. As further remarked by Mitsos Stavrakakis (060823), even in the
old times, one could not really know if such a new poem was improvised on
WKHVSRWRUPHUHO\SUHVHQWHGIRUWKHŅUVWWLPH+HVDLGWKDWKHKLPVHOIRIWHQ
holds onto a new poem for a moment until he can surprise others with it;
during a singing occasion, he would not even introduce the suitable theme
himself, but wait for someone else to do that.
It is noteworthy that in Crete, these singing events do not necessarily
show explicitly antagonistic tension between the singers; the events can
be generally characterized as co-operative occasions, although featuring
“healthy” rivalry which enhances the creative contribution in composition
and performance. Nonetheless, just like among many cultures where poetic
dueling is a popular dramatic performance on stage, the audience enjoys the
intense atmosphere of rivalry, and they can urge performers to compete with
each other (041110b; 060823).
Kantáda
Thirty years ago, the parées still gathered to perform night-time serenades,
kantádes, near the house of an admired girl. The following description
given by Mitsos Stavrakakis explains how these kantádes were carried out
(060823). This description also provides a good image of these times and
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the communication that occurred in Cretan village life.
(M) A kantáda at those times, in my years [the 60s, 70s], had the
meaning, which meaning, that I liked some girl in the next village; there
ZHUHQRWKHUHZHUHQRPRELOHSKRQHVQRWHOHSKRQHVĠWKHRQO\ZD\
the only way to make her understand something, was to go down to her
lane, you know, the lira-player playing, and I sing a few mandinádes, to
make her anticipate something.
(V) But you did this always as a group? There was always a group; you
didn’t go alone?
(M) Not alone, never alone. That was also a little dangerous to go
alone…since if she had a brother, he’d ask what is he seeking near our
house!
(V) $PRQJ D JURXS  ,W ZDV DOVR GLIŅFXOW WR NQRZ ZKR LV WKH RQH
interested in the girl…
(M) Eh, Yes, you are picked on when you go alone.
(V) So, always a group?
0 $OZD\VDJURXSIRXUWRŅYHSHUVRQV7KUHHIRXUŅYHVRPHWLPHV
six.
(V) And you had then always an instrument with you?
(M) It was usually the mandolin, or lira, mandolin and lira, or one of the
WZRīDQGPRVWO\IURPWKHJURXSIURPWKHĠSHRSOHLWZDVRQHRU
two interested (in the girl), so one helped the another!
(V) Was it always a certain girl, or would you go just like that, a trip to
the next village…?
(M) No, let me tell you something, we went, let’s say, to the paniyiri to
WKHQH[WYLOODJH7KHUH\RXVDZDWWKHGDQFHDEHDXWLIXOJLUOĠ$KWKLV
RQHLVEHDXWLIXO 2U\RXVDZKHUIRUWKHŅUVWWLPHEHFDXVHQRUPDOO\
they do not go around, during those years, the girls did not go around.
Well, you saw her in the paniyiri, in a wedding, in a baptism, etc. Eh,
when you saw her that way in the feast, whose is she, you ask! She’s
WKHRQHģVZKROLYHVWKHUHŅQH(KLQDFHUWDLQPRPHQWWKHQOHWģVJR
to make a kantáda there! After, of course, some glances had preceded,
some glances had been exchanged.
(V) Ah, there had to be…
(M) Yes, she had to give you the right to start to get engaged in the
matter. And that took place with eye contact!

A kantáda can also have another meaning: until recent decades, during
the late hours of any gléndi, a singing paréa might start going around the
village from house to house. Food and drinks were served to them, and a
chicken might even have been cooked for a soup to refresh the singers’ throats
WKDWZHUHWLUHGIURPVLQJLQJ,QWKH9LOODJHXSXQWLOWHQWRŅIWHHQ\HDUVDJR
the singing parées were formed to visit the homes of the celebrating heroes
of the day during name days, when traditionally a banquet is organized at
home for friends, relatives and passers-by.
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Origins of the metrical structure and the emergence
of the mandináda
The metrical structure of a mandináda LVEDVHGRQDŅIWHHQV\OODEOHOLQHWKDW
in Modern Greek is normally referred to as Dekapendasíllavo RIŅIWHHQ
syllables) or today rarely, politikós stíhos (= the common verse). This verse
form is by far the most common meter in Greek folk poetry, as well as
in the early literature and art poetry in the Modern Greek language. The
verse is based on a syllabic, iambic line, and the natural word stress can fall
freely on any even syllable (second, fourth, sixth, or eighth), except in the
EHJLQQLQJRIWKHKDOIOLQHVZKHUHDQXQHYHQV\OODEOH WKHŅUVWRUWKHQLQWK 
can be stressed. A line contains two half-lines and the mid-line caesura is
DOZD\VFOHDUO\PDUNHG7KHŅUVWKDOIOLQHFRQWDLQVHLJKWV\OODEOHVZLWKDQ
obligatory stress either on the sixth or the eighth syllable, and the second
half-line contains seven syllables with an obligatory stress on the fourteenth
syllable:
<®QRXVWRQN¢PEROHPRQL¢NLHJ´ VWD´ UL KL´QL
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 / 9, 10, 11, 12,13, 14, 15
1DOL´QRQDSRW®]RQGHL GURVHU®VRX NO´QL
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 / 9,10, 11,12, 13, 14, 15
May you become a lemon-tree on the plain / and I snow on the mountains
So that I can melt and let be watered / the cool branches of yours

Two Dekapendasíllavo lines form a couplet when the end-rhyme joins
them together, and when independent, this unit is called a mandináda in
Crete. One of the most common rhymed verse forms is exactly the same
form, written as a quatrain in four verses, and thus with the rhyme pattern
a,b,c,b. In Crete, couplets are also conceptualized and sometimes written in
four lines, and it seems that the difference is explained by historical reasons
only.
7KH ŅIWHHQV\OODEOH Dekapendasíllavo line became established during
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the Byzantine years as a dominant verse form in Greek folk poetry, as well
as in the early vernacular literature, but its origins, whether oral or learned,
KDYHQRWEHHQFRQŅUPHGXQDPELJXRXVO\,Q$QFLHQW*UHHNWKHPHWHUZDV
based on the alternations of long and short syllables, but already in the
beginning of the Christian era, during a long and complicated process, this
VWDUWHG WR EH GLVSODFHG E\ DQ DFFHQWXDO PHWHU $OH[LRX  +ROWRQ 
Ġ UHJDUGWKHŅIWHHQV\OODEOHOLQHWREHHLWKHUGHULYHGIURPWKH/DWLQ
versus quardratus triumphalis (the rhythmic insults hurled at a triumphator
by Roman soldiers), or from the octosyllable and heptasyllable used at the
OHYHORISRSXODUSRHWU\7KHODWWHUFDVHLVVXSSRUWHGE\$OH[LRX +ROWRQ
DQGLVEDVHGRQWKHIDFWWKDWWKHĥŅIWHHQV\OODEOHLVQRWH[FOXVLYHWR*UHHN
but a common and natural rhythm for folk poetry based on meter” (1976:
25). They situate the development of the Dekapendasíllavo line somewhere
between the sixth and ninth centuries, which means that neither case can
GHŅQLWHO\EHDWWHVWHGGXHWRDODFNRIHYLGHQFHIRUWKLVDFWXDOYLWDOSHULRGRI
IRUPDWLRQEHIRUHWKH\HDU $OH[LRX +ROWRQ 1
The verse form is normally referred to in Greek as Dekapendasíllavo (=
RIŅIWHHQV\OODEOHV RUPRUHUDUHO\DVpolitikós stíhos. The Greek adjective
politikós is used here to mean kinós (of common use), which prevailed
during the Byzantine era and is still used in certain expressions (e.g. politikós
gámos = civil marriage), and not in its modern meaning of “political.” The
YHUVHIRUPLVH[SODLQHG $OH[LRX +ROWRQ%HDWRQ WRKDYH
been named in this way, contemptuously, by the Byzantine authors from
the twelfth century onwards presumably because of its popular nature.
Why then the Western researchers have used the term “political verse,”
which is a misleading translation, does not become clear from the above
bibliography. In this work, I refer to the metrical line by its common Greek
name Dekapendasíllavo.
Crete was ruled by Venetians between 1211 and 1669 and, having been
LQņXHQFHGGXULQJWKDWSHULRGE\WKH:HVWHUQ(XURSHDQOLWHUDWXUHPRGHOV
H[SHULHQFHG D OLWHUDU\ KLJK VHDVRQ IURP WKH ŅIWHHQWK WR WKH VHYHQWHHQWK
centuries. Crete was already an important cultural center in the thirteenth
FHQWXU\DQGDZD\WRWKH:HVWIRUWKHņHHLQJLQWHOOHFWXDOVRI&RQVWDQWLQRSOH
DIWHU WKH 2WWRPDQ FDSWXUH RI WKH &LW\ LQ  +ROWRQ  Ġ  7KH
Cretan Renaissance is described by Holton (1991: 15) as being…
…the result of an extraordinary cross-fertilisation of cultures that
took place in a society that, by the sixteenth century, had developed a
homogeneous character of its own, neither Greek nor Italian, but Cretan.
The literature and art of 16th and 17th century Crete owed much to the
models of the Italian Renaissance, but they have a distinct quality of their
own. Cretan Renaissance literature is not Italian literature translated into
Greek, for it was also nourished by a native literary, and folk, tradition
which sprang from the Byzantine roots.

 )RUDQRYHUYLHZRIWKHSUREOHPDQGELEOLRJUDSK\VHH$OH[LRX +ROWRQĠDOVR
%HDWRQĠĠ
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This meeting of the East and West in Crete in the period of Venetian rule had
an important impact on the development of Modern Greek art and literature
(Holton 1991: 16).
The Western European literature model introduced the use of end-rhyme
that had never systematically been used by the ancient Greeks, or in the
literary forms of the Byzantine Empire. As for Greek folk songs other than
these rhyming couplets, end-rhyme is rarely encountered. It is uncertain
whether the couplet form in Crete predates the use of end-rhyme. While
an occasional unit of meaning consisting of two lines may occur, there was
no systematic use of it before the introduction of rhyme. (Beaton 1980:
149) The origin of the name mandináda is thought to be derived from the
Italian mattinata,2 a morning song (a serenade-type vocal composition),
ZKLFKVWUHQJWKHQV.LULDNLGLVģ Ġ VXJJHVWLRQWKDWWKHUK\PLQJ
couplet form came to the island with the Venetians as one parcel.
7KHŅUVWV\VWHPDWLFXVHRIUK\PHLVIRXQGLQWKHODWHIRXUWHHQWKFHQWXU\
in the poetry of the Cretan Stefanos Sahlikis, and according to David Holton
(1991: 12), the emergence of the couplet form as the standard may well
have been due to Sahlikis. Beaton supposes that the literary poet, having
UHDGWKHIRUHLJQRULJLQDOVŅUVWFRPSRVHGSRHPVLQUK\PLQJFRXSOHWVDQG
in the vernacular that conformed to the new Western literary tastes. The
recitation or singing of these written poems subsequently introduced the
IRUPWRWKHIRONSRHWU\DVZHOO %HDWRQĠ
By 1500 at the latest, the couplet form had become standardized in Crete.
7KHPDQXVFULSWRIĥ9LHQQHĦLVGDWHGVRPHZKHUHEHWZHHQWKHŅIWHHQWKDQG
sixteenth centuries (Pernot 1931), and the love-poems it contains generally
take the form of rhyming couplets (although unrhymed couplets and triplets
also exist).
While written in the vernacular, the literary works of the Cretan School
also acquired a powerful means of expression by adopting the themes,
metaphors and formulas of the folk poetry traditions. Possibly due to these
familiar elements, the literary works then easily entered the popular culture.
7KHPRVWVLJQLŅFDQWZRUNErotókritos of Vizenzos Kornaros, a romandic
narrative poem of 10,010 lines written in rhyming couplets around the year
1600,3 is popular even today. According to the local oral history, the whole
Erotókritos book is often said to have been memorized by heart by the
illiterate Cretan shepherds. The work has been read by singing, and long
sections of the text were and are still sung as a song to special erotókritosmelodies.
Mitsos Stavrakakis, 1999 (991202):
(M): Determining role, of course, here has played Kornaros with the
Erotókritos,WģVYHU\VLJQLŅFDQW7KHErotókritos has played a catalytic

 ,KDYHQRWIRXQGDQ\VFLHQWLŅFUHVHDUFKWKDWRIIHUVDQDQDO\VLVRIWKHQDPHRULWVRULJLQV
3 Literary critics have published extensively on this work, and on the others of the Cretan
6FKRRO)RUDQRYHUYLHZRIWKHZRUNDQGWKHJHQUHVHH+ROWRQĠ
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role! That (work) has put a stamp on the soul, on the mentality of the
Cretan. That is, there was no shepherd who in his sack did not have (the
book). My father’s brother knew by heart the whole work! I never forget
WKDWLPDJHE\WKHŅUHLQWKHYLOODJHRIP\IDWKHUKROGLQJWKHErotókritos,
and reading it by singing! And we were sitting, all the daughters who
did not go to the kafenío, and the two young boys, us. Six people, my
mother, and my father read singing. Like the serials on the television
now, which are interrupted, tomorrow again! And we had the anxiety for
what happened, because we were small children.
V: Did that take place in all the families?
M: In really many. By singing.
V: That has put in Crete the framework for the appreciation of the poetic
word?
M: Yes, just like the sculpture of Aphrodite, our aesthetics have been
LQņXHQFHG E\ WKHVH WKLQJV :KHQ , IRUP DQ RSLQLRQ DERXW D ZRPDQ
how do I form that? We have these sculptures in our mind for the right
analogies. Or, for the man, the Adonis. The same works for us with the
word, the Erotókritos has played the role of the sculptures, like Homer,
as well. But here in Crete, the Erotókritos.”
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2004 (040727)
K: (Referring to her youth and learning the tradition): What was
positive then is that I read the Erotókritos, since I had a lot of time. I was
eighteen, no family, no school, I read the Erotókritos. That was the most
VLJQLŅFDQWWKDWZDVWKHEHJLQQLQJ7REHJLQZLWKLWZDVUHDOO\GLIŅFXOW
to read it since I had heard it many times sung.
V: Did someone in your family sing it?
K: Everyone in the family sung it. And if some pieces came from the
radio, humming with it was the mother, grandmother, father, whoever
ZDV SUHVHQW 7KXV LW ZDV D ELJ SUREOHP ZKHQ , ŅUVW WULHG WR UHDG WKH
ERRNĠ,FRXOGQģWUHDG,ZDVVLQJLQJ7KHPHORG\ZDVVRVWURQJĠDQG,
couldn’t go on quickly. After a couple of days, I managed it.

Many verse couplets from this work are adopted as they are, or little
changed as a mandináda, and the principal people, the loving couple
Aretousa and Erotokritos, have entered the folk metaphors especially in
wedding songs. Parts of the text belong to the contemporary repertoire of
some musicians in their performances and recordings. The importance of
this work in forming the poetic aesthetics and romandic focus of the poetic
expression in Crete seems to be profound indeed.
Couplets have a special place in Greek folk poetry, distinguished from
the rest of the tradition by their structure and versatile character. By the early
nineteenth century, according to Beaton (1980: 149), couplets are found in
all Greek-speaking areas in towns and on islands, but were unknown on
the rural mainland, where the association of the rhyme with Westerners
and with literature was taken “as proof of sexual deviancy,” followed by a
contemptuous dismissal. During the twentieth century, couplets have been
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an active tradition, especially on the Dodecanese Islands, and they are still
featured on the southern islands of Crete, Kasos and Karpathos. During a
short trip to the island of Naxos in July 2005, people referred to some people
living in the village of Apiranthos, who were supposedly of Cretan origin,
ZKRĥWDONHGZLWKPDQGLQ¢GHVĦ ŅHOGQRWHV-XO\ $VWKHPDQXVFULSW
of Vienne (Pernot 1931) shows, the rhyming couplet model spread to
VHYHUDOVRXWKHUQLVODQGVLQWKHŅIWHHQWKDQGVL[WHHQWKFHQWXULHVWKHLUXVH
on these islands does not mean that they are of Cretan origin. My friends
from the island of Kos claim that several old people, if served a few glasses
of wine, can still recite mandinádes for hours and some also compose new
poems. On these islands, the poems are known by the name mandináda, and
in Cyprus, where the tradition has also been strong, by the name tshiáttisma
VHH DOVR )LOLSSLGLV Ġ  $PRQJ WKH *UHHN SRSXODWLRQ RI WKH $VLD
Minor coast, the couplets referred to as amanédes (sing. amanés) were sung
in a special, melismatic and plaintive way.4 Referring to Kiriakidis (1978),
Beaton (1980: 148) lists some other names used for the rhyming couplets in
the different parts of Greece: patináda (Hios) and kotsáki (Cyclades).

Poetic form and means
Each word in Modern Greek has an accent and this accent distinguishes
minimal pairs (e.g. nómos = law, nomós = prefecture). The accent in Greek
may fall on any of the last three syllables and it is marked in the written
language. In poetry, the stress in natural words therefore needs to conform
to the metrical pattern, and this reduces the choice and placement of the
words. On the other hand, this demand entails that the meter is the same in
both recited and sung verses, which allows an easy transition between the
different kinds of performances and speech acts.
The ethnomusicologist Samuel Baud-Bovy has examined in detail the
rhythms of the different metrical lines in Greek folk poetry in his doctoral
dissertation “La chanson populaire Grecque du Dodécanèse” (1936). BaudBovy examines the rhythm of the poetic Dekapendasíllavo line when sung,
and then of the same poetic line as recited according to the accent rules of
spoken Greek (1936: 34).
According to Baud-Bovy, the principal accents of the Dekapendasíllavo
line fall in a song on the following syllables: 2 (or 1), 6, 10 (or 9) and 14,
and secondary on syllables: 4, 8, 12 (in lullabies, as an exception, on 15).
The line consists of two half-lines, which are eight-syllables and sevensyllables, and these are balanced musically, rhythmically and sometimes
melodically. When singing, the second half-line, which is shorter by
RQHV\OODEOHLVPDGHHTXLYDOHQWLQOHQJWKWRWKHŅUVWKDOIOLQHPDLQO\E\
 .RQVWDQWLQRV5RPHRV Ġ UHPDUNVLQKLVDUWLFOHRQWKHGLVWLFKVRQJVRI3RQWRV
that the popularity of the improvisation of these distiches follows the distribution of the
lira as a musical instrument (Crete, Cyprus, the Dodecanese and Pontos). Romeos was
PRVWSUREDEO\LQņXHQFHGE\WKHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRI.DUDVDVQRWHGLQ&KDSWHUVDQGĠVR
this may refer to the lira, but also to the violin, which in some of these areas was played
exclusively and in many other areas much earlier.
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prolonging the second last (always accented) syllable, by a pause, or by
prolonging the last syllable (only in lullabies).
When the poetic text is recited, according to the analysis based both on
narrative songs and couplets, the stress falls on the syllables in the following
numbers out of the total of 260:
2 (and 1) = 209; 6 = 164; 10 (and 9) = 201; 14 = 260; and 4 = 150; 8 = 125;
12 = 89.
%DXG%RY\FRQFOXGHVWKDWWKHUHLVDSHUIHFWŅWEHWZHHQWKHSRHWLFDQG
sung line, and formulates the following stress rules: 1) the stress falls always
RQDSDLUHGV\OODEOH WKHIRXUWHHQWKV\OODEOHLVDOZD\VVWUHVVHG WKHŅUVW
and the ninth syllables may be stressed; 4) stressing of any other syllable is
extremely exceptional, except in the improvisation of couplets. (Baud-Bovy
Ġ
7KXV WKH ŅUVW KDOIOLQH RI D Dekapendasíllavo line contains eight
syllables, with an obligatory stress on either the sixth or eighth syllable,
and the second half-line contains seven syllables, with an obligatory stress
on the penultimate, the fourteenth syllable. Otherwise, the stress may fall
on any even syllable, except in the beginning of the half-lines, where it can
IDOORQ WKHŅUVW V\OODEOH7KLVVWUHVVSDWWHUQLVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\VXIŅFLHQWO\
uniform (musical) for an immediate recognition of the meter and is very
ņH[LEOHIRUEXLOGLQJDYDULHW\ RIUK\WKPLFDODQGVRXQGSDWWHUQV7KHIDFW
that the metrical pattern is identical both when sung and recited (the natural
word stress has to conform to the metrical pattern) makes the line a real
passe-par-tout in the Greek world.
The separation of the half-lines by a caesura is so clear that even if the
verse is semandicallyFRQFHLYHGDVDŅIWHHQV\OODEOHOLQH ZKLFKFRUUHVSRQGV
to the full semandic unit ending of the rhyme word), mandinádes are
structurally conceived as being formed of four parts. As I mentioned earlier,
they are therefore semandically and structurally exactly the same as what
is referred to as quatrains in many cultures. With regard to the mandinádes
passed on to us from former times, it seems that the closely related sentence
constituents did not easily cross the caesura. Today, this is not a strict rule
and this may be where writing has played a role. However, most examples
of enjambment (between the half-lines; there is never enjambment between
whole Dekapendasíllavo lines) which I know (and appear in the present
study) are featured in extemporized poems, which may mean that the quick,
extemporized composition has always been more susceptible to enjambment
between the half-lines, very much like it is for other exceptions in the metrics
and rhyme. Perhaps perfect balance is such a superior factor for remembering
and for the aesthetics that the poems having closely related sentence
constituents that crossed the caesura have merely been dropped off in the
course of the time. For an example, let us examine the following mandináda:
6N®IWRVWLYU®VL\DQHU´PģDIW®PHPLDVWHUªYJL
 LQW¢ĢNDPDVW]L0®UDVPRXNDN´NHPHSHGªYJL
(Kostas Kontoyannis)
I bow to the spring for water, / but it runs dry at once
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What did I do to my Fate / bad, and she mocks me
(=what bad did I do to my Fate, and she mocks me)

7KHŅUVWOLQHSUHVHQWVDQDFWXDOVLWXDWLRQDQGWKHFDHVXUDGLYLGHVWKHWZR
clauses. The second line comments on what has happened by posing a
TXHVWLRQDQGWKHZRUGĥEDGĦWKDWEHORQJVWRWKHŅUVWFODXVHLVVLWXDWHGLQ
the beginning of the second half-line.
It could still be said that while a researcher may have to count syllables,
a mandináda-poet, or standard Cretan, or even any well-informed Greek,
surely does not. Baud-Bovy writes (1936: 340, translation from French my
own):
I have never met a singer who had been conscious of how many syllables
a verse is composed of. When the listeners hear a false verse, they notice
straight away the incorrectness, but can’t tell the reason, whether it is a
badly placed caesura, or lack or excess of syllables. They just remark
that “the song doesn’t match” (den tairiázei to tragoúdi).

My experience is exactly the same as expressed by Baud-Bovy, even if
SHRSOH LQ &UHWH DUH FXUUHQWO\ ZHOO DZDUH RI WKH GHŅQLWLRQ RI WKH SRHWLF
PHWHU$PHWULFDOO\IDLOLQJFRXSOHWLVVDLGĥQRWWRŅWPDWFKĦRUĥQRWWREH
a mandináda”. The musical-metrical pattern of the Dekapendasíllavo is so
natural to the Greek language that it is quite automatically recognized by
any Greek.5
The end rhyme binds two Dekapendasíllavo lines together and makes
the couplet form. The rhyme is often complete (the last syllable and the
vowel of the penultimate syllable are the same), but indigenously there is
no great discrimination of an incomplete rhyme, an assonance (when the
consonant of the last syllables are not the same). Rhyming concerns not the
graphically but phonologically identical syllables, but sometimes, especially
when quickly extemporizing verses, the composer may content himself by
XVLQJDVVRQDQFH%DXG%RY\ŅQGV6 the Greek folk song’s attitude towards
rhyme to be careless (1936: 342), and for example, he points to the familiar
case of the rhyme words repeating the possessive pronoun mou (my) or
sou (your) at the end of the lines. In my own conversations with Cretan
composers, rhyme is always noticed as one of the primary characteristics
of a mandináda. But it is also stated often, even by those mainly writing
their verses, that the semandic weight of the message always overcomes the
focus on perfect rhyme.
Building the end rhyme nevertheless requires special attention, and a poor
or non-existing rhyme is normally regarded as a failure of the mandináda.
$FFRUGLQJ WR %DXG%RY\  Ġ  WUDGLWLRQDO IRUPXODLF SDLUV RI
5 Professor Alexis Politis told me (personal communication, June 26, 2004) that as a
university student, his professor had warned the students not to enter the Dekapendasíllavo
rhythm unconsciously in writing.
6 Baud-Bovy is a French-speaker, and the question of what end-rhyme means is much
more delicate in the French language and poetry than in many other languages, especially
(QJOLVK VHHHJ6FRWWĠ 

123

The poetic language

rhyme words are a good aid for the improviser. Nevertheless, contemporary
poets do not admit to consciously using such ready-made formulaic pairs,
although many of them do say that at least in extemporization one has to
IRUPXODWHLQRQHģVPLQGWKHUK\PHZRUGVŅUVW7KHVLWXDWLRQRIPDQDJLQJ
to get only two verses to rhyme together is of course quite different from
that of the improvisation in some languages where a group of several
lines has to conform to the same rhyme pattern. For instance, the Basque
bertsolaritza-poets learn by heart “families” of rhymes in order to be able,
within the frames of the selected rhyme, which covers eight or ten lines, to
VHOHFWWKHEHVWZRUGVIRUWKHPHDQLQJLQWHQGHG *DU]LDHWDOLĠ 
I will examine rhyming in more detail in the sixth chapter, in connection to
composition.
Besides these basic metrical rules concerning stressing and rhyme, there
has to be good acoustical balance between the vowels and consonants in the
poem. Most often this concerns avoiding hiatus in the word boundary (the
meeting of two vowels that are stressed or otherwise clearly separated into
two different syllables). Just as in dialectal speech itself, apocope (elision
of the terminal vowel of the word) and aphaeresis (elision of the beginning
YRZHORIWKHZRUG DUHZLGHO\XVHGLQPDQGLQ¢GHVDQGYDULRXVŅOOHUVFDQ
also be added for this acoustical effect. When the two vowels encountered
at the word boundary can be pronounced as one syllable (synizesis), they
are also counted as one. In quick composition, nevertheless, it seems a
UDWKHUIUHTXHQWSUDFWLFHWRIXOŅOOWKHPHWHUE\DOVRSURQRXQFLQJERWKYRZHOV
when needed. During the composition process, a competent poet can use
the addition or deletion of syllables as an issue of personal decision that is
informed by one’s sense of style and by the intended meaning or nuance.
Different strategies produce very different acoustical patterns, which an
experienced poet can adopt to his advance (see Chapter 6; also Holton 1991:
Ġ 7KHZD\VRIUHQGHULQJWKHGLDOHFWDOSRHWLFH[SUHVVLRQFRUUHFWO\LQWR
written form are analyzed extensively in the articles and books of the local
philologer and mandinadológos Mihalis Kafkalas, as explained in Chapter 1.7
In adapting and dividing the poetic text to the musical rhythm and cycles
in a sung performance, many types of digressions and refrains are used,
as was shown in the previous chapter. The digressions are used not only
for metrical purposes, but particularly for personal variation (see Caraveli
Chaves 1978) and performative goals: performers and audience both focus
on the ongoing mode of action, the performance.
The mandinádes that remain in the local repertoire and are cited again
DQG DJDLQ DUH RIWHQ LQ DGGLWLRQ WR WKHLU VHPDQGLF VLJQLŅFDQFH DOVR
acoustically harmonious and well balanced. The most important rule of
organizing the components of a couplet is indeed the balance. This balance
takes place both structurally and semandically between lines, between
half-lines and sometimes even between the halves of a half-line. By citing
examples, Baud-Bovy carries out an extended analysis of the possibilities of

 )RUSRHWLFPHDQVVHH.DINDODVDOVR.DINDODVĠ3VDUDV+ROWRQ
Ġ
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grammatically constructing verses: how lines and half-lines are organized as
constituent parts of a sentence, and how half-lines are balanced internally.
Correspondingly, he then analyzes the balance of the semandic structures.
%DXG%RY\Ġ ,QFRQYHUVDWLRQWKHHIIHFWLYHQHVVRIDSRHP
is normally also attributed to the roles between the verses: the second verse
VKRXOGEHVWURQJHUWKDQWKHŅUVW
The syntax of the Greek language with the nominative, accusative, genitive and vocative cases allows great freedom that is fully exploited in the
uncountable variety of syntactical structures. Moreover, the feminine, neuter and masculine articles are used extensively to refer to implicit meanings,
many of which have to be intuitively known from the general Greek language use or from the dialectal forms. The Cretan dialect allows many morphological transformations in the stress or the length of the word because of
the dialectal forms, parallel variants and diverse diminutive forms that add
or reduce the number of syllables. A typical example is the word déndro, a
WUHHZKLFKFDQEHXVHGZKHQQHHGHGWRŅWWKHPHWULFDOSDWWHUQZKHUHDVWKH
dialectal form dendrí, where the stress falls on the last syllable, is preferred
when possible.8 During a performance, a verbal play may be based on minor syntactical and morphological alterations to known verses, showing the
dexterity of the poet particularly in how he or she can change the meaning
with just little variation in the form. Furthermore, as described by Herzfeld
DĠDĠE DSDUWRIDSUHYLRXVOLQH
may be repeated in reciprocal verses to create a contrast with the previously
stated meaning, just as performing a known mandináda creatively in a new
occasion is a full license to recognize the authorship of the verses.
What renders the poetic expression in a rhyming couplet form
distinctively a Cretan PDQGLQ¢GD Ġ D VLJQLŅFDQFH DOZD\V HPSKDVL]HG E\
WKH &UHWDQV WKHPVHOYHV" 0RVW VLJQLŅFDQW LQGHHG LV WKH XVH RI WKH &UHWDQ
dialect, which marks the language on all its meaningful levels: phonological,
morphological, syntactical, and lexical. Of these, the phonological idiom
is still very clearly heard in the everyday language in the villages, and
DFFRUGLQJWR*UDQTYLVW Ġ LWLVWKHEHVWSUHVHUYHGOHYHOIURPWKH
standardization that started in the early 1950s, along with the major social
changes. Crete has long been a self-dependent entity, and unlike some
other Greek dialects, the Cretan dialect has been highly valued among its
speakers (Granqvist 1998: 10). As the poetic traditions are also particularly
appreciated and alive even today, the idiomatic dialect and expression is
preserved in the poetic language. According to Mihalis Kafkalas (1996:
Ġ  D SXUH &UHWDQ mandináda avoids the use of common language
when local expressions are available, as well as foreign words, new or
DUWLŅFLDO ZRUGV VODQJ LGLRPDWLF H[SUHVVLRQV RI RWKHU *UHHN GLDOHFWV RU
of a very narrow local distribution, words that are without poetical value
and archaisms that are no longer familiar. This manifesto, although given
by him to the composers of mandinádes in literary contexts, corresponds

8 For a detailed description of dialectal forms with reference to contemporary mandinádes,
see Kafkalas 1992.
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well to the “purely” oral mandinádes. To conclude: the dialectal words
and structures convey expressive accuracy and color as well as syntactic
YDULDQFHDQGWKHUHE\KHOSWKHSRHWVWRDYRLGņDWH[SUHVVLRQV
In any verbal tradition, the oral poet employs a resource of traditional
words, metaphors, formulas and patterns according to his or her competence,
which can be linguistic, poetic, as well as communicative. The longer
Modern Greek lyric and epic folksong material is typically formulaic.
Analyses based on the Oral-Formulaic Theory have been carried out by
6LIDNLV LQ*UHHN DQGLQ(QJOLVKEULHņ\E\%HDWRQ Ġ
VHHKRZHYHUFULWLFVLQ6LIDNLVĠ DQGE\$QQD&DUDYHOL&KDYHV
(1978). Mandinádes share the same metrical line with the rest of the Modern
Greek tradition and thus many of the formulas as well. The characteristic
rules of the register, however, must be derived with an emphasis very
different from those of the longer poetic forms. The distinguishing compact
structure of the couplet makes the essential forming of the phraseology
DQGWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHPRUHGHSHQGHQWRQWKHPRUSKRORJLFDODQGV\QWDFWLFDO
micro-cosmos. Humor, sharpness and punning are important, and a change
of style is easily realized when the performance situation allows it: for
example, romandic stereotypes can be used for ironic, amusing effect that
is contrasting to the original poetic nuance (see the example in Herzfeld
DĠTXRWHGLQ&KDSWHU 
For the improviser of mandinádes, as “auxiliary mediums,” Baud-Bovy
includes the following: rhyme-clichés, couples of expression, stereotypic
epithets and half-lines passe-par-tout. He notices that it is not possible
to undertake a similar task as executed by Milman Parry (1928a) with
Homeric poetry, to examine exhaustively the formulaic epithets in the
ņH[LEOHYHUVDWLOHPDQGLQ¢GHVEXW%DXG%RY\OLVWVPDQ\W\SLFDOH[DPSOHV
According to him, the most common unit for a formula is a half-line, and
QRUPDOO\ WKH ŅUVW KDOIOLQH EHFDXVH UK\PLQJ GHWHUPLQHV WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ
RI WKH VHFRQG KDOIOLQH %DXG%RY\  Ġ  3UHFHGLQJ WKH ODWHU
HPSKDVHVRI-RKQ0LOHV)ROH\ Ġ ZLWKUHJDUG
to the Oral-Formulaic Theory, Baud-Bovy observes that the technical
analysis brings about the problem of shading the aesthetic values that are
often present in many couplets, and that after showing the importance of the
stereotypical epithets, their artistic value should be demonstrated as well
(Baud-Bovy 1936: 365).
As might be typical of the productive registers, the basic vocabulary does
not differ very much from the spoken idiom, but the register leans heavily
on shared idiomatic expressions, metaphors and metonyms. The lyric
images and metaphors are most often taken from nature, and they are shared
with other Greek folk poetry genres. Based on published song material,
Petropoulos has listed a comprehensive selection of these metaphors in his
doctoral thesis entitled La comparaison dans la chanson populaire grecque
(1954). Like the world over, the symbols for human feelings, moods and
GHVWLQ\ DUH WKH VXQ PRRQ ņRZHUV ELUGV DQG QDWXUDO SKHQRPHQD ,Q WKH
reduced length of a mandináda, metaphors must also be short and clear,
often just one word, like the example of the partridge for referring to a girl
at a marriageable age (thus “hunted” by boys; see Chapter 6). Especially in
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VHQWLPHQWDOYHUVHVWKHŅUVWYHUVHW\SLFDOO\FRQWDLQVDPHWDSKRUIURPQDWXUH
and the second line links it to personal experience.

Thematic contents
Mandinádes cover a wide variety of typical performance situations, styles
and topics in their thematic contents and context of use. Asking people about
whether mandinádes are divided into categories most obviously prompts
the reply that there are mandinádes for each situation in life. The categories
of erotikés (erotic), pirahtikés (teasing), satirikés (satiric, or generally,
making fun of the target), and ŅORVRŅNªV (philosophic) mandinádes may be
JHQHUDOO\LGHQWLŅHGWRGHVFULEHWKHVW\OHEXWVXFKGHŅQLWLRQVDUHQRWFOHDU
cut or exhaustive, especially regarding the process of composition or the
context of use.
However, when inquiring about someone’s favorite mandinádes, or
asking for an explanation on which particular mandináda is deemed to
be good, the request is turned into an immediate counter question: on
which theme? This is because theme as an indigenous category is clearly
connected to the way in which singing events are conceptualized. In
festive or recreational singing events, the singing is organized according
to (1) themes typical of the situation, e.g. greetings, songs to the bride and
groom, etc., and (2) themes “opened” and evolving along with the progress
of the singing event. Any subject can arise as a theme for the exchange
of poems in song, although quite often this pertains to matters relevant to
human emotional life (love, separation, loneliness, etc.). Any straying from
WKHDJUHHGWKHPHĠZKHWKHUFRQYHQWLRQDOUDQGRPRUSXUSRVHO\FKRVHQE\
RQHRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVĠFDQEHVWULFWO\FULWLFL]HG9. Although mandinádes
are thus a register freely generating new texts and themes, the meaning
of the performance of a particular poem is evaluated with regard to how
it contributes to the theme at hand. This has already been discussed in
the chapter on singing; here, I will introduce the categories of style, those
referred to above, as well as discuss the local attitudes towards the idea of
theme with regard to the written collections.
The impact of the vernacular romandic literature, especially Erotókritos,
on the poetic standards has already been referred to. The “Vienne” manuscript (Pernot 1931) contains material originally from the Dodecanese islands and Crete mainly in the form of short rhymed or unrhymed couplets,
and it focuses solely on love and courting. Correspondingly, the strongest
urge towards self-expression through mandinádes is today unambiguously
invested in erotic and emotional messages, and in various aspects of love
and relationships, which are the most common subjects in a singing event,
as has been mentioned in the previous chapter. In traditional patriarchal
Cretan village communities, a mandináda was not only a cherished way to
express oneself but, as described earlier (p. 23) by Mitsos Stavrakakis, the

9 For an example, see Caraveli 1982.

127

The poetic language

only possible way to communicate these subjects.
$QRWKHU VLJQLŅFDQW PRWLYH IRU VLQJLQJ RU UHFLWLQJ PDQGLQ¢GHV LQ WKH
closely-knit village communities was to comment on the everyday occurrences of the village life, and to tease, satirize, or even mock the opponent.
The pirahtiká (or pismatiká), the “teasing-songs,” contain the body of the
more conversational mandinádes uttered and composed to remark on interpersonal tensions, especially between women and men. According to older
SHRSOHWKLVXVHGWREHYHU\FRPPRQLQWKHYLOODJHVGXULQJWKHŅUVWKDOIRI
the twentieth century, but it could still occasionally take place. Even today,
when a female and male poet meet, such erotic and teasing motives may
contribute to a dramatic performance even when there is no relevance to it
in real life (examples will follow in Chapter 6). Due to the way these poems
are performed, they are referred to as antikristés, reciprocal mandinádes.
7KH ŅUVW H[DPSOH RI WKH pirahtiká dates back to the sixteenth century
(Pernot 1931: 58) and presents an exchange of arguments between a girl
and a boy; the following example is recollected by one of my informants
and refers to the 1990s.
ĥ,DJ¢SLSU´WLªWLKHSHU®VVLDQģDJDS¢WH
NHRSģDJDS®VLGªIWHURWLVSU´WLVGHQWKLP¢WHĦ
O nios apoloyíthike, tis kóris sintihéni:
ĥ2VHVWKRUR»QWDP¢WLDPRXSLVWªYLV´WLDJDS´WHV"
HVģ®VHIRVNHP¢WLDPRXWHVSHULVVªV\HO´WHV
HVģ®VHNHWDP¢WLDPRXHVģ®VHNHWRIRVPRX
NHVªQDWKªORQDWKRU´SDUģ¢QWKURSRQWRXN´VPRXĦ
7KHŅUVWORYHGRQHKDSSHQHGWREHORYHGYHU\PXFK
$QGZKHQRQHORYHVDVHFRQGWLPHWKHŅUVWZLOOEHIRUJRWWHQ
The youth defended himself and answered to the maiden:
“All those whom I see with my eyes / do you think I love them?
You are my light and my eyes / the rest I make a fool of
You are both my eyes / and you are my light
And I want to see you more / than anyone in the world”

Another example was recounted by Kostas Kontoyannis in 1999 (991124)
Yes, there are teasing (piráhtikes) mandinádes, but it is more the women
who say them to the men and the reverse. It still takes place; much more,
of course, it happened in the old days, but it still takes place, like when
one boy said to a girl who didn’t want him:
6DPģDUQLWK®VDJ¢SLPRX®QWDWKDU®VSRVN¢QR
ģ(QDWVLN¢OLID\LW´WU´JRQDPLQSRWK¢QR
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When you reject me my dear / what do you think I’ll do?
A large pot of food / I eat in order not to die
The girl answered to him (he was slightly fat, too):
7DP¢WKLDVRX®QģVDQWģDYJ¢NHN´OLVRXYDUªOLD
NH´WDQSURY¢OLVNHVHG´NVHUªQRPHVWD\ªOLD
Your eyes are like eggs / and your bums like barrels
And when you appear and I see you / I fall over with laughter

A wide body of mandinádes, more or less seriously stating a philosophical
conception of life, can be described as philosophiká. The following poems
are created by Aristidis Heretis, who is well known for his imaginative
images and satirical tones. As a mandinadológos, he is often depicted
by other contemporary poets as being closest to the traditional village
expressive style. (1999, 991123 and an interview in the magazine Kondiliés,
QXPEHU$XJXVWĠ6HSWHPEHU 
ģ2SLRVģJDS¢DOLWKLQ¢Y¢VDQDGHIRY¢WH
0´QRWDVWU´QLS¢SORPDNHWKªWLNHNLP¢WH
The one who really loves / is not afraid of worries
He just makes them a quilt / and lays down and sleeps
3ªWHPRXªQDQ¢WKURSRSRXWDģKLO®VL´OD
(WV¢GHQW¢ģOLVDNLHJ´PDGHPHJQL¢]LNL´OD
Mention to me one human being / who has solved everything
So neither did I solve all things / but nor do I worry of that
+®OLHVIRUªVVWLVNªSVLPRXVHY¢QRNHVHYJ¢QR
1¢ģVHNDO¢SRXPR»ģGRNHVGRXOL¢QDWLQHN¢QR
A thousand times in my mind / I put you in and take you out
Be well you who gave me / work to be engaged in

Other poems that were cited to me by Yorgos Sifakis as examples of
qualitative superiority in 2004 (041110) are:
1DDQDY¢OOLVWLKDU¢IW¢QLªQDG¢NULP´QR
.ģªQDSRW¢PLG¢NULDGHQSQ®JRXQªQDQS´QR
To displace the joy / only one tear is enough
And a river-full of tears / does not choke one pain
(of unknown origin)
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'HQGU®SRXGHVRXPªOOHWHQDIDVDSģWRQNDUS´WRX
0LNLPLWKLVVWRQ®VNLRWRXNHS¢ULVWRQND°P´WRX
The tree, of which you are not going to / eat any fruit
Don’t sleep under its shade / and take yours its longing
(entitled to Stelis Kalomiris in Papirakis 2004: 16)

$ WUDGLWLRQDO YHU\ VWDEOH ERG\ RI Ņ[HG PDQGLQ¢GHV LV VWLOO XVHG
extensively in greetings and felicitations. The following is one of the best
known greetings:
+®OLDNDO´VRU®VDWHK®OLDNHGL´KLOL¢GHV
2N¢PERVPHWDOR»ORXGDNHPHWVLSUDVLQ¢GHV
Thousand (times) welcome / thousand and two thousands
7KHSODLQZLWKWKHņRZHUVDQGZLWKDOOLWVJUHHQV

Like many such greetings, wishes and toasts, mandinádes tou gámou are
DOVR XVXDOO\ WUDGLWLRQDO DQG UDWKHU Ņ[HG LQ IRUP WKHVH ZHGGLQJ VRQJV
are sung by women while they prepare the bride and groom and by the
musicians outside of the church, and later to begin the dance.
In printed Cretan collections (e.g. Droudakis 1982; Lioudaki 1936;
Pavlakis 1994), the large variety of mandinádes is organized in many more
detailed thematic categories. The mandinádes in Lioudaki’s collection
(1936) are categorized into the following main- and subcategories:
(1) Praises for the beloved girl: Beauty, Slenderness and grace,
Carriage, Face (subdivided into: General, Fair, Dark-skinned, Rosered, Mouth and tongue), Neck, Hair, Feet.
(2) Praises for the beloved boy;
(3) Old loves;
(4) Praises and the power of eyes;
(5) The worries and pain of love: Secret love, Visible love, Crazy love,
(WHUQDOORYH'UHDPV6DFULŅFHV*UHHWLQJVDQGZHOFRPLQJ2DWKV
Wishes, Hopes and hopelessness, Suspicions, Worries, Fires, Sighs,
Tears, Pains, Patience and impatience, Anxiety and rejection
(6) Curses: General, To the beloved girl or boy, To mother-in-law, To
enemies
(7) Fate and Fortune
(8) Consolation
(9) Passions
(10) Separation
(11) Complaints
(12) Kisses
(13) Obstinacies
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(14)
(15)
(16)
(17)
(18)

-HDORXV\DQGLQŅGHOLWLHV
Aphorisms
Teasing
Humor
Miscellaneous: Out of the beloved’s house, At get-togethers, In the
dance: (subdivided into: To the lira-player and to his lira, To the
dancers, Teasing to the dancers);
(19) Forty-mandiniáda (a play in get-togethers or dance in which
numbers from 1 to 40, or up to 100, are given to the singer who
answers with a mandináda containing this number; local eastern
Cretan varieties).

These themes especially illustrate the mandinádes sung in the dances and
village festivities, and thus they demonstrate the emphasis on the shared
repertoire.
$V , KDYH QRWHG HDUOLHU WKHVH FODVVLŅFDWLRQV LQ FROOHFWLRQV FDQ EH
criticized for neglecting to recognize the village usage of contextually
GHŅQHGPHDQLQJ+RZHYHUDOOWKHDXWKRUVRIWKHDERYHPHQWLRQHGPDMRU
collections are Cretans who come from a village background. Although
they are also teachers and/or scholars, and literary objectives are evident
LQ WKHLU ZRUN WKH TXHVWLRQ RI WKHPHV KDV VWLOO DQRWKHU VLJQLŅFDQW DVSHFW
in the present context. When Cretans themselves read these collections,
the poems are not seen as being representatives of performances, but as a
poetic reserve: existing poems in their exact textual forms are in a very real
meaning viewed as a shared “pool of tradition” (Honko 1998) from which
individuals can draw for their situated, improvised and personal needs.
)XUWKHUPRUHIURPDQLQGLJHQRXVSRLQWRIYLHZWKHWKHPDWLFFODVVLŅFDWLRQ
LQWKHFROOHFWLRQVUHņHFWVWKHSULPDU\LPSRUWDQFHRIWKHWKHPDWLFFRQQHFWLRQ
in performance: theme is the cognitive category of the situated contributions
LQDVXQJGLDORJXHDQGLQPDQ\FDVHVFRUUHVSRQGLQJO\WKHLGHQWLŅFDWLRQ
of something (an event, discourse, poem, etc.) as a theme is the primary
impulse for composition (as will be shown in Chapter 6).
I discussed this subject in 1999 with Mitsos Stavrakakis (991202),
LQTXLULQJDVWRZK\KHXVHVFODVVLŅFDWLRQVLQWKHSXEOLFDWLRQVRIKLVRZQ
SRHPV $W ŅUVW KH KHVLWDWLQJO\ V\PSDWKL]HG ZLWK WKH LGHD RI D OLWHUDU\
practice that obviously motivated my question, but then he begun to object
to this explanation:
“They also exist in life. These that deal with erotic love are erotic, the
other that are of separation adopt the theme of separation. About the
loneliness…about the freedom then…here I have put the categories,
you can as well…here, for example, about the desire, because three
mandinádes have the word desire, I say this category is that of desire, but
LQKHUH\RXFDQDOVRŅQGWKHHURWLFZKDWHYHU,WģVDOLWWOHELWWHFKQLFDO
it’s for, I don’t know, literary use. (…). But when you say a mandináda
and the other laughs, it is a satire that tells: your face is like that of
a pig…it’s not erotic. If you put it in the category of humorous, you
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call it satirical, sarcastic, or something like that. Compulsory you put
it into one of the categories; there are erotic, humorous, then there are
philosophical. But by themselves they go into categories.

To understand how a theme is recognized, and to observe the phenomenon
in later examples, it is important to recognize Stavrakakis’ words: “because
three mandinádes have the word desire, I say this category is that of desire.”
This description suggests that the notion of a theme can be a concrete,
lexical center of associations.
When I interviewed the primary school children and one young adult
who is actively performing music and mandinádes in the Village in October
1999 (991913/1 and 991013/2), they all told me that they were learning
mandinádes in written collections rather than from family members or
even in the gléndi, as was customary some decades ago. The children
regarded memorizing poems as a self-evident, natural prerequisite for
having as much material as possible for taking part in the thematically
proceeding, improvised singing events, familiar to them from the older
boys’ recreation. When I asked a boy in his twenties about his favorite
mandinádes, he found the question slightly confusing and he asked me to
specify which particular theme I meant. He then went on to explain that
his favorite theme was ya tis pérdikes, about the partridges (a metaphor for
unmarried girls; for more information on this conversation, see Chapter 6).
Theme certainly corresponds to the topic of conversation that guides the
dialogic poetic practice and imagination: further examples on performances
and composition in the following chapters will shed more light on what a
WKHPHFDQEHDQGKRZLWFDQEHUHņHFWHGXQGHUWKHUHTXLUHPHQWRIWKHPDWLF
continuation in a performance.

Couplets as building blocks
0DQGLQ¢GHVĥFRQWLQXHGĦ VLQHK´PHQHV
In Crete, besides the actual independent mandinádes, longer lyrical and
narrative poems and songs, love songs, laments, and lullabies, for example,
are almost exclusively cast in the form of a series of rhyming couplets.
These are not usually called mandinádes, whose primary characteristic
is the demand of conveying a full meaning within the two rhyming
Dekapendasíllavo lines. Often such longer compositions are called “songs”
or mandinádes sinehómenes, “continued.” While many people thus
categorically separate an independent mandináda from a cluster of more
than one couplet, there are others who do not see any problem in calling
even larger clusters of couplets mandinádes.
The borderline between the mandinádes and mandinádes sinehómenes
is not always clear, due to the determining role of the thematic connection
between the successive mandinádes in a performance. Many poets are
SUROLŅF DQG HYHQ ZKHQ WKH\ ZULWH WKHLU YHUVHV GRZQ ODWHU WKH\ DUH QRW
overly selective with regard to their production. As a consequence, their
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QRWHERRNVDUHŅOOHGZLWKVHYHUDOSRHPVHYROYLQJDURXQGDWKHPHWRZKLFK
the composer originally reacted. Many informants say that some days,
YHUVHVVLPSO\ņRRGWKHLUPLQGĥhorís na to thélo” (regardless of my own
ZLOO HJ   5RPHRV Ġ   QRWHG D FRQFHUQ ZKLFK WRGD\
may sound rather amusing: how easily even the most experienced collectors
of songs mistook these clusters of couplets on the same theme, persons, etc.,
for a longer song, and published it as one (c.f. Amaryanakis’ [1988: 328]
note on improvisation, p. 75).
Under certain conditions, mandinádes may very easily turn into sinehómenes, forming a discursive complex of poems on a certain theme. When
the composer (and in traditional surroundings, this holds particularly for
women) does not have access to social poetic dialogue, then the normally
interpersonal chain of mandinádes in a paréa can be formed by one person.
In the beginning of this book, we saw an example of this, when I referred to
the kafenío-owner’s elaboration on the theme of separation as a reaction to
my excuse: one such chain took form in a performance by a single person.
The following verses illustrate how a special theme, in this case a
mandináda heard in a television broadcast, inspires the composer to take the
ņRRUZLWKDGLDORJLFFOXVWHURIPDQGLQ¢GHV ŅHOGQRWHV$XJXVW 
This incident took place in May 2006, when my informant Despina Papadaki
had had to stay in the hospital for some weeks due to health problems. One
evening she heard the following mandináda on the television:
1D]®VRSDUDN¢OHWDWRX+¢URXGH\LUªYR
7LQWHOHIWªDPRXDQDSQL¢GHQWRXWL]LWLDQªYR
To live without request / I do not ask the Charos
For my last breath / I will not beg him

Contesting the idea expressed, Despina had immediately composed her own
response:
(NVDQD]®WLVDWRXHJ´SDU¢WDVLWRX+¢URX
0DHN®QRVPRXDS¢QGLVHģWLP¢VRXQDVHS¢UR
I myself requested again / extension from the Charos
But he answered me: / ready yourself for take off!
(And I answer him)
'HQ®QHNU®PDNL¢GLNRKRU®VNDPL¢HW®D
Na m’aferésis ti zoʀ / ná ’his tin amartía
Is not that pity and unfair / that without any reason
You will take my life / and take the sin above yourself
‘2VRERU´WKģDQWLVWDWK´GHWKDWRY¢QRN¢WR
<DQDWRXG®NVRSRVNLHJ´N¢QRWDS¢QRN¢WR
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As long as I can I’ll resist / I will not give up
To show him that as well I / can make the upside down
2RXUDQ´VQDNDWHY®NLL\®QDS¢LDS¢QR
.DW¢ODYHWR+¢URQWDSRVK¢ULGHVRXN¢QR
The sky to come down / and the earth to go up
Grasp this, my Charos / that I will not please you
Ģ,SDVRXNHNVDQ¢SDVRXS®\HQHVHPLD¢OOL
.VHN´OOLVHDS´S¢QRPRXS¢UHPLDSLRPHJ¢OL
I told and told you again / go to someone else
Release your hold on me / take an older woman
/®JRPHU´SDU¢WDVL]LW´PDGHPRXG®QL
7KDU®VDS´WLWVªSLWRXYJ¢QLOHIW¢NHG®QL
A few days extension / I ask but he does not give me
You’d say from his pocket / he takes money and gives
7KDU´SRVWK¢ģUWKRPLDYUDGL¢VWRQ®SQRQDVHSL¢VR
<DQDVRXG´VRLSQRWLN´®VRVQDLVLK¢VR
I think I’ll come one night / to catch you while asleep
To give you a sleeping-pill / maybe to rest for a while

The theme of the mandináda recited on television touched upon
Despina’s own situation, and she composed this “conversational” cluster
of verses at once, writing the verses down on tissue paper. After she had
left the hospital, Despina gave an account of these verses to a friend during
a telephone call. This friend then asked for another mandináda. Despina
PDGHDVKRUWRXWOLQHRIWKHWKHPHDJDLQWKLVWLPHDGGLQJDQHZGHŅQLWLRQ
(]®WLVDSDU¢WDVLWRX+¢URXGªNDKU´QLD
.HWR»ģSDGHQHS¢QWUHSVDDN´PDWDHQJ´QLD
I requested extension / from the Charos for ten years
I told him I hadn’t married off / yet my grandchildren

The friend responded laughingly: “Well, you didn’t ask much; why didn’t
you ask for more years?” Whereupon Despina continued:
0´OLVWKDIW¢VRVWDHQQL¢NH¢OODWKDWRX\LUªSVR
1DIW¢VRNHVWDG®JRQDPLDEDORWKL¢QDSªNVR

8QWLOWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKHWZHQW\ŅUVWFHQWXU\JXQŅUHZDVDWUDGLWLRQDOIRUPRIPDQLIHVWLQJ
joy in festive occasions in Crete (still today this can be experienced especially during
Easter Saturday night).
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When I’ll arrive at nine / I’ll also request him for more
To arrive at great-grandchildren / to shoot one bullet in the air10

While an ideal mandináda compresses the message in one poetic picture,
here the cluster elaborates the theme from different angles and arrives at
a conclusion only after debating the point through many proposals and
narrative details. This cluster is a rhetorical dialogue that depends on
narrative repetition and on a partial addition of information in building
the point(s) of view; it does not compress the message in one image or
JLYH D ŅQDO DQVZHU DW RQFH ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV WKH VW\OH LV DGGLWLYH DV ZHOO
DVSHUVXDVLYHDQGUKHWRULFDO*DU]LDHWDO Ġ LQGHHGVXJJHVW
that the term rhetorical best depicts the bertsolaritsa, which is poetry that
QRUPDOO\FRQWDLQVHLJKWRUWHQOLQHV ĠFRXSOHWV DVDJHQUH7KLVH[DPSOH
illustrates well the difference between the two types of improvised verses:
the coherent imagery of the couplets (quatrains) and the argumentative
rhetoric of the longer compositions.
Narrative songs
The compact form of the rhyming couplet serves to help in the composition
and in memorizing longer entities, and it is therefore also used as a building
block in the longer narrative songs that are often historical. In scholarly
contexts, historical songs are referred to as rímes (Amaryanakis 1988;
Beaton 1980; Kapsomenos 1979), but contemporary people seldom use
this word or understand its meaning.11 Instead, Cretans prefer to talk about
songs, or a history in mandinádes. The verses cited above already provide
an example of more narrative means and structural character, although here
the objective is to show a rhetorical protest. Although the same metrical
rhyming couplet form is used in longer songs as a building block, the
identity of the couplet becomes quite different in style and structure. This
is clearly a separate register, and most Cretans also regard it that way as
well. In addition to purely linguistic or metrical features, the stylistic and
SHUIRUPDWLYHSDUDPHWHUVWKHUHIRUHDOZD\VFRQWULEXWHWRZKDWFDQEHGHŅQHG
as register, or genre.
The oldest known narrative song referred to as ríma is the Daskaloyannis,
which tells the story of the 1770 Cretan rebellion in Sfakia in an epic of
1,034 lines, written down shortly after the event. The same characteristics
and composition technique are also shared by some shorter and more recent
FRPSRVLWLRQV %HDWRQĠ 7RGD\QHZFRPSRVLWLRQVDUHZULWWHQ
DQGSXEOLVKHGLQOHDņHWVRULQORFDOQHZVSDSHUV
A special category of longer narrative songs is formed by the satirical
stories narrating an event of getting rid of old donkeys, and the consequential
exploitation of the meat and fur by the members of the family and friends

11 This is evident in one quotation of our conversation with Kostoula in Chapter 6, page 173.
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involved. Since donkey meat is not used as food, the animal was useless
when it aged, and to avoid needlessly taxing the family’s meager livelihood,
the donkey was put down. As carrion meat is a taboo, the whole donkey
business provided a delicious subject for satire. Although the verses make
fun of their target, these compositions were referred to me as ikoyeniakés
mandinádes, family mandinádes, by one women interlocutor in Karanou,
Hania (060515). I came across these donkey stories troughout Crete,
although they were also unknown in many places (see also Herzfeld 1985a:
Ġ 
Normally the donkey songs form a complete, long story, but most informants no longer remember the verses. The following few examples of these
donkey verses are from a discussion involving Despina, Agapi, Despina’s
godchild (R), me and my husband (Y) in 2001 (010329):
R:

About the mandinádes, god-mother, which you had created about one
donkey that died?

D:

Yes, and now recently I created another song about that, now lately I
have created one of the donkey of Mitso, the one who died, that they
wanted to roast it in the charcoal burning place.

R:

Good Virgin Mary!

A:

The mandinádes that you have created!

D:




ī WRXKRULR»LQHDU®Y¢ODQHVLPDGR»UD
.HS®JDQQDVNRW´VRXQHWRX0®WVRXWLJD°GR»UD
The village’s young men / made up a contract
And they went to kill / the donkey of Mitsos



7KHVHŅUVWYHUVHV,UHPHPEHU,GRQģWNQRZ,FUHDWHDORWDQG,PXVW
remember a lot, by heart I don’t remember everything. I remember that
they got together, it says, at the other end of the village, and shouted that
they will take it [the donkey] to the charcoal burning place, well…

A:
D:


To me, what did you create for me, then?


,$JDSLOªL]®WLVHQDS¢ULWLQSURYL¢WLV
1DWLQN¢PLS¢SORPDWDKL¢VWD\HUDWL¢WLV
Agapi, says, asked / to take the donkey’s fur
To make it a quilt / soon for her old age

(Y)

They said, they said during the old times…

12 This couplet is a good example of the deeply formulaic character of such songs; the verses
are presented identically by Herzfeld (1990), except for the replacement of the name.
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/D:

ī HSU´YDOHDS´WRSDUDWK®UL
$I®VHWHPRXGLRNLO¢\DW®HKRPRXVDI®UL
(…) showed up / on the window
Please, leave me two kilos / because I have a guest12

The rímes are always introduced in the publications of Cretan folk poHWU\DOWKRXJKDOOUHVHDUFKHUVKDYHIRXQGLWGLIŅFXOWWRŅWWKHVHOLWHUDU\WLtled poems and their poets into the category of real “folk” poems; but they
also have not been accepted as written literature (e.g. Amaryanakis 1988;
%HDWRQ.DSVRPHQRVĠ 7KHUHJLVWHUDSSURDFKVXJgested here, and advanced in the methodological concerns of John Miles
Foley (2002; 2005), can be useful in analyzing these songs. The phenomenon of topical verse in rhyming couplets seems to concern all the linguistic
groups that use rhyme in oral or written poetry. Field experience in Crete
suggests that beside the question of competence, people have very different
personal orientations towards the poetic expression. In her research on folk
QDUUDWRUV$QQD/HHQD6LLNDOD Ġ LQWURGXFHVWKHWHUPVnarration tendency and tradition orientation in order to delineate the differences
between narrator types. Later, she turns to the term habitus, adopted from
the writings of Bourdieu (1977) and further employed by Hanks (1996), to
H[DPLQHWKHYDULDWLRQLQWKHUXQHVLQJLQJSUDFWLFHV 6LLNDODĠ 
Similarly, if differences are perceived in the personal approaches towards
the choice of register and style in the use of the expressive potential in
the composition of poetry, it is understandable that some people in a community are intrigued by and can excel in quick communicational repartee,
while others prefer making funny stories about the undertakings of their fellow humans, and further, that some are particularly interested in composing
historical narratives.
The basic difference between the self-expression through concise mandinádes and through longer narrative compositions seems to be a question
of the poet’s personal character, orientation and competence. There is a
continuum between the registers that use the same basic couplet form but
differ especially in their aims, structural organization and poetic orientation. Here (between mandinádes and oral narrative songs) the continuum
exists between the communicatively and poetically orientated verses and
the more narratively orientated verses, with a multilevel inter-space of more
or less bound clusters of mandinádes: songs or mandinádes sinehómenes.
Competence in these genres emerges on a very different basis, and the handling of textual and contextual elements is completely different. The same
FRQFOXVLRQZDVGUDZQE\&KDUOHV%ULJJV Ġ ZLWKUHJDUGWR
the difference between the short and longer conversational Mexicano genres. Both forms are “traditional” ways of self-expression in Crete, even if
writing down the verses may have been a more common practice for the
longer narrative songs until the past few decades. Longer compositions
are also more likely to have been composed by writing poets who do not
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W

KHQ &UHWDQV DUH DVNHG WR GHŅQH WKH PDLQ SHUIRUPDQFH DUHQDV IRU
mandinádes, they name the following: 1) the gléndi, the collective
feast with music and dance connected with life-cycle festivities, carnival
time, and annual village festivals, and 2) informal singing accompanied by
musical instruments in a paréa, which is a get-together of a group of friends
or relatives. Both these forms have been important performance arenas in
which verbal creativity has become one with music, in the gléndi likewise
ZLWK GDQFH DQG VRFLDOO\ VLJQLŅFDQW GLVFRXUVH KDV WDNHQ SODFH DPRQJ WKH
members of the community. In the traditional singing events up until the
1980s, mandinádes served as the essential language for all communication,
from creating the atmosphere and the sense of solidarity, to the verse
contests and detailed personal messages. Introduced in Chapter 3, Cretan
musical and festive traditions are maintained continuously, although within
a changed society.
Musical performance arenas and the musicality of poetic expression are
essential parts of the verbal tradition. Even if the traditional forms of singing and entertainment rarely actualize in contemporary life, recognizing
WKHVHDUHQDVLVVWLOOH[WUHPHO\VLJQLŅFDQWEHFDXVHWKHGLDORJLFQDWXUHRIWKH
communication in the gléndi and paréa is implicitly present in the contemporary conceptualization of the tradition and poetry. Today, the mandinádes
sung by professional musicians still introduce this communication with the
tradition and the collective values expressed by it. It is important to notice,
however, that even if mandinádes are an emblematic part of the musical life
in Crete, much of the oral composition and many performative uses of the
tradition breathe silently underneath and surface only in informal occasions
between friends and families.
In the recent past, as well as today, the idea of performance in Crete is far
from being exhausted by naming the singing performance contexts (or the
written and mass media environments in contemporary society). In practice,
it is much more common to be drawn into poems in speech for the purpose
of citing, referring to, recollecting and telling stories, and for presenting and
negotiating poetic inventiveness. Many villages still have people who can
weave anything into a mandináda. Before, poems were often proverbially
embedded in people’s everyday speech situations, and they were recited to
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tease or to provoke a poetical dialogue, a verbal duel, and this occurred as
much in casual confrontations as within the frames of a singing event. The
emergence of performance will therefore be taken into consideration in this
study, as Richard Bauman has advised (1977: 26):
In the ethnography of performance as a cultural system, the investigator’s
DWWHQWLRQ ZLOO IUHTXHQWO\ EH DWWUDFWHG ŅUVW E\ WKRVH JHQUHV WKDW DUH
conventionally performed. These are the genres, like Chamula genres
of pure speech or Bahamian old stories, for which there is little or no
expectation on the part of the members of the community that they will
be rendered in any other way. He should be attentive as well, however,
for those genres for which the expectation or probability of performance
is lower, for which performance is felt to be more optional, but which
occasion no surprise if they are performed.

While Bauman refers to different parallel genres, this study focuses on
how as representatives of a single register, the mandinádes emerge in very
different kinds of performances.
This chapter offers an introduction to the basic discursive contexts and
ways of performing mandinádes outside the frames of the singing events
that have been presented in Chapter 3. After describing and analyzing these
different performance arenas, I will proceed to draw some conclusions
concerning the role of gender in a performance. I will thereafter discuss in
detail the means of participation, improvisation and perceiving or creating
a meaning in a performance by analyzing the special strategies of meaning
used in poetry that have been introduced earlier in Chapter 2. I will conclude
the chapter with a discussion on the performances in the current mass media
contexts.

Recited performances
While sung performances are organized around the thematic development
of the subject and thus within the collectively negotiated frames, recited
performances are particularly personal utterances. These utterances can
occur in different kinds of performance discourses, which I will introduce
by sharing a story based on my own experiences of the performances of a
FRPSRVLWLRQLQ6HSWHPEHU ŅHOGQRWHV6HSWHPEHU 
We had been passing time with 68-year-old Antonis Stefanakis in his
workshop (see photos on page 87) in a village, sitting and talking about his
life and about mandinádes. Leaving the workshop afterwards to go down to
the village center to have supper and spend the evening with paréa, Antonis
presented me with a mandináda that he had composed recently:
6WDKªULDVRXªKLVWLVKDUªVDIWªVSRXHJ´VWHUR»PH
.L®KDPLV®NHVģªSVDKQD\DQDWLPLUDVWR»PH
In your hands you have the delights, the ones that I lack
Once I had half, and I was looking for you, to share with you that
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Antonis had initially been inspired to compose the poem after he had met
a very beautiful girl. She had had “the delight” of exceptional beauty, but also
a very pleasant personality. Antonis’s poem tells about his admiration for this
girl, endowed with all these good qualities which he lacks, and expresses his
wish to be able to share with her what is good in his lot in life. The addressee
of the poem, however, is a generic “you,” so it could be addressed to anyone.
The word harés (sing. hará) can also point to many other kinds of joys,
skills, and delights (in plural, harés also means a wedding).
Antonis told me that after composing the poem, he recited it to his friend,
a fellow poet and musician. He now expected the friend, were we to meet
him, to refer to the poem somehow, because he had greatly appreciated it.
2QWKHURDGZHŅUVWVWRSSHGE\DVPDOOFORWKLQJVKRSIRUDŅWWLQJRID
pair of jeans that Antonis had asked for from the woman owner previously.
7KHMHDQVZHUHŅQHEXWWKHWURXVHUOHJVKDGWREHVKRUWHQHG7KHRZQHU
offered to do this, just as she always had done. In response, as a “thank
you,” Antonis uttered the same mandináda to her; now by placing emphasis
on the concrete idea of the delights (skills) she had in her hands.
Later, after we had had our supper in a very small tavern, sitting by one
of the few tables outside, a man came from across the street and approached
our table. He put two peeled cactus fruits on the table in front of us, reciting:
Ki-íha misí ke s’ épsahna… “Once I had half, and I was looking for you…”
This was the friend who had valued the poetic picture and the traditional
idea of sharing whatever little you have in Antonis’s mandináda, as well as
his invitation to come and join him.
Here, the new poem, after its composition, has been recited to a friend,
a fellow poet. The poem is then later recited in a social, circumstantially
motivated situation in a shop. The poem is being reused both by the poet,
and by another performer, to refer to and to recollect earlier discussions and
meanings. Antonis’s friend uses a part of the poem to refer to the idea of
sharing, both to express his approval of the poetic skill Antonis has displayed
in capturing that idea in a mandináda, and within the social discourse, to
issue an invitation. Antonis’ reciting the poem to the shopkeeper is also
a performance (a reference) to me. And now in this study, I tell a short
contextualized story of past performances, which is likewise a typical local
form of discourse.
This example demonstrates that performing a mandináda can adopt
any of several kinds of performance discourses. Expressed succinctly, the
performance discourse can serve the following functions:
  DVDVRFLDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQDSRHPXWWHUHGH[WHPSRUHWRŅWWKHFXUrent, face-to-face circumstantial context (to the shopkeeper);
(2) as a reference, a recollection by using a previously heard poem
(between those present in the former recitations);
(3) as a short, contextualized story about a performance in the past (to
someone who has not been present at the given situation); and
(4) as a performance for the distinct purpose of displaying poetic inventiveness (here between the active poets and to me: to show the
quality of the poetic form and the contents of one’s new poem; to
share meaning and values).
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Except for number three, telling a story, where contextual information is
provided, all the other communicative forms are extremely short, referential
and allusive. This means that a compact recitation contains a long story,
and decoding it requires extensive knowledge of local and interpersonal
factors.
Poems embedded in speech
The improvised proverbial and phrasal use of mandinádes in speech is certainly more closely tied to the traditional way of life in a village environment, and it is becoming rare in Crete. These verses are composed on the
spot, or memorized, and the poem is uttered without preparations, on the
spur of the moment. These verses may be used to greet, to joke, to create
a certain kind of atmosphere, or to express one’s feelings for or opinion or
interpretation of something physically or referentially actual or present. A
mandináda like this is often recited to direct the conversation or situation,
just like proverbs or proverbial sayings are used in many cultures. Even if
verbal contests have lost their role today as a serious negotiation of social
status and boundaries, communicational situations contain many interpersonal and circumstantial elements which may be unforgettably negotiated
through metaphorical or allusive expression.
In the beginning of this study, I introduced an example of a conversational
situation where I was myself both the reason for the poetic expression, and
the addressee of it. On that occasion, my interlocutor was using traditional
mandinádes which, in the course of our interaction, alternatively took the
form of provocation, accompaniment, possibly a hint, and an interpretation
of the conclusion of the situation. Although the interlocutor put considerable
persuasive power in his utterances, as an addressee, I was able to misread
WKHVHULRXVQHVVDQGWRVWUHVVLQVWHDGWKHņLUWLQJSOD\IXOQHVVRIWKDWGLDORJXH
7KLVZDVDUHPDUNDEOHŅUVWKDQGH[SHULHQFHVLQFHLWDOORZHGPHWRFRPPHQW
on the part of the interpreter from inside the process.
Let us therefore compare this case to another personal example which
took place a year later, in June 1999. When my Greek partner-to-be, Yannis
+DG]LKDUDODPERXVUHFLWHGDPDQGLQ¢GDWRPHGXULQJRXUŅUVWFRQYHUVDWLRQ
the situation was quite different. He was born in Athens and grew up there,
but had just spent the eight years prior to our meeting mostly in Crete.
Although not able to compose verses himself, Yannis was familiar with
mandinádes from playing music with the local musicians. We had never
met before, but having spent some evenings in the same paréa, Yannis as
a musician and I as a listener, our eyes continually strayed towards each
RWKHUDQGWKHQZHZHUHŅQDOO\VWUXFNXSDFRQYHUVDWLRQ,WROGDERXWP\
interest in mandinádes and that I was returning to Crete after the summer
LQRUGHUWRFDUU\RXWŅHOGZRUNUHVHDUFKRQWKHVXEMHFW+HORRNHGDWPHDQG
said:
1DN¢PRWKªORWDUDK®VDGRNDN´<HQ¢UL
1DU®NVRKL´QLDNHQHU¢¢OORVQDPLVHS¢UL

141

The multidimensional performance

I want to make disorder / like the wicked January
To throw snow and water / so that no one else will get you!1

In tight village communities, this veiled and metaphorical way of talking
in mandinádes was the only way to express the emotions between the
two sexes. Even on this referential occasion, the atmosphere created by
this romandic utterance completely changed the frame of reference for the
following discourse. Choosing to use the playful imagery and the romandic
aura evoked by the register, Yannis had opened his heart, but safely.
I now willingly interpreted the challenge in the way he intended it, but
had I not shared his feelings, I could have downplayed his words, without
the situation becoming embarrassing. What is tangible in this example is
how much the right timing can mean in switching the code to traditional
poetic register, how much information can intuitively be packed into a short
poem, and how immanent the simultaneous contextualization process is. In
connection with the previous example, this experience also clearly displays
the correlation between the freedom with which the addressee may interpret
the metaphorical utterance and the freedom with which the performer may
invest all his might in it. In this type of poetic discourse, using the register
gives access to communication in a special performance arena, and the
contextualization process either renders the results valid in “real life,” or it
does not. In the end, the rules are fair enough.
In the examples referred to above, the performers used poems intentionally
to affect or to change the course of the ongoing situation. Examples of such
intentional utterances are featured throughout this book. Besides occurring
in conversational communication, the same also takes place, of course, in
singing events, but within frames that are more ritual and prepared.
A mandináda can also occur in the course of a conversation much like
a memory or a philosophical statement that is evoked by a personal interpretation or association. In the Village, my friends Agapi Moshovaki and
Despina Papadaki continuously used mandinádes to illustrate various situations, or mandinádes were brought to their mind by lexical associations.
:KHQZHVDWGRZQWRGLVFXVVIRUWKHŅUVWWLPHLQ0DUFK  
Agapi casually mentioned, quite soon after we had begun: “and it says…”
(léei; with this introduction she, like many others, often quoted a mandináda):
0L¢]LLNDUGL¢PRXPģHNOLVL¢SRXOLWRXU\¢GHQªKL
0´QRDQELNDQ®VYRVN´VQDPLYUDK®RQWHYUªKL
My heart is like a church / that has no religious service (“proper use”)
(“It has use”) Only if a shepherd goes in / not to get wet when it rains
1 This mandináda is known from the repertoire of the lira-player Psarantonis, who in
performance adds the phrase pos m’ évales sta páthi, “since you made me feel passion”,
DIWHUWKHŅUVWKDOIOLQHRIWKHŅUVWYHUVH IHDWXULQJDOVRLQWKHUHFRUG3VDUDQWRQLVNa kámo
thélo tarahí).
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A chapel in the countryside. Photo by the author, Milopotamos, September 2010.

She continued by saying: “As it is, it tells you…It has a lot of meaning!”
Here, Agapi was referring to the typical, small Greek chapels that are located
a short distance from the village and have been built even in very remote
places in the countryside. These chapels were built to honor a particular
saint, and often they hold a modest liturgy only on that saint’s day; this is
in striking contrast to the central churches that conduct regular liturgies
weekly and which, except during these liturgies, are often frequented on
a daily basis by locals and visitors, lighting candles in memory of their
loved ones. By referring to the random entrance of a shepherd to keep rain
in the building, using it for some other purpose than what it was built for,
the poem enhances the metaphor of isolation and uselessness. Later on,
we learned that this was indeed how this lively old woman herself felt her
own life to be: her husband and some close relatives had died early, and
although she had children and grandchildren, she regretted that her full life
had passed too soon. Such an utterance gives voice to personal experience.
While corresponding to a poetic picture of one’s emotions and thoughts, this
brings the satisfaction of self-expression, but it also brings a psychological
release: others have felt the same.
Many of the poems by Despina, who had married in the Village, expressed
a concern for moral principles and their adaptation in the village’s social life
and relationships in the village. On several occasions, she composed verses
or took up a poem composed earlier to explain this philosophy to me: if you
always treat others well, never talk about them bad behind their back, and
always help those who need assistance, you have nothing to fear and can
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Agapi Moshovaki and Despina Papadaki, September, 2010. Photo by the author.

lead a respectable life in anyone’s eyes.
1DS¢PHVģªQDQ¢UURVWRQDWRQHSLVNHIWR»PH
.RXU¢\RQDWRXG´VRXPHNHQDWRQDJDSR»PH
We should go to the sick / we should visit him
To give him courage / and to love him
6DQSDVVWRGU´PRWRQNDO´WKDYU®VWLQHYOR\®D
7KDVRXKDU®]LR7KH´V´OLWLQHIWLK®D
When you walk on the good road / you will be blessed
The God will give you / all the happiness

When I took the above photograph of Agapi and Despina during my visit
in the village in September 2010, Despina turned to me and commented
ŅHOGQRWHV6HSWHPEHU 
0HWLIRWRJUDI®DVRXVWªNRNHNRXYHQGL¢]R
0D®QHKDUW®NHGHPLO®NHYDULDQDVWHQ¢]R
With your photograph / I stand and discuss
But it is paper and doesn’t speak / and I give a deep sigh

The poem most probably commented on the fact that although I was present
that day, this presence would be short and soon followed by a long absence.
I believe the performance of this poem got her to think about other people,
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familiar from the photographs hanging on her living-room wall, people
whom she could no longer talk to, because she immediately began to recite
SRHPVDERXWJHWWLQJROG6KHŅUVWWDONHGDERXWKHURZQDGYDQFHG\HDUVWKHQ
WXUQHG WR JHQHUDO UHņHFWLRQV RQ WKH LQFDSDELOLW\ RI ROG DJH VXEVHTXHQWO\
made a moral observation about the lack of religious faith which only
becomes relevant in times of trouble, and lastly, remembered an event from
her youth of a mandináda being performed by a passing neighbor. This
chain of associations was then disrupted when the name of a plant I am not
familiar with required some explaining, and the discussion again turned to
other themes on every-day subjects.
(V®ģVHVWLQDQDWRO®NģªKLVNHU´EURVW¢VRX
6WLG®VL´SRX®PģHJ´WKDS´WRX®OLRXVW¢VRX"
You are in the East / and you have time in front
In the West where I am / shall I tell the sun to stop?
7UªKRXQWDKU´QLDVDQHU´SRXWUªKLVWRSRW¢PL
.HVD\HU¢VLR¢QWKURSRV®QWDERU®QDN¢QL"
The years run like the water / which runs in the river
And when the man becomes old / what can he do anymore?
(I®JDQHWDKU´QLDPDV®UWKDQWD\HUDWL¢PDV
.HW´UDHIRQ¢]RXPHªOD7KHªNRQW¢PDV
The years are gone / the old age came
And now we are shouting / come, God, be with us!
(\ªUDVDNHSV¢ULQDNHSU¢PDEOLRGHQN¢QR
Ģ(YJDODNHVWDKWL¢PDOOL¢VDQWRQDOHWRXU¢QR
I turned old and grey / and no more make a thing
My hair turned ash-colored / like the aletouráno*
(*name of a plant)

Several improvisers consciously render even ordinary messages in couplet form. In addition to this, an everyday utterance may begin non-poetically and while never consciously intended as a poem, it may turn into
one. The words steer themselves towards the Dekapendasíllavo meter and
suggest a rhyming word.
As has been demonstrated earlier, mandinádes can be embedded into
speech as references to past situations, in which both the reciter and the
hearer(s) have been present. Such recitals are a mutual joy: simultaneously,
they refer to the given past situation itself (and/or praise or comment on the
individual communicative or compositional skill exhibited in that situation),
and praise the unity of the interlocutors (or the community) by showing just
how well-equipped the people sharing the same tradition can be in decoding
these short, referential messages. The following example also refers to the
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VLJQLŅFDQFHRIWKHSRHWLFPHWHULQWHUPVRIPHPRU\
+DOID\HDUDIWHUP\ŅUVWORQJHUVWD\LQWKH9LOODJHLQ,UHWXUQHG
again. Despina, now 71 years old, had composed poems about our friendship
DQG DERXW P\ IRUJHWWLQJ WKH SHRSOH LQ WKH 9LOODJH ŅHOGQRWHV 6HSWHPEHU
15, 2001). I had called her on the phone some weeks before I returned,
and immediately after that, she had met with Agapi and extemporized the
following poem:
0LDŅOHQ¢GDªNDPDDS´WL)LODQG®D
9ªUDWLQHIRQ¢]RĢJ´NHDIW®PHOªLWK®D
One (woman) friend I made / from Finland
I call her Vera / and she calls me aunt

It is clear that the rhyme word “aunt” is arrived at through the pressure of
ŅQGLQJDUK\PHTXLFNO\DQGWKHPHDQLQJKDVEHHQHQFORVHGLQWRWKHSRHP
along with this word. They told me that when she had come up with this
poem, they had laughed their hearts out, and could not help laughing even
now (or ever after). For them, the poem had already became a way to cite
my presence. I did not immediately grasp the cultural background against
which the poem appeared so amusing, so they explained: that Despina in the
poem calls me by my name, and I call her “aunt,” implies that Despina has
to be very old indeed, with one foot in the grave already, because I am an
adult myself (born 1962), a mother of an adult daughter, and not a child who
would call any woman outside the family “aunt.” This image keeps amusing
us whenever we meet.
7KHQ VRPH \HDUV ODWHU ŅHOGQRWHV -XO\   ZH ZHUH VLWWLQJ ZLWK
Despina at a table during a feast, and in the course of our conversation,
when someone referred to my home country, Despina tried to recollect
which country I came from. I saw her striving to think back to this poem in
KHUPLQGDQGZKHQVKHWULXPSKHGRYHUŅQGLQJWKHDQVZHU,P\VHOIUHFLWHG
the poem to her. She could not believe that I had followed her thought so
well, and after we had reminisced “our” moments of fun with the history
of the poem, Despines entertained the others with this new story of my
“psychologizing” her.
Stories of past performances
6RPHPDQGLQ¢GHVUHPDLQLQWKHORFDOUHSHUWRLUHDVŅ[HGWH[WVSRHPVDQG
VRPH DV VWRULHV $V WKH H[DPSOH DERYH LQGLFDWHV ŅUVW WKH HYHQW DQG WKH
inventiveness of the words can begin as an experience between only a few
people, but it can be retold in new forms, and it can even take on a completely
new shape and meaning. New associations, in turn, produce new events
DQG QHZ VWRULHV VHH DOVR &DUDYHOL  Ġ  2IWHQ WKRVH SRHPV
that once uttered in the stream of an ongoing discourse have irreversibly
affected the course of that discourse, also need some contextualization
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in their retelling. For many Cretans, whose roots and memories lie in
the old tightly-knit village life, these extemporized mandinádes form a
very central point of reference. Therefore, even if mandinádes are today
rarely extemporized, such past performances and events are recollected as
stories. As I have noted earlier, this is the way that the event portrayed in a
mandináda is narrated to those not present in the situation. These accounts
DUHGUDPDWL]HGSHUIRUPDQFHVIRUWKHRXWVLGHUģVEHQHŅWWKHVLWXDWLRQLVQRZ
explained to the extent needed for grasping the point, and the mandináda
enters as the punch-line of the performance, often followed by comments
and explanations. Several quotations included in this study reveal how a
speaker may recite such verbal events in the middle of a conversation to
illustrate his or her point.
The local people recollect many stories especially about those communicative situations where someone had the last word with a mandináda. They
also like to tell stories about a sudden turn of events, which someone cleverly
FRPPHQWVRQE\LPPHGLDWHO\SURGXFLQJDEHŅWWLQJPDQGLQ¢GD0RUHRYHU
people characterize and memorize other people through the mandinádes
that are associated with them. These stories celebrate the individual’s skill
to improvise and reproduce the appraised values of his or her ready wit
and dexterity in words, similarly to the referential citing of the mandinádes
uttered in the past contexts when among the speech community.
Kostas Kontoyannis, 1999 (991124):
Once we were in the village, we were a paréa and we drank water from
the spring: one bows down, drinks water, drinks the next; the moment
ZKHQ,ERZĠWKLVKDSSHQHGLQWKHUHDOLW\ĠWKHVSULQJVWRSV,WZDVD
spring, it was running water, and stops the spring, and I say:
6N®IWRVWLYU®VL\DQHU´PģDIW®PHPLDVWHUªYJL
,QW¢ģNDPDVW]LP®UDVPRXNDN´NHPHSHGªYJL"
I bow to the spring for water / but it runs dry at once
What bad did I do to my fate / and she mocks me?
We, that is, in Crete, we have the parable: “even if you go to the spring it
will run dry”, that is, you are unlucky and even if you go to a spring that
runs, it will stop running. This happened to me.”

Local folk musicians were important people in the villages because they
most often were the center of the informal entertainment and parées. For
example, an unmarried, self-taught liráris (lira-player) who had died about
twenty years ago in the Village, was recollected by Agapi Moshovaki with
the following story (010420). In the past, the Village had been notorious
for its lack of water supplies, until the united village committee had water
pipes constructed:
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”A paréa who had also a lira, in the neighboring village, was making fun
of our village. The other village’s liráris said:
.DO´KRUL´®QģNH WR+RUL´ PDªKLªQDSVHJ¢GL
ģ2VSRXQDS¢QHVWRQHU´WVRXNQ´QLWRWVLN¢OL
A good village is also the ’Village’/ but it has one shortcoming
Until they get to the water / the cooking-pot gets burnt
Then our village’s liráris responds by saying:
7RSRVGHQªKRPHQHU´GHQ®QHSURVYRO®PDV
.DV®GDVWRHO¢KLVWRGHQªKLLNHIDO®PDV
That we don’t have water / is not an insult for us
Dandruff, even a little / is not on our heads2

Our liráris then recites another mandináda, re-directing the blame and
hinting that there are people in the other village who have dandruff, but
Agapi does not remember the words of this mandináda.
The other liráris, from patrigroups named Katsamás, then replied:
7RPHUDNO®GRQWDKDUWL¢HJ´WDGLRU®]R
3DU¢NVHQRPRXIªQHWHSRVQDPLVHJQRU®]R
The cards of the merry-masters / are assigned by me
It looks odd to me / that I don’t recognize you
And our liráris recited the following in response:
$QWKHVQDJQRULVWR»PHQHQDPģªKLVWRKHUL´VRX
9UHVPRXPLDK®UD.DWVDP¢Q¢ģUKRPHVWRKRUL´VRX
If you want us to get familiar / and to have me in your hands
Find me a widow Katsamá3 / and I will come to your village!

7KHVH VWRULHV DQG UHFROOHFWLRQV UHņHFW KRZ SHRSOH YDOXH VLWXDWLRQDO
improvisation and the capability of words to have a highly contextual
PHDQLQJ $W ŅUVW WKH HYHQW DQG WKH LQYHQWLYHQHVV RI WKH ZRUGV FDQ EH
completely an insider experience, but the success in capturing the moment
as an experience in a verbal repartee is truly cherished by Cretans, and
therefore a story like this often becomes a permanent part of a person’s

2 My interlocutors explained that in those days, dandruff was thought to be a sign of poor
hygiene, of not washing one’s hair.
3 “Find me among your patrigroups a widow that I can marry.” The Village’s lira-player was
a bachelor, and by improvising this utterance, he refers to the (in Crete) rather rare case of
becoming a sógambros, a groom marrying into the village of his wife.
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repertoire.
Just as people contextualize single poems as their own utterances and
performances, people can adopt the stories of meaningful performances
WRUHņHFWSHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFHV2QFHZKHQERWK,DQGP\KXVEDQGZHUH
present, we heard a mandináda bearing a striking resemblance to another,
rather peculiar one we had heard before, concerning a man who had travelled
around the world and then died of a bee sting the day he returned home;
only this time, it was presented as an utterance of a mother, concerning the
GHDWKRIKHUFKLOGIRUWKHVDPHUHDVRQ7KLVH[SHULHQFHFDQQRWEHYHULŅHG
EHFDXVH WKH ŅUVW WHOOLQJ RI WKH VWRU\ KDG WDNHQ SODFH LQ DQ XQUHFRUGHG
conversation, and neither of us could remember where. These kinds of
recontextualizations could be expected even with these kinds of singular
VWRULHVĠHVSHFLDOO\LQ&UHWHZKHUHERWKWKHVWDELOLW\DQGWKHUHIRUPDWLRQ
of a text, as well as the acknowledgement of the situational meaning of a
text, coexist so closely.
Presentation of poetic inventiveness
I introduced previously the presentation of a newly made poem as a perIRUPDQFH 'XULQJ P\ HDUO\ ŅHOGZRUN , HDJHUO\ KXQWHG IRU SHRSOHģV DFFRXQWVRIWKHVRFLDOO\VLJQLŅFDQWUHFLWDWLRQVRISRHPVWKDWZHUHLPSURYLVHG
and contextualized. Although, as the previous presentation of the stories of
past performances show, while people did appreciate such events, they gave
them much less consideration than I had anticipated. Sometimes they even
responded by taking a negative stance: in many districts of central Crete,
as in the village Korfes near Iraklio, which is famous for its serious parées
and quality mandinádes (see Papirakis 2004), people understood that I was
referring to the habits associated with eastern Crete (Sitia particularly) of
teasing, mocking or making fun with mandinádes, and made a point to clarify that that particular style was not much appreciated in their village. But
could a poem be recited in a moment of daily life, outside the ritual singing
events? They expressed that of course, if one had created or heard a good
new poem, one could present it to others, for example, when going to the
kafenío.
This makes evident how many Cretans, particularly performers and
composers, conceptualize their talk about the mandinádes by turning to the
aesthetic qualities and the story incorporated into the poem. They place
importance on the individual poetic creativity and inventiveness, because
for them, the end-product embodies a dialogic process. Furthermore, in
addition to looking back to a certain performance, they look forward: they
focus on the potentiality of the poems in future performances. Therefore
the presentation and evaluation of the success in capturing a theme (for the
GHŅQLWLRQ VHH &KDSWHU   UHTXLUHV IHZ ZRUGV EHWZHHQ WKRVH SHRSOH ZKR
know each others’ repertoire and performance history.
When I had assimilated this observation, which gave a more complex
insight into the local evaluation of the poetic text, I also began to notice
references made by the mandinadolóyi to the phenomenon of publicly
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“announcing” new poems. In September 2006, I explicitly asked Aristidis
Heretis if he had felt an immediate need to announce a newly created poem.
He responded to my question by stating: “Think, when a baby is born,
isn’t it such a joy that you run around the village to tell it to everyone!?
A poem born is like a baby born, you have to tell it to others!” (Fieldnotes
September 9, 2006)
This “presentation of poetic inventiveness” is a discourse in which
the individual ability to express oneself and to capture meaningful ideas,
structures, and values of the surrounding reality and tradition in a poem is
performed, received and evaluated without any necessary circumstantially
contextualized frame. This discourse is a vital mode of being in the performance arena between the active composers and their immediate circles
in Crete.

Performance as gendered and shared experience
Up until the time when the acoustic format of the gléndi was held, and the
parées used to gather regularly, the ability to perform was a necessary skill
at the feast and singing events. In what comes to the performance in parées,
and in the singing in the gléndi in many areas of Crete, this applies especially
for men. Musicians were all men and the singers in the parées were quite
exclusively men. In fact, women were normally not allowed to learn to play
musical instruments even if they wanted to: how could a woman play in
male parées, stay up until the early morning hours, and possibly even travel
from place to place? This was regarded as a direct path to a sinful life.
(010422; 010430) Only the mandolin, which was popular in many areas and
could be used for lyrical singing in one’s home environment, was acceptable
for women to play in some cases. In the mountain village of Anoya, people
have told me that mandolin used to be played by many women, and that it
is still played there. In 1997 in Rethimno, I interviewed an elderly woman,
Tasia, who had come as a refugee with her family from Asia Minor in 1922
when she was two years old. She recounted that she had insisted so much
on learning to play that she was allowed to do so in the end. She said that
in addition to family occasions, she performed the mandolin and sung in
the festive get-togethers of the local kapí (“center of occupation for the old
people”).4 Tasia was, however, the only exception that I have heard about
in Rethimno.
How women experienced and practiced poetic argumentation thus
differed somewhat from how men did, particularly with regard to the male
parées. In Chapter 3, it was noted that women did participate in the singing
of mandinádes in the gléndi, particularly in the reciprocal challenges, and
that in eastern Crete, women were important performers in the dance genres
that consisted of improvised singing. Although women did not sing or
4 These centers with their assembly halls are very active and they organize trips, for example,
to various places of interest, paniyíria, monasteries and places of birth (for the refugees of
Asia Minor).
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A picnic trip to nature, typically organized on May Day. Thanasis Skordalos
(1920–1998) on the lira, in the village of Spili. Photo private collection of Manolis
Tzirakis.

play music in the paréa, they were excluded from these events only when
they were exclusive male, androparées, which were more typical of some
villages and areas than of others. In other words, women were present in
all major celebrations and in several other occasional celebrations, as can
be seen in the photograph above and on pages 22, 94, 104. Of all the ritual
events, klídonas, the midsummer feast, had its special rituals involving
the mandinádes sung together by women and men. Anna Caraveli (1985)
remarks that in Karpathos, women played a decisive role in the evaluation
and re-performance of the poems sung in the gléndi: as attentive listeners,
they evaluated the poetic and performative qualities of the poems sung and
then decided what was valuable and worth remembering.
However, mandinádes were also sung in many other events, and some of
these were especially the women’s domain. For example, one exclusively
female duty is the preparation of the bride and groom for a wedding, with
mandinádes traditionally sung at each turn. Because lamenting in Crete uses
the same metrical model of the rhyming couplet, many women who are
often literally referred to as piítries, female poets, contributed to the poetic
imagery and improvisation in this context.
Women were important performers and composers in the more intimate
and conversational arenas, and several interlocutors have emphasized their
SRHWLF ZD\ RI VSHHFK LQ WKH ROG GD\V WKLV HYHU\GD\ KDELW VLJQLŅFDQWO\
supported their children’s learning of the expressive principles of the
register (see Chapter 6). Both sexes also cultivated the repartee in various
communicational occasions of daily life. Local people do not report seeing
any major gender-related difference in the talent to improvise or compose
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poems, but women are said to “know” more poems than men, and among
the elderly, women are often acknowledged to have a much better command
of words. This means that most people had a repertoire of mandinádes in
their active memory; many interviewees claim that a person not knowing
how “to say” a mandináda was an exception in the old days. New poems
were actively collected in this repertoire. Especially the festive times served
as important sources for new poems, because several mandinádes were
performed then and the competitive tension contributing to the quality was
intense. Furthermore, in addition to the poems people heard in their own
village, sung either by the villagers themselves or by visiting musicians,
they would also travel to other villages and there acquire new expressions,
structures and repertoires to share with others in their own village. Despina
and Agapi, as well as many other elder female interlocutors, have also said
that young women would write the best poems down in their notebooks.

Participation, improvisation and meaning
During a performance, a poem can be composed on the spur of the moment,
but even composers often recollect and use existing poems from their poetic
reserve when they perform. All people actively connected to the tradition
have a poetic reserve like this, a wealth of poems they have absorbed and
PHPRUL]HG ZKLFK WKH\ UHņHFW RQ FUHDWLYHO\ :LWK PDQGLQ¢GHV Ġ VKRUW
compact and incorporating a message in a linguistically independent image
ĠPHPRUL]DWLRQLVRIWHQDFFXUDWH,ZLOOUHIHUWRWKLVFDSDELOLW\RIVWRULQJDQG
retrieving relevant poems from the memory “on the spur of the moment,”
as a poem-memory. It has been noted that a vast repertoire of poems is
the basis for acquiring improvisational skills, but even people who cannot
H[WHPSRUL]HWKHPVHOYHVDUHDEOHWRXVHWKHPHPRUL]HGSRHPVņXHQWO\LQD
performance. In the following, I will analyze more closely the roles of ex
tempore composition and the poem-memory as a means of engaging in a
dialogue and in creating meaning in a performance.
In Chapter 2, I referred to Michael Herzfeld’s article, The Indigenous
Theory of Meaning (1981a), in which he establishes a semandic theory of
the meaning of the mandinádes, basing it on an analysis of the commentary
of his interlocutors in Rhodes. Drawing on my own experience of performances, local commentary and narratives of past performances, I have conceptualized four principal categories of meaning. Now that some examples
of performances and commentary have been presented, these ideas can be
analyzed closer. In Crete, the meaning of the mandinádes is explicitly or
implicitly stated to lie in the following:
Ġ WKHperformative, thematic continuity between mandinádes: the poems
adhere to the theme at hand;
Ġ WKHcontextual relevance of the poem performed. This relevance can be
acknowledged in connection to the present situation or to a situation
out of the immediate context;
Ġ the creative LQWHUQDOŅWWLQJ or textual manipulation of a mandináda, and
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Ġ WKHZD\DVWDWHPHQWRUDQLGHDLVLQFRUSRUDWHGLQWRWKHLPDJHU\RIWKH
poem.
Thematic continuation
One of the most obvious statements made by my informants concerns the
perception of meaning in the continuity between the mandinádes performed,
that is, the thematic connection of the mandinádes recited in succession.
This is the principle of meaningful communication with mandinádes and of
disciplined communicational creativity. The notion of continuation, sinéhia,
was emphasized to Herzfeld in Rhodes, to Caraveli (1982) in Karpathos, and
to me in Crete, the thematic connection was underlined in all conversations
LQP\ŅHOGZRUN7KHPDWLFFRQQHFWLRQPHDQVWKDWWKHFRQWH[WRIPHDQLQJ
is created in a performance and perceived in the intertextual context of the
evolving dialogue. According to the basic rule, each singer in a singing
event contributes to the current theme. During the course of the event,
longer singing in turns in a paréa introduces new themes: continuation
is demanded until the selected theme is naturally exhausted, as described
E\WKHVLQJHUV7KHFRQFHSWLRQFRQVHTXHQWO\EULQJVIRUWKWKHVLJQLŅFDQFH
of the performance as a dialogue. This suggests that such a performative
verbal exchange has a value in and of itself.
Thematic continuation may be realized by varying methods. As a singer
LVUHTXLUHGWRUHņHFWRQDWKHPHWKHVXEMHFWRIVSHHFKE\DSRHPWH[WXDOO\
interconnected with it, a meaningful contribution can in most cases be
made with a suitable poem selected from the singer’s poem-memory. Since
D VLQJLQJ HYHQW LV DOZD\V LPSURYLVDWRU\ E\ QDWXUH , GHŅQHG WKLV DFW RI
“matching” as contextual improvisation (see p. 78).
In practice, thematic continuation is very often realized by repeating or
UHņHFWLQJRQDword occurring in the previous poem or an idea embodied in
the imagery already presented. This may be done in a congruent, questioning
or contrasting way. The following example shows how common words can
act as dynamic stimuli when they emerge in a poem, because they may lead
one to the recognition of a certain theme even outside performative events.
The example is an extract from one of the conversations I had with Despina
and Agapi in the Village. This comment was recited by Agapi during our
reading aloud of Despina’s collection of her own compositions and of the
poems she had heard, written down by hand (2001, 010430):
Despina: 
  

Ņ\HVG®KRVQDPRXSLVWRXKRULVPR»WR\¢VRX
0DLVNªSVLPRXWKDYU®VNHWHSDQWRWLQ¢NRQW¢VRX
You left without saying to me / the good bye of separation
But (even so) my thought will / always be near you

Agapi: 
  

2KRULVP´V®QHYDU®V OªL \DW®DI®QLS´QR
.HSURSDQG´V´WDQVNHIW®VWLVDQDPQ®VLVP´QR
The separation is hard / because it leaves pain
And above all when you think of / only the memories
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By selecting the word “separation,” the poem continues to develop the
same theme. Agapi’s poem, however, implies a crucial displacement in the
mood of the poetic self and in the level of argumentation: after the poem
recited prior to this one, relevant to the situation only regarding our efforts
to read the poems from the handwritten sheets, the poem cited by Agapi
UHņHFWVDSHUVRQDOSKLORVRSKLFDOFRQFHSWLRQRIOLIH6KHFRXOGQRQHWKHOHVV
KDYHUHņHFWHGRQWKHWKHPHRQO\RQWKHEDVLVRIDOH[LFDODVVRFLDWLRQZLWKQR
further deeper relevance, which is the case in the following example. Here,
she seizes upon the expression of number included in one of the poems in
a letter composed by Despina to a friend whom she had not seen for a long
time (010430):
Despina:
  

Ģ,NRVLKU´QLDHNO®VDQHSHU¢VDQWDWUL¢QGD
SRXVģªKRPHVDVWLQNDUGL¢NģHN®WKDVģªKRS¢QWD
Twenty years came full / thirty years have passed
That I have you in my heart / and there I’ll have you always

Agapi:
  

7UL¢QWDPLQHVVģDJDS´\®QRQGHSªQWHKU´QLD
.HOHPRQL¢QDI®WHYDWKDªWURJDOHPRQL¢
ThirtyPRQWKV,ORYH\RXWKH\ģOOEHFRPHŅYH\HDUV
Even if I had planted a lemon tree / I’d now eat lemons

7KH PRYHPHQW ZLWKLQ WKH FRQWLQXXP RI JHQHUDOĠSHUVRQDO LV UHFXUUHQW
Although individuality and surprise are major pillars for successful communication throughout the register, solely the pull of the thematic continuity attracts both spontaneous associations and dialogic reactions.
6WDWHPHQWVLGHDVHQFORVHGLQWKHLPDJHU\
As was stated above, a thematic connection can be made by citing a poem
that contains a relevant image, which Herzfeld called an eternal truth,
referring to an experience shared by the singer and his audience. These
LPDJHVDUHĥSKLORVRSK\LQWKHņHVKĦ5: they express moral values, a general
philosophy of life, or deliberations on themes such as love, friendship,
sorrow, death or luck, which carry an intrinsic value and a potential of being
adapted in the recurrent situations of human life. In understanding the value
RIVXFKVWDWHPHQWVVKDUHGFXOWXUDOYDOXHVSOD\DPDMRUUROHŅUVWWKH\MXVWLI\
such self-expression as a culturally valid way of speaking and matching
emotions with the poems as a creative endeavor; second, they show that the
register is not simply a mode and form of performance, but that it is also an
archive of attitudes, norms, believes and hopes. These images can be used
authoritatively or metaphorically as a vehicle to describe the situation or the
5 I refer to the title of the book: 3KLORVRSK\ LQ WKH ņHVK 7KH HPERGLHG PLQG DQG LWV
challenge to Western thought by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1999; New York :
Basic Books).
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personal emotional state, or to create an atmosphere. As composers have
explained, most of these mandinádes are not composed on the spur of the
moment in a performance, but at other times (for additional information on
this topic, see the following chapter).
In a singing event, a poem containing a certain image may be interjected
RQO\IRUSHUIRUPDWLYHUHDVRQVWRIXOŅOOWKHQHHGRIWKHPDWLFFRQWLQXDWLRQ
Or, it may be used to express an intentional statement or a point of view.
Whether the meaning then is shared depends much on how the poem
corresponds to the receiver’s/hearer’s own experience (age group, depth of
the repertoire of poems, knowledge of the performance history), feelings,
RUWKHFXUUHQWOLIHVLWXDWLRQ)RUH[DPSOHD\RXQJPDQLQORYHZLOOQRWŅQG
substantial meaning in an old man’s philosophic verses about death and
loss, and vice versa, as is made explicit in the following comments:
Kostas Kontoyannis, 1999 (991124):
A poem can be good for you, but not for me. If I have not felt the same, it
GRHVQRWWRXFKPHLWGRHVQRWVSHDNWRPH%XWLWFDQŅW\RXUH[SHULHQFH
it can speak to you.
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2008 (080930):
I can’t say that this is good, it is strong, or how much it can touch people
ĠRUwhich people, because, other people like those of love, other those
of separation…

7KHSHUFHSWLRQRIPHDQLQJIXOQHVVLQWKHLPDJHU\ĠDQGWKHHYDOXDWLRQ
RIWKHSRHPĠZLOOWKXVFRPPRQO\WDNHSODFHWKURXJK D SHUVRQDOIHHOLQJ
of sharing of the experience or idea indicated by the imagery. Active poets
and regular performers, however, will also evaluate the potentiality of the
poem and its imagery, and they will therefore also perceive the meaning at
an abstract level of creativity, even as being outside the realm of their own
experiences. These concerns will become more concrete in the following
chapter.
Contextual relevance
Meaning can be perceived in the external contextual relevance, which
can be either present, or out of the immediate context. In this case, the
meaning of a poem recited or sung is perceived with regard to how it refers
to or comments on the current social situation, or how it alludes to any
other situation or event which is familiar and relevant to the audience. The
communicative utterances therefore build connections between the text and
the context, possibly also between the implied earlier texts, situations or
performances. These poems can be memorized or composed extempore:
references can be bound in the text, or the citation of a poem can activate a
shared memory.
References have the power to evoke very different kinds of referents
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that are in dialogue with the present moment. For instance, they can be
explicit textual indications of or references to the current situation or to
an earlier performance or poem. Another possibility is that references are
metonymic in nature, deriving extra-textual meaning from the tradition. An
example of this will be cited in Chapter 6: an argument of not wanting
to play cards is based on the common saying that winning in card games
means misfortune in love. As is certainly typical in all verbal traditions,
the metonymy embedded in the code-switching is a common marker and
creator of the atmosphere.
,QWHUQDOŅWWLQJ
In several cases, direct comments and contextually relevant references can
be made very skillfully through contextual improvisation, but it is in the
direct suggestions and in the explicit, context-sensitive manipulations of the
H[LVWLQJWH[WVĠZKLFK+HU]IHOGUHIHUVWRDVWKHFUHDWLYHLQWHUQDOŅWWLQJ of a
PDQGLQ¢GDĠZKHUHDFWXDOWH[WXDOLPSURYLVDWLRQSOD\VDFKDUDFWHULVWLFUROH
,QWHUQDOŅWWLQJLVFKLHņ\FRQQHFWHGWRWKHSHUIRUPDWLYHVLWXDWLRQMXVWOLNH
making an external reference, but the meaning is now conveyed through the
explicit manipulation of textual elements; particularly, this involves making
morphological and lexical changes to the text presented immediately
before, or to another text that is known to be part of the shared repertoire.
As a result, meaning is produced through the intertextual play between the
present mandináda and a past or preceding mandináda with an explicit and
intentional manipulation of the textual components: in effect, this can be
done either by using the components of the previous mandináda in a witty
manner to create a contrast in the meaning, or by delicately modifying wellknown verses and metaphors. In the internally created context, alterations
in the form of a known or previously stated text can create a subtle play
between the original and changed contexts. Often enough, these alterations
are motivated by reproducing the effects of humor, irony or ridicule, as in
the following example provided by Herzfeld (1985a: 142):
A young Glendiot man had gone to the lowland village of Voriza, a place
despised by Glendiots as merely agricultural and a good place to raid
without fear of retaliation. The locals started to goad the Glendiot youth
with suggestions that he should marry into their village. Irritated, he
announced:
Kallia ’kho na me thapsoune stsi asfendias ti riza
Better-I-would-be to-be-buried at the asphodel’s root
Para na paro kopelia na’ ne ’pou ta Voriza!
Than to take a girl who is from Voriza!
An old Voriza woman, standing nearby, heard the verse and replied:
Kallia ’kho na me thapsoune se mia khiroskatoula
Better-I-would-be to-be-buried in a puddle-of-pig-shit
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Para na paris kopelia na ’ne Vorizopoula
Than that-you-should-take a girl who is a Voriza-girl

Adapted to the same formulaic structure, the famous romandic image of
“asphodel’s root” is turned into the vulgar “puddle-of-pig-shit;” and the
way of stating the “girl-from-Voriza” is transformed lexically. The irony
in the woman’s immediate verbal dexterity is poignant (Herzfeld 1985a:
Ġ .
7KHVHFDVHVRILQWHUQDOŅWWLQJH[SORLWDVZHOODVFUHDWHIRUPXODLFSDWWHUQV
Much of the humorous material I have heard tends to be constructed using
PRGLŅDEOHSDWWHUQVRUWKHSRHPVSOD\ZLWKUHFXUUHQWPHWDSKRUVOLNHLQWKH
example above. The following examples were quoted by Yorgos Sifakis
(041110) while describing to me how teasing and mocking used to be
particularly common in Sitia:
7DSRUWRN¢OLDWRXKRULR»\HP®]RXQHYDS´UL
2WLVNDW¢ģQHRSU´HGURV®QHNHLSVLIRI´UL
7KHRUDQJHVRIWKHYLOODJHŅOOXSDPRWRUERDW
The same shit with the president / are the ones who vote
6WLQS¢QRE¢QGDWVLNRSUªVŅWU´QRXQLGRP¢WHV
2WLVNDW¢ģQHRNDIHW]®V®QHNHLSHO¢WHV
Up above the dung / sprout up the tomatoes
The same shit with the café-owner / are also the customers

7KLVW\SHRIIRUPXODWLQJFRPPXQLFDWLYHVLJQLŅFDQFHWKURXJKWKHFRQscious manipulation of a text seems to occur rarely today. Evidently, this
type is connected to the impulsive, humorous styles, to textual improvisation and to the face-to-face situations in closely-knit communities to a
degree that is rarely represented in contemporary society. The communicational units that are improvised during the dance, in extemporized singing
events and in situational commentary, have certainly taken full advantage of
this factor and displayed it. Furthermore, one must keep in mind that communicative frames may differ widely in the different parts of Crete. These
IUDPHVPD\DOVRYDU\DPRQJWKHVSHFLŅFJURXSVZLWKLQHDFKFRPPXQLW\
such as gender and age. Moreover, it is essential to consider these verbal
arguments with respect to the aspect of the insider/outsider.

Written and media contexts
The most apparent poetic experiences of the mandinádes include the
interaction and coexistence of oral and written texts, together with the
orientation towards writing down poems. Today, in all age groups engaging
in poetic language, the typical result is fully or mainly orally composed
couplets, which then circulate in written form through mediated contexts.
The television and radio broadcasts focusing on mandinádes and Cretan
music as their primary subject are popular, and mandinádes are widely
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circulated as text messages sent by mobile phones among friends and
relatives. These poems naturally operate in very different contextual arenas
than those in the tightly-knit oral village societies. Today, composition
can also be a hobby even for those people who were not immersed in
the traditional poetic expression in their formative years, and for them,
composition depends much more on writing. Oral arenas, however, existed
in the recent past, and the traditional context of communicating with
mandinádes is a current experience for many Cretans. Consequently, the
value of a poem as a text is completed and enriched through the dialogic
relationship with their tradition and their traditional ways of performing.
Written arenas
In Crete, the oral and literary have lived in an intertextual relation for a
long time. This is evident from the mixed oral and literary origins of Cretan
SRHWU\IURPWKHLQņXHQFHRIWKHZLGHO\NQRZQErotókritos romance and
of a parallel narrative composition technique in rhyming couplets (rímes).
Poetry is, perhaps, more susceptible to being written down than prose, due
WRWKHHPSKDVLVRQWKHPHWULFDOIRUPDQGWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHRIWKHFRPSOHWHG
form for meaning, which are obligatory for poems. For example, in Crete,
anecdotes are also featured as a particularly cherished and versatile genre,
but although collections of anecdotes exist, people do not show a similar
degree of motivation for their preservation.
Conversations with elderly women make explicit that mandinádes have
been written down and collected in notebooks by young women for as long
DV ZULWLQJ KDV EHHQ SRVVLEOH , ŅUVW VDZ RQH RI WKHVH QRWHERRNV LQ 
when my language teacher at the University of Rethimno brought me her
mother’s notebook to look at, when I had asked her about mandinádes.
Later, both Agapi and Despina mentioned to me that their old notebooks
had disappeared when they had been loaned to other girls. Some women
have told me that in the old days, young men and women would write small
notes in the form of a mandináda on a piece of paper, which could then be
hidden in a secretly agreed place under a stone or delivered by a messenger.
Engaged couples could keep in touch by exchanging love-letters: Despina,
IRU H[DPSOH KDG FUHDWHG KHU RZQ PDQGLQ¢GHV IRU KHU ŅDQFª DQG KH KDG
asked his cousin, Agapi, and other female relatives for help in order to write
his own letters.
Today, both female and male composers write their verses down in notebooks. I have asked several informants why this written record of one’s own
and others’ poems is regarded as being so important, and people are unanimous in their answers: to preserve them, not to lose them; to hand them
down to their grandchildren. Such a “text-centered” attitude surprised me at
ŅUVWEXWLWDSSHDUVUDWKHUWKDWWKHTXHVWLRQLWVHOILVLOOIRXQGHG:K\LQGHHG
would the preservation of oral poetry be different from the written in a society where most people can read and write? This is probably the most crucial
point in which any educated Westerner will have to be aware of how certain
attitudes of artistic creativity and “pure” orality are inevitably contextualized
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in our minds. However, putting a mandináda into writing has never been reJDUGHGDVDSHUIRUPDQFHEXWDZD\RIVWRULQJĠXQOLNHLQWKHFRPPXQLWLHV
and epic traditions where written versions of texts seem to have contributed
to the idea of the existence of one “correct” version, with the result that the
YHUVDWLOHRUDOSHUIRUPDQFHKDVEHHQHURGHG /RUGĠ 
I have already referred at length to this logic of action and storing when
discussing the collections and the local way of reading them in order to
charge the poetic reserve. By Cretans who perform and compose, the
printed poems are approached essentially as material which can be learned
for situational improvisation and which give inspiration for composition.
Contemporary composers print collections where poems are invariably
divided into categories according to their theme. The theme, indeed, is the
immediate context and the larger organizing principle for storing the poems,
although, to an outsider, it looks as if it were completely context-less.
When television substituted the paréa
Today, face-to-face get-togethers for singing are organized only by the people
most dedicated to Cretan music and mandinádes, but television and radio
programs provide an easily approachable mass media parallel. For example,
the most popular talk show in Crete is hosted by Yorgos Vitoros on the local
“Créta” channel, and that show is broadcasted during the winter season from
Tuesday to Saturday during the peak viewing hours, from 8:00 to 10:00
pm. During the summer, reruns are scheduled. The show’s basic subjects
are Cretan music, musicians, mandinádes, the mandinadolóyi, the latest
anecdotes, as well as various current events, feasts and topics concerning
Crete. Watching the show is one of the most popular regular pastimes in
Crete today.
New mandinádes are the core subject of the show, and in every broadcast, a prewritten mandináda in presented as the theme of the following
EURDGFDVW:KHQWKHVKRZŅUVWVWDUWHGWRSURYLGHWKHVHWKHPHVIRUWKHDXGLHQFHģVFRQWULEXWLRQV DWWKHWLPHRIP\VWD\LQWKHYLOODJH RQO\WKHŅUVW
Dekapendasíllavo verse of a mandináda was presented, and people were
asked to add a second verse. Towards the end of the broadcast, the original
second verse would be revealed. Since this practice proved to be problematic in many ways, it was changed to reciting a full poem and the authorship
was then announced. Currently in each episode, one poem (given in the
previous broadcast) provides the theme, and the viewers are then asked to
send in their own poems, which are composed around this theme, before or
during the show as text messages, or they call in and recite their verses live.
Vitoros, the talk-show host, reads these poems aloud, and sometimes he exchanges a few words with those who call (many are recurrent participants),
but poems are not evaluated further.
Now, opinions about the “Vitoro” vary. The show has very good
ratings and many Cretans view it only in an extremely positive light.
The show’s host, Vitóros, has played an important role in presenting and
commemorating local musicians and mandinadolóyi, and he has worked
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with charitable cases as well. The show has also provided a performance
arena for a number of talented poets to actively develop their skills, and I
will refer to an individual case of this in the chapter on composition. There
DUHWKRVHKRZHYHUZKRŅQGWKHVKRZģVH[FHVVLYHO\SRSXODUL]LQJVW\OHDQG
the commercialization of the composition to be a problem. This is because
all poems, whether good, mediocre or bad, are praised alike, which distorts
the conception of a mandináda and leads people who do not have talent
falsely to believe that they do. The supporters of the show feel that the
themes presented stimulate people to compose and, in the course of time,
these participants may become better composers, while the critics argue
that a composition has to stem naturally from the composer’s experience,
and not be commercially forced. In my experience, most of those who are
of the latter opinion are musicians and other people who were brought up in
a traditional environment and consequently those who still have access to
singing performance arenas, while those who eagerly participate in the show
are people who would otherwise have no means of entering public arenas.
This division, however, is not conclusive, because many experienced,
improvising composers also participate on the show. Women in particular
have taken an active role in all these contemporary arenas where traditional
gender roles regarding the use of the public space do not exist.
For the sake of objectivity, I would like to say that the performative
rules of singing events persist in these modern arenas in several ways. Just
like in a singing event, a theme is introduced and the participants respond
to it; the thematic organization of participation thus continues. However,
references cannot work the same as they would in a face-to-face situation,
and the evaluation of creativity is blurred. In this sense, a television show,
where every message and phone call (as well as viewer ratings) is money,
works entirely unlike the real performance arenas: both competent and less
competent composers now participate in the same virtual paréa without
immediate feedback. This means that everyone is brought on the very same
level, and the village criticism, which would prevent people not capable
of communicative repartee from appearing in public, does not intervene.
Whether this is a loss or an advantage is up to the perceiver. On the other
hand, the audience faces a situation very much like that in a real singing
event, and it can evaluate, discuss and store the poems which are judged
worthy of it. Another essential change is that the imagery becomes much
more focused in a situation that downplays the immediate textual references
that work in face-to-face communication.
Mobile phone messages
Today, mobile phones are not only used for sending compositions as text
messages to television and radio broadcasts, newspaper columns and to
an occasional competition; composers, friends and family members also
use mobile phones extensively to exchange mandinádes in text messages.
Indeed, mandinádes seem almost to be made for this medium, being perfect
by size and by their nature as independent utterances. I was recently told that
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Cretan students have introduced the composition of couplets to university
communities all over Greece: young people may, for example, improvise
an invitation to go out in poetic form. Instead of the old means of writing,
for example, on paper napkins, today people also use the mobile phone
PHPRU\WRDUFKLYHWKHLUFRPSRVLWLRQVDQGWKHVLJQLŅFDQWSRHPVWKH\KDYH
heard. All these contemporary practices will be discussed in more detail in
the following chapter.
Individual and shared: problems implied by the double-identity
in modern arenas
While the poems are thus at the same time recognized as individually
composed texts and as free material to adopt for situational contextualization,
it is quite evident that their introduction into the modern arenas is not
entirely problem-free. Particularly, the anonymity of composed poetry, a
natural characteristic of oral tradition, becomes a problem when moving
from the oral uses of poems and songs to their commercial uses in business,
ZKHUH WKH FRPSRVHU LV QRW WKH RQH ZKR EHQHŅWV IURP WKHP ŅQDQFLDOO\
The problem is that the nature of the tradition, where anyone can take and
perform anybody else’s poem, has been used as an excuse for copyright
violations by many recording musicians, producers and publishers. The
Cretan record industry and in general the Greek record industry have, until
very recently, had nearly non-existing information on record sleeves about
the performers, composers and other participants. During the early decades
of recorded Cretan music, most name musicians continued what had been
common practice in oral performances: the verses they performed were
composed for them by someone else. Musicians would thus publish lyrics
they had not composed under their own name on the record sleeve. Because
everyone created mandinádes, it was not regarded as anything special and
in line with the traditional oral performance, the owner of this performance
was the musician. Mitsos Stavrakakis and Yorgos Karatzis were two of
WKHŅUVWQDPHGPDQGLQ¢GDSRHWVLQWKHVWKH\VWDUWHGWRGHPDQGWKDW
their names be mentioned in connection with their poems. Both can refer to
many cases in which this was not done properly, however (991202).6 Only
very recently have the poets gained the rights to have their names published
with their verses and to get paid, although as Yorgos Sifakis explained to
me, mandinadolóyi still do not get copyright compensation, which all goes
to the musician who has made the recording (041110).
Another problem, where economic harm plays a lesser role but which
represents a strange type of pride, is that people may send mandinádes
composed by others to radio and television programs under their own name.
In fact, this is a recurrent practice. When other peoples’ mandinádes are
exchanged, for example, by mobile phone as text messages, they most often
circulate without any mention of the original composer; someone picks up
a poem he or she likes and presents it as his or her own. But, as Sifakis
6 During the past few decades, both have also made their own records.
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his chapter will elaborate on several aspects of composition. Since
FRPSRVLWLRQ LV VXFK D VLJQLŅFDQW H[SHULHQFH LQ WKH PDQGLQ¢GHV
tradition, and because poems are acknowledged as individual creations,
I will let the composers speak for themselves and allow space for their
TXRWHGFRQWULEXWLRQV7KHVHTXRWDWLRQVDQGH[DPSOHVDUHWDNHQFKLHņ\IURP
conversations with two contemporary composers, with whom I had the
opportunity to talk at length and in depth on these matters. I believe that they
are more commonly representative because, as will become evident, these
GHVFULSWLRQV DOVR UHņHFW WKH FRQYHUVDWLRQV EHWZHHQ WKH SRHWV WKHPVHOYHV
Drawing from a larger body of conversations, I will address the questions of
how one internalizes the tradition and starts to compose; how the structure
and meaning may be developed; and the kinds of motives people have
presented for composition. The longer quotations provide examples of how
composers describe the composition process, what it means to them, and
how they talk about the poems among themselves.

Internalizing the tradition
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2004 (040720):
, VWDUWHG WR FRPSRVH  ZKHQ , FDPH WR WKH YLOODJH Ġ , ZDV HLJKWHHQ
\HDUVĠWRWDNHFDUHRIP\JUDQGPRWKHUZKRZDVLQKHUVWKHQ0\
JUDQGPRWKHU VSHQW WLPH ZLWK RWKHU ROG ZRPHQ Ġ , KDG ORWV RI OLYH
“hearings” (akoúsmata). During these years, being eighteen years old,
a young woman is very sensitive to love and emotions. So, to me, that
time was very positive and I was like a sponge that absorbs everything.
The old women sang poems, stories as songs, old songs. As they did
not know to read and write, they told them with their mouths, and from
one mouth to the other, the tradition went on. That’s also how I, in the
beginning, I tried to hold in my mind some things. What was positive
then is that I read the Erotókritos, since I had a lot of time. That was the
PRVWVLJQLŅFDQWWKDWZDVWKHEHJLQQLQJ
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Kostoula Papadoyanni, September 2009. Photo by the author.

In Crete, less than thirty years ago, most children heard mandinádes
recited in their home environments and they heard them sung especially
in the gléndi, and boys also listened to them in the parées. Most adult
PDOH LQWHUYLHZHHV HPSKDVL]H WKH VLJQLŅFDQFH RI WKH gléndi and paréa
for listening to poems and for learning them. As has been discussed in
Chapter 5, male and female experiences differed, since women did not
participate in the singing paréa as a pastime; if a woman attended one,
she would normally be there to listen. By contrast, the gléndi was open to
all members of society, and the pronounced attraction to the gléndi as a
source of repertoire is due to the framed focus on a verbal exchange and
on the competitive atmosphere. For men, singing in musical parées was a
casual way to practice and to become more competent. Despite the primary
focus on the singing in the gléndi and paréa, many adult composers and
musicians noticed that usually there was a close female relative, a mother or
grandmother, who was extremely verbally talented and poetic in her speech
style, and that she was the one who fostered the child’s interest and special
love for the tradition. For a child who was being initiated into the world
of poems and music, the home environment often served as an emotional
anchor to the tradition. Nonetheless, to be able to build up a repertoire and
WRODWHUJDLQLQFRPSHWHQFHWKHVHZHUHPRUHHDVLO\DFTXLUHGLQWKHVSHFLŅF
environment of the paréa and gléndi.
Repartee in communicative situations, although enthusiastically recalled
E\ VHYHUDO DGXOWV LV UDUHO\ PHQWLRQHG DV FRQWULEXWLQJ VLJQLŅFDQWO\ LQ WKH
learning process. One natural reason for this is the different semandic character
of the poems recited ex tempore in situational speech communication and in
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the gléndi. The former are based on quick interpretations of the situations
and social relations, whereas in a gléndi, the basic repertoire also contained
a fair amount of more easily contextualized and absorbed material. When
I asked the primary school children in the Village in 1999 (991013/1) if
they had heard mandinádes from older people, they hesitated. Then one boy
explained to me: “WKH\DUHGLIŅFXOWDQG,FDQģWOHDUQWKHPĦ Although the
sources that the children currently use to learn poems are rather different
from what they used to be (books and recorded material), I believe that this
ĥGLIŅFXOW\Ħ FRQFHUQV HVSHFLDOO\ WKH FDSWXULQJ RI WKH VLWXDWHG LPSURYLVHG
meaning.
&KLOGUHQ ZKR SUDFWLFH FRPSRVLWLRQ PXVW ŅUVW SUDFWLFH WKH IRUP DV
the semandic contents develops later. An illustrative example of this
is the following set of two conversations that took place during a day I
interviewed the primary school children in the Village in September 1999.
,QWKHŅUVWH[DPSOH,VSHDNZLWKDQ\HDUVROGER\1LNRV  
and in the following, I speak with Manolis, a young self-taught musician in
his twenties, in the presence of Nikos (991013/2).
In this village primary school, the favorite theme of all the boys had
turned out to be the “ya tis pérdikes” (about the partridges). In Greek folk
poetry, the most common game bird, the partridge, is a well-known symbol
of a girl at a marriageable age and she is desired and “hunted,” but like the
SDUWULGJHVKHLVGLIŅFXOWWRJHW$OOPDQGLQ¢GHVRQWKHSDUWULGJHVFHQWHURQ
WKLVPHWDSKRU:HKDGWKHIROORZLQJFRQYHUVDWLRQZKLFKRFFXUUHGŅUVWDW
school:
1LNRV 


 

Ġ/HWPHWHOO\RXDERXWĥSDUWULGJHVĦ
3RWªPRXVHPLDSªUGLNDGHQªSHNVDGLRE¢OOHV
0ģDIW®®QHGLDIRUHWLN®NHWKDWLVSªNVRNH¢OOHV
Towards a single partridge / I never shoot two bullets
But this one is different / and I’ll also shoot others

(V)
1LNRV 
9 
1LNRV 

Did you understand?
– A partridge, basically, is …
Ġ$ELUG
Ġ<HVEXWLWLVPXFKXVHGī DVDPHWDSKRU,ZDQWHGWR
continue)
Ġ<HV\HVWKH\HDWLWWKH\HDWLWī

The conversation immediately turned to hunting: Nikos now explained to
me enthusiastically that he has a gun and that he could kill birds.
Some hours later, Nikos and I continued the conversation with Manolis,
a self-taught local musician, at the latter’s home across the street.
(V)
0DQROLV 
(V)
0DQROLV 
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– Which theme do you like most?
Ġ7KHPRVWEHDXWLIXOWKHPHLVWKDWRIWKHSDUWULGJHV
– The children also told me many poems on that theme.
Ġ7KHSDUWULGJHVRIFRXUVHīHYHU\SDUWULGJHKDVDOVRRQHJLUO
in what it says… it doesn’t tell, it doesn’t mean partridge, the
bird, it is a girl… léei:
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3RVQDNVDP´VRSªUGLNDSR»ģQH]HYJDURPªQL
$I´XNDWªKRRKRULVP´VSOL\®ģQHSRXGH\ªQL
How can I approach a partridge / one who has a mate?
Since I know that separation / is a wound that doesn’t heal





Ġ7KH\DUHVWURQJPDQGLQ¢GHVLWKDVVWURQJPHDQLQJ

At this point, Níkos recited again the same mandináda that he had presented
before:
Towards a single partridge / I never shoot two bullets
But this one is different / and I’ll also shoot others

Manolis was clearly amused by the young boy’s inability to understand the
full metaphoric weight of the poem, so Manolis himself now plays with the
double meaning:



 

$NOR»WKDPRXVWLVSªUGLNHVQDP¢WKLVQDNVDP´QLV
<DW®ģVHDN´PDDW]DP®VNHSU¢PDGHVNRW´QLV
Follow me to the partridges / to learn to approach
Since you’re still a beginner / and able to kill nothing!

Growing up in a productive oral tradition means that one is given the
tools to try to compose. Some contemporary composers state that they had
practiced composition when they were young school children by making
poems that “did not yet mean anything,” whereas others, although declaring
being keenly attracted by mandinádes, music and dance already at an early
age, started composing much later. This whole process of taking an interest
and learning to compose can happen suddenly even at an older age, but most
often this occurs in one’s early twenties; the most commonly cited reason
to start to compose is emotional stress (see Kostoula’s description above
and also Mitsos Stavrakakis’ description in Chapter 1). In the following,
Kostoula Papadoyanni comments on some of the typical aspects of the
composer’s initial and subsequent steps (080930):
,ZDQWWRVD\WR\RXWKDWPDQ\WKLQJVSDVVE\Ġ\RXFDQVD\VRPHWKLQJ
to me in prose words without it touching me, without my thinking about
it. I can hear one mandináda, and it makes me happy! I can hear one
mandináda and cry for two days.
(V) It is these images that move you…
/(K) The images, the images!
(V) The poetic form opens even with its form a door to another world
(K) And you enter that world, and when you enter, you speak, express
yourself, you think with mandinádes…you dedicate…You see now that
I spoke to you about the wishes, if I want to write something for any
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IHDVW,ZULWHLWZLWKPDQGLQ¢GDĠEHFDXVHEHFDXVHWKDWVKRZVH[DFWO\
what I feel, to the other one, I make him understand that.
And that is something, like, like infectious, that is, when we two (female)
friends talk something and start the mandinádes, then, the other girl will
also enter this world and collects, eh, she as well collects mandinádes,
and at some moment she will try to create, she as well tries to write,
because we have this thing inside us, here in Crete we have this inside
ourselves.
(V) Do you have (female) friends who are engaged in?
(K) Yes, I do! Certainly, I have friends who are engaged in, after a
period of time, you understand at some moment: me, I can also create
mandinádes! Later, of course, you are very selective, that is, you start
WRGLVFDUGVRPHDQG\RXZDQWWKHEHVWRQHVĠ\RXZDQWWKRVHWKDWKDYH
WKHJUHDWHVWLPDJHĠ\RXVHH"-XVWOLNHDSDLQWHUVWDUWVWRPDNHDVWUDLJKW
line, an oblique line, when he is a small child, and ends up making
a perfect painting, that’s the way with the mandináda as well!

$VLJQLŅFDQWSDUWRI.RVWRXODģVRZQSURFHVVRISUDFWLFLQJFRPSRVLWLRQ
and developing her skills now takes place through her participating in the
“Vitoro’s” talk show which was described in Chapter 5. During the winter
2005, she started to tape-record the broadcasts at home, to study intensively
those mandinádes that she liked, and to compose her own poems around
the themes discussed. However, after a while, she also sent in her poems
under a pseudonym. Because these poems were good, during one show
Vitoros had asked their sender to phone and reveal who he was, which
Kostoula did. That way Kostoula became a frequent participant with her
poems. She has described to me how a competitive, dialogic relationship
between some of the regular participants has been constructed and how this
urges her to make all the more expressive poems, as well as how, in some
cases, these dialogues have continued through mobile phone messages or in
live situations between her and other participants (080930; 091030). In the
continuation, Kostoula also became one of the composers whom Vitoros
DVNVWRFUHDWHSRHPVIRUVSHFLŅFWKHPHVEHIRUHKDQGWRGLVSOD\DWKHPHIRU
the following broadcast. Examples of these dialogues will follow.

/RFDOGHŅQLWLRQVRIFRPSRVLWLRQ
I have discussed throughout this work the fact that although textual
improvisation is, and is recognized as a separate skill, it is not the only
appreciated form or even a central form of composition or performance
for the wide range of uses of register. The verbs used for creating1 poems
indicate this. The most common verb is: vgázo (take off/out) and today, gráfo
(write); the verb ftiáhno (make) can be used, and the verbs teriázo PDWFKŅW

1 With the exception of the verb “to write,” which can be directly translated, in this work
I have used the verbs to create, and to compose to gloss these local expressions.
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together) and in eastern Crete, the verb katevázo (bring/pull/put/get/take
down) have been cited to me as well. The most common verb, vgázo, just
like the verbs katevázo and teriázo, point to the individual activity of using
a personal fantasy creatively to capture something from the existing reality;
to seize or to match a lexical unit of something that is available but not
yet discovered. Although these terms can point to ex tempore composition,
they do not make explicit when the composition takes place. Ex tempore
FRPSRVLWLRQ LV RIWHQ FKDUDFWHUL]HG E\ VXSSOHPHQWDU\ GHŅQLWLRQV OLNH epí
tópou (on the spot).
The use of the verb gráfo is inspired by the written performances and
today it often denotes (apart from the actually written oral poems) the
process of composition, which is completely or highly oral, although the
poems are preferably written down and often performed in written arenas.
The following examples illustrate this:
Despina Papadaki, 2001, (010329)
V: <RX VD\\RX ZULWHEXWŅUVW\RXKDYHWKHPLQ\RXUPLQGDQGWKHQ
you write?
D: The mind writes them like the tape-recorder!
V: Because I don’t think anyone writes it like that, word-by-word…
'1RŅUVW\RXWKLQNWKHPDQGWKHQ\RXZULWH

Kostas Kontoyannis, 1999, (991124)
V: You write?
K: I may not write it immediately but the mandináda which I compose,
I remember it, because I compose it myself.
V: You do not however sit down on a chair to write…?
K: No! Nobody can do that! To sit down and to say: now I write. Always,
OLNH,WROG\RXŅUVW\RXKDYHWREHLQņXHQFHGE\VRPHWKLQJDQGWKDW
PRPHQWZKHQ\RXDUHLQņXHQFHG\RXFUHDWHWKHmandináda.

Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2004, (040727)
A mandináda is not a set up thing, that means, you cannot say: write
me this! Sometimes people say me: make a mandináda! I want this kind
of mandináda, they tell me! And I say: tell me roughly the story, you
know, just like, in order to play a role in the theater, the actors have to
go into the skin of the role, like we say, eh? To come to the place of the
person who made this thing, and not to remember that I am Kostoula,
but to go into the skin of the other one to convey it better. I can’t make a
PDQGLQ¢GDLI\RXDVNLWĠ,ZLOOEXW,ŅUVWKDYHWRJHWLQWR\RXUHPRWLRQDO
world, that is, to understand what you felt that moment and what you
want to say. And since you can’t say it, I will say it!
(V) This means that you will create a mandináda while alone, or can it
come to you when…?
(K) Most often when I’m alone but when I am with company, as well,
I don’t have a problem, when I am in a company, I can. It’s not necessary
to sit down somewhere; I can do that also when I drive! This winter

167

Composition

when we were picking olives, my koumbára (the wedding sponsor) had
her feast (name day), and I was picking olives but meanwhile I create
WKHLPDJHVĠZKDWWRVHQGWRKHUWRFRQJUDWXODWHKHUĠDOWKRXJK,ZDV
making another work, and when in the end, the wishes took form in
my mind, I went to the car, I took a piece of paper and wrote down the
wishes, and then, sent them as a message with the mobile phone.
(V) And when do you write, only when it is ready? You don’t sit down
with an idea and write…?
(K) No, in my mind I create it, in my mind. Just if it is a song, just if I
want to write a long history, because I don’t remember, when I start with
WKHŅUVWFRXSOHRIYHUVHVWKDWLV,FDQQRZZULWHWKHŅUVWFRXSOHWWKHQ
however, then you bind it, with the Dekapendasíllavo, I can forget the
ŅUVWRQH$QGVRQHFHVVDU\WKDWLVZKHQ,VLWGRZQDQG,VD\,ģOOZULWH
a song about Vera whom I got to know…I’ll sit down and start to write.
So I will write it on a paper. I might make some small changes, but very
few, since it comes, slowly, slowly to my mind, like an image, and I
write, write, write and go on, that way.

As the above examples demonstrate, all these composers view the composition process primarily as a form of mental activity during which the poem
is formulated in their minds.

Rhyming and structuring the verse order
End rhyme plays an emblematic role in the mandinádes. Several poets are
unable to analyze what in fact happens when a poem is being created in
their mind, but those who do, most often point to two alternatives: what the
SRHWFDSWXUHVŅUVWLVHLWKHUWKHUK\PHZRUGVRURQHIXOOYHUVH WKHŅUVWRU
the second).
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2008 (080930)
(V) 'RPDQGLQ¢GHVFRPHWR\RXFRPSOHWHGRUOLNHWKDWWKDW\RXŅUVW
have, let’s say, half a mandináda or an image?
/(K) No, they do not come completed.
/(V) 'R\RXŅUVWKDYHDQLGHDī"
/(K) Yes!
/(V) …an end rhyme?
 . $QHQGUK\PHRWKHUWLPHV,JHWŅUVWWKHŅUVWYHUVH\RXNQRZWKH
ŅUVWWZROLQHV2, sometimes I get the last two lines. Other times I get the
end rhyme lines, the second and the fourth, so that I know that it will
become a mandináda, that way.
2 I will keep in the translation the difference between the verse and the line corresponding
to one full Dekapendasíllavo verse (verse) and half verse, the octosyllable or
heptasyllable hemistiches of the verse (line), because in this description, Kostoula uses
the typical tetrapartite conceptualization of the poem in which the hemistiches of one full
Dekapendasíllavo are regarded as two lines.
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(V) Some have told me, Despina as well, that she always has to have the
HQGUK\PHŅUVWDQGWKHQLWEHFRPHVī
/(K) Yes, that also happens, that happens most often, that is, you have
WRKDYHWKHHQGUK\PHĠWKDWWDNHVSODFHZKHQ\RXDUHDVNHGWRFUHDWHD
PDQGLQ¢GDWKDWKHOSVĠ,QIDFWWKHVHWZRZRUGVWKHODVWRIWKHVHFRQG
verse, and the last of the fourth, that is the foundation of the mandináda.
:KHQ\RXKDYHWKDWĠKRZZHEXLOGDKRXVHDQGZHDOZD\VKDYHWRKDYH
the pillars to lay the foundation, they are the pillars of the mandináda,
these two words, so that you can have the end rhyme. And when you have
WKHHQGUK\PH\RXUPLQGLVFRQŅQHGWKHQWRWKHUHVWRIWKHV\OODEOHVĠ
then, you make the image. When you have these two words, then your
soul cooperates with your mind and they create an image. You see.
(V) Do you have an example in mind now?
(K) There was, that mandináda I told you about the friends, that was a very
characteristic mandináda, which I was asked to create for the friendship,
DERXWIULHQGVDQG,FUHDWHGĠORRNĠQRWDQLPDJHEXWDIHHOLQJWKDW,
,ZDQWWRKDYHP\IULHQGVZKHQ,JRWKURXJKGLIŅFXOWPRPHQWVDQGQRW
when I go through good moments. That was the basic meaning. That
was the basic emotion, which I as Kostoula, wanted that from my friend.
I said how I want my friend to be; I like him to be that way. Fine, how
can we then say that the friend, I want him in bad moments and not those
that are good, and I say:

 

(J´WRXVI®ORXVWRXVPHWU´PªVģWLV]Rʀs tis bóres
.H´KLPRQ¢KDVWLVKDUªVNHVWRXJOHQGLR»WLV´UHV
I measure friends / during the storms of life
And not only in joys / and during the hours of a feast

You see? That’s it. Thus, there came the storms (bóres), then the hours
(óres), you know, all that together with the feeling that this is the way
I want my friends.

7KHQHHGWRŅQGWKHUK\PHZRUGVEHIRUHKDQGLVSDUWLFXODUO\DSSDUHQWLQWKH
cases of textual improvisation:
Yorgos Sifakis, 2004 (041110):
With the mandináda, basically I think of the theme, the theme and then,
,WKLQNWKHWZRZRUGVWRPDNHWKHHQGUK\PHĠWRGD\DWPLGGD\WKHUH
was a paréa here (in his tavern Mesostráti in Rethimno) and there were
two girls who had gotten their degrees, and they were drinking cups of
rakí, they ate, there were their parents and other people. One girl was
IURP WKHLVODQGRI +LRV DFFXVDWLYHIRUP+®R ĠIURP+LRQRWHĠDQG
they said she works in the Town Hall in Pireus. They drank raki, we
VDQJPDQGLQ¢GHVĠVKHVDLGWRPHZLOO\RXVD\DPDQGLQ¢GDWRPH",
asked: where are you from? From Hio(s), she said, and someone else
added: and she works in the Town Hall (dimarhío) in Piréus. So, I say:
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7K¢ģUWKRPLDPªUDQDVHYU´PªVDVWR'LPDUK®R
1DG´DQGRXOªYLV®PDV¢VPDVW®KDDSģWL+®R
,ZLOOFRPHRQHGD\WRŅQG\RXLQ VLGH WKH7RZQ+DOO
To see whether you are working or chewing / mastic3 from Hios!
Well, I glued these elements…
V: That is, you always have to have the two words in your mind, to make
the end rhyme?
Y: Not always, there’s another beginning as well, to start with a theme,
WKDWLVRIFRXUVHZKHQĠZKHQWKHPDQGLQ¢GDLVVSRQWDQHRXV\RXDOZD\V
have to have the two words in your mind, to say it at that moment, let’s
say, you have to, you can’t wait to search, you have to say it at that
PRPHQW WR JOXH LW HK Ġ EXW ZKHQ \RX FUHDWH D PDQGLQ¢GD LQ SHDFH
and quiet, there it is different, because you can concentrate on a theme.
There, very basically, the theme plays a role.

The above descriptions demonstrate how, at the moment of the situational
ex tempore composition, composers are very aware of the rhyme words,
whereas at other times, other poetic elements come more to the fore in the
organization of the working memory.
The other case presented by Kostoula above is that one full verse, quite
FRPSOHWHFRPHVWRPLQGŅUVWDQGWKLVFDQEHHLWKHUWKHŅUVWRUWKHVHFRQG
YHUVH LQ WKH ŅQLVKHG SRHP 2IWHQ KRZHYHU WKLV LGHDYHUVH LV D VWURQJ
declarative verse, which is typically what the second, conclusive verse is.
$IWHUDVXLWDEOHUK\PHZRUGLVIRXQGWKHŅUVWOHDGLQJYHUVHLVFRQVWUXFWHG
to correspond with the second, as in the next example:
In September 2006, Kostoula told me an example of an unusually
ERWKHUVRPHYHUVH ŅHOGQRWHV6HSWHPEHU 6KHKDGOLVWHQHGWRWKH
sound of a big sea shell put to her ear, and that experience had turned into
one, full Dekapendasíllavo verse:
6DQWRNRK®OLSRXNUDW¢WLVWK¢ODVVDVWRQ®KR
Like the sea shell that holds /- of the sea - the sound

This is a beautiful, melodic verse, which Kostoula liked and did not want
to change. She was, however, immediately facing a major problem: the
word íhos, sound, only rhymes logically with the word tíhos, wall. Wall, on
the other hand, is hardly a suitable rhyme word in verse, but Kostoula was
determined not to change the word order of the original line. However, she
told that she could not get rid of the verse, and in the end it took a turn by
itself, the word kohíli (sea shell) placed itself now at the end of the verse,
rhyming with the word híli, lips, which resulted in the following poem:

3 The island of Hios is well-known for its mastic, a resin obtained from the mastic tree
(Pistacia lentiscus) and used in the production of chewing gum and sweats.
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.UDW´WRN¢WKHVģDJDS´SRXOªQģWDGLRVRXK®OL
RV¢QNUDW¢WLVWK¢ODVVDVWRQ®KRWRNRK®OL
I hold every “I love you” / uttered by your lips,
Like the sea-shell holds / the sound of the sea
(= Like holds-of the sea- / the sound-the sea shell)

Inventing meaning through rhyme
The above cited example demonstrates how the process of establishing the
rhyme can affect the substance of the message. I will mention yet another
illustrative example provided by Despina Papadaki (010401):
2QFHKDYLQJŅQLVKHGDPHDOZLWKKHUIDPLO\LQDUHFHQWO\RSHQHGQHZ
kéndro, Despina wanted to thank the landlord, Vitóros. She latched onto the
rhyme words: VitórosĠservitóros (waiter) in her mind, and immediately
produced the following mandináda (these key words end with an o both in
the vocative and accusative forms):
1D]®VLVQDWRKªUHVHWRNªQGURVRX9LW´UR
0DPLVNHIW®VNDPL¢IRU¢QģDOO¢NVLVVHUYLW´UR
May you live long and rejoice / your kéndro, Vitóro
But may it never occur to you / to change the waiter!

Despina elaborated on the second line:
6R WKDW WKH YHUVH ZRXOG ŅW %XW 9LW´URV ZDV UHDOO\ SOHDVHG DERXW WKH
complement about the waiter and said: Did they take so good care of
\RXī"7KHYHUVHZRXOGQRWŅWRWKHUZLVHEXWWKHER\>ZDLWHU@ZDVDOVR
very good, and so two works were made at once!”

These poems reveal how experimental the creativity can be in an ex
tempore composition process. The meaning is invented in a very short feedback time; in this case, the poet has an idea of what she wishes to say
(Despina wants to thank the landlord), and the substance of the message
is delivered through an image that is inspired by the end-rhyme word
WKDWLVŅJXUHGRXWDWWKDWPRPHQW,QDQH[DPSOHFLWHGHDUOLHU S DQ
inspiration for poetic activity is only generally connected to the focus of the
conversation (Despina tells her friend about my telephone call) and then
WKLVOHDGVWRDMRNH3LFNLQJRXWWKHUK\PHZRUGVOHDGVWRŅJXULQJRXWWKH
point, which might follow a conscious, pre-existing goal, or be an entirely
QHZRQHĠEURXJKWLQWREHLQJE\WKHUK\PHZRUGV
These oral poets have adapted the poetic register as a productive vehicle
for creativity and they are not ashamed to disclose that their creations lack
LQWHQWLRQDOLW\ĠTXLWHWKHFRQWUDU\7KHDVVRFLDWLRQVFUHDWHGRQWKHVSXURIWKH
moment are especially serendipitous: they demonstrate the improvisatory
FDSDFLW\ WR ŅQG QHZ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV DQG WR WXUQ DQ\ VLWXDWLRQ WR RQHģV
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advantage. Herzfeld (1981: 119) cites an informant who makes explicit even
that: “sometimes you sing a song which has a meaning (simasía) which you
yourself can’t understand. Someone else, however…will get substances
(ousíes) from within [the song]. I, however, don’t [necessarily and at that
moment] understand what substance it has within.” As Herzfeld astutely
observes, “this is an unequivocal statement about semandic potentiality.”
Certainly such semandic potentiality and meaning discovered in many
ex tempore compositions are mainly interpretable in the given surroundings
and between the participants equipped with the situational and cultural
knowledge required for picking out the meaning. Rhymes such as those
found in the precedent example can hardly cross the borders of the situation
or the paréa involved to a commonly shared, symbolic use. As we have
noticed in chapter 5, such situationally striking poems are, however, eagerly
UHUHFLWHGEHWZHHQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVĠOLNHWKHMRNHPDGHE\'HVSLQDDERXW
RXUDJHGLIIHUHQFHLVEHWZHHQWKHWKUHHRIXVĠRUWROGDVVWRULHVLQZKLFK
FDVH WKH GHWDLOV DQG H[SODQDWLRQV UHTXLUHG IRU VXIŅFLHQW FRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQ
DUHSURYLGHGIRUWKRVHQRWSUHVHQWLQWKHŅUVWVLWXDWLRQ7KHPRPHQWRIWKH
emergence and perception of a meaning, however plain or unintentional,
is a remarkable experience of creativity, and it is this moment of creativity
that is memorized and reported in the narrated event.

The ideal of coherence: building an image
The composition of a couplet differs from longer poems in its compact,
completed, argument-like character. I had the pleasure of following and
VSHFLŅFDOO\DGGUHVVLQJ.RVWRXOD3DSDGR\DQQLģVFRQVFLRXVOHDUQLQJSURFHVV
through our conversations over many years. She had already composed
longer poems in the Dekapendasíllavo meter since her early childhood, for
thirty years. This process originated from her wish to learn to compress the
message into a self-dependent mandináda, and in 2008, it brought her to the
level of creating images even completely ex tempore (080930). In October
2009, she acknowledged that this conscious process had taken a total of ten
years (091030).
.    ,Q WKH EHJLQQLQJ WKH ŅUVW \HDUV , PHUHO\ ZURWH VRQJV
,FRXOGQRWī,QņXHQFHGE\WKHErotókritos – the Erotókritos is a history
Ġ , VWDUWHG WR ZULWH LQ PDQ\ PDQ\ Dekapendasíllavo-lines. So that
ZDVDKLVWRU\LWZDVQRWDPDQGLQ¢GD7KHQLWLVPXFKPRUHGLIŅFXOW
to write mandinádes, because you must put all that inside (a pair of)
DekapendasíllavoOLQHV$QGLWģVUHDOO\GLIŅFXOWYHU\GLIŅFXOW7RFUHDWH
an image in this way!
(V) Also the vocabulary is different.
(K) You are restricted in the words, like you say, to the Cretan dialect,
and there we use the apostrophe a lot, that is we cut the words, we can’t
write stis óles, we say: sts’óles, or, anyway you must cut some words,
or, some moment when I like very much a certain theme and I want very
much to make it into a mandináda, a full sentence can come to me and in
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the end, I make all that one word. I cut it down, I compress it, I compress
it, in order to manage to make one mandináda.
/(V) It seems to me that there are mandinádes which are more narrative,
let’s say…in which you just add information, like when you make a ríma.
But I think that a mandináda, when it is very good, is bound, that there’s
always something that binds the mandináda and makes it one, whole.
<RXGRQģWMXVWDGGOLNH,ZLVK\RXWKLVDQGWKDW\RXZLOOEHŅQH
/(K) No. A mandináda, Vera, has to be one complete theme.
/(V) I mean that there are people who can create verses with end-rhyme,
but the poem is narrative, if you understand what I mean… And I believe
that it’s another talent to create a mandináda which is like you say an
image.
 . $QGWKDWģVYHU\GLIŅFXOW$QGWKDWģVYHU\GLIŅFXOW! Let me tell you
why, because… when you create something in three four mandinádes,
you create an image, it is like a puzzle, what you think, it is a puzzle
ZKLFKKDVIRXUSDUWVĠZKHQ\RXUHDGDOOWKH)285\RXZLOOKDYHWKH
full image. This is much easier for the person who writes than for the
one who has one mandináda in which to make ONE picture. ONE image.
That is, to enclose EVERYTHING inside. (…) And this mandináda
GRHVQRWKDYHRQHXQQHFHVVDU\ZRUG7KDWLVLI\RXFUHDWHIRXURUŅYH
couplets, some words will be there just for you to create an end-rhyme,
EXWWKH\GRQRWŅOOLQWKHLPDJH<RXKDYHWRUHDGWKHPDOO
/(V) You are adding information.
 .  /LWWOH E\ OLWWOH \RX DGG D OLWWOH ī ,W LV KRZHYHU YHU\ GLIŅFXOW WR
create one mandináda, to put one word, bam! That is, you have to
observe all the words one by one. And to which position you place them,
to which position, in order to the other person to see the image you want
in front of her. Since one word can be placed at the end and the other
SHUVRQFDQQRWJUDVSWKHSRLQWDQG\RXVD\WKDWZHOOLWGLGQģWŅWWKHUH,
PHDQWWKHVHFRQGZRUGWREHWKHIRXUWKZRUGĠQRERG\ZLOONQRZWKDW
$PDQGLQ¢GDPXVWEHĠDQGVRZHVHH9(5<VLPSOHPDQGLQ¢GHVZKLFK
are very STRONG mandinádes! That is, it strikes you, bam! And you
see immediately the image in front of you. There’s no need for you to
seeearch, to search to see, what the other wants to say.

In addition to this structural struggle to render a message in only the two
ŅIWHHQV\OODEOHOLQHVWKHSURFHVVLQFOXGHVGHYHORSLQJFRJQLWLYHPHWDSKRULF
skills in order to be able to create an image.
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2008 (080930)
We were talking about that someone could, once, for example, I saw
WKH\DUGDQG,VDLGWKH\DUGLVLWKDVDIRRWSDWKLWKDVņRZHUV,VHH
D WUHH , VHH Ġ WKDW LV , VDZ WKH WKLQJV WKDW DOO SHRSOH VHH 2U DW OHDVW
most people. When you are engaged in the mandináda, you see OTHER
things, everything becomes alive around you. And everything can take
the place of something else. That is, let’s say, the stars, the moon can
become human, they can make things, you can say that they can do
things, that the moon can talk to you, that it is pale because it is worried,
WKLQJVWKDWKDSSHQRQO\WRWKHKXPDQVĠZKHQRQHLVZRUULHGRQHLVSDOH
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But how many times we write in a mandináda: pale moon. So, you start
to see the world in a different way. Meanwhile, I learned to express
P\VHOIWRP\FKLOGUHQWRP\KXVEDQGĠDOOWKHVLJQLŅFDQWPRPHQWVLQ
my life, I have clothed them with a mandináda. I have expressed them
with a mandináda. That makes me content now. How a painter sees a
view and says: I do not want to photograph it, I want to paint it myself
to show how I see it with my own eyes. You see, it is about how you
see it with your own eyes$QGĠWKDWģVZK\WKHPDQGLQ¢GDLVHDFKRQH
different, that is, there are 10,000 mandinádes about the moon, and
they are all different! Since every person sees the particular thing in a
different way. That’s it.

Kostoula Papadoyanni states above that to create a mandináda is to create
DQ LPDJH Ġ DQ LPDJH DV RQH VHHV LW ZLWK RQHģV RZQ H\HV &RQWHPSRUDU\
composers invariably point to this: the poetic essence of mandinádes is to
create an image. This means that one selected idea is presented, and also
that the presentation of the idea is itself captive, telling and understandable:
the poem immediately constructs a visual image for the listener. This
means that the poetic ideal essentially requires both structural and semandic
FRKHUHQFH7KHIROORZLQJWKUHHSRHPVDUHŅWWLQJH[DPSOHVRIKRZ.RVWRXOD
has depicted her emotions and arguments in semandically and structurally
coherent, self-dependant images.
(080930) One day we were talking, we discussed with Manolis…and we
said that we met, like everyone meets, and we continued together, now
we have been twenty years together, and although our characteristics
DUH QRW WKH VDPH QRERG\ LV WKH VDPH ZLWK WKH RWKHU RQH ŅQDOO\ ZH
made a very good couple, that is, we are contented with our married life,
DOWKRXJKZHKDGVRPHGLIŅFXOWLHVDQGZHDUHGLIIHUHQWSHUVRQDOLWLHV6R
ZHZHUHWDONLQJDERXWWKDWĠ:HOOVDLG0DQROLV,ZRQGHUKRZZHDUH
together since you are very sensitive, and I am an egoist, I have other
matters in my mind, you know, all that. And then I said to him:
Ģ,OLRVHV®YURK®HJ´PD´WDQVLQDQGLWKR»PH
0HRXU¢QLRXW´NVRKU´PDWDWRQRXUDQ´NHQGR»PH
You are sun, I am rain / but when we come together
In all colors of the rainbow / we’ll embroider the sky
That is, there are two opposite things which together, however, make a
really fantastic thing!
(080930) Like Manolis, once he told me: I suppress you, I have the
children on your head, but it doesn’t work otherwise because I have also
RWKHUZRUNWRGRĠOLNHKHZRXOGMXVWLI\UHJUHWWKDW,FDQģWGRRWKHUZLVH
PD\EH\RXIHHOEDGDERXWOLYLQJZLWKPH$QG,VDLGWKHQĠKHVDLG\RX
are deprived of some things and I wrote him that yes, sometimes I’d like
to do some things but I’m deprived:
6DQWRSRXO®PHVģWRNORXY®HVWK¢QRPHNRQW¢VRX
0DGH]LW´WLOHIWHUL¢DQ®QHPDNUL¢VRX
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Like a bird in a cage / I feel when I’m near you
But I do not ask for freedom / if that’s far away from you
(V) 9HU\JRRG
. 6RPHWKLQJPXVWLQņXHQFH\RXIRU\RXWRZULWH

In the following, Yorgos Sifakis supplies other examples and further
VSHFLŅHVWKHTXDOLWLHVRIWKHPDQGLQ¢GDKHJLYHVDOVRDJRRGH[DPSOHRI
how these images become subject to new ideas.
Yorgos Sifakis, 2004 (041110): Yesterday, for example, I phoned to the
Creta Channel, there was a broadcast dedicated to the Arkádi4, and they
recited many mandinádes, the poems were very good, in the [program
of] Vitóro, and it came to me that moment and I said:
 

Ģ,WKHODQD\D\ªUQDQHN®QDWDKU´QLDRS®VR
0ªVDVWģ$UN¢GL\DQDE´NLHJ´QDPDUWLU®VR
I would like that they return / those years back
That I could enter the Arkádi / as well to die a martyr

That is, I created an image, let’s say…this image which might have come
out of my internal mental world.
(V): Can you, each time you make a mandináda, understand immediately
where this image comes from, or is it possible that even you yourself
don’t grasp where it comes from?
(Y) I understand when there is an emotional loading, either positive or
negative; there, it comes from inside you, really. There are other ones
ZKLFKDUHPRUHVXSHUŅFLDOOLNHWKDW,WROG\RXEHIRUH VHHSSĠ 
DERXWWKH+LRWKDWRQHLVPRUHVXSHUŅFLDOOHWģVVD\RIWKHPRPHQWDQG
LQWKHVHFDVHVWKHTXLFNQHVVRIWKHWKRXJKWSOD\VUROHDQGWKHŅWWLQJ
of the words and the elements of the moment, which you can unite
in a couplet. These are in principle couplets to me, not mandinádes.
Mandinádes have a deeper meaning. But also the couplet in Crete, it is
very popular.
(V): Thus, you separate clearly…
(Y): I separate, because…
(V) Mandináda for you is the one which has poetic values?
(Y): Poetic values, deep meaning, fantasy…and syntactic structure
without mistakes. That is…today at midday I talked with one friend, who
VDLGWRPHĠKHģVDYHU\JRRGmandinadológosĠWKHUHģVRQHPDQGLQ¢GD

4 The battle in the Monastery of Arkádi in 1866, which culminated in a decision to blow up
the monastery and the people hiding there, is one of the central historical memories of the
uprisings of the Orthodox Christian population during the Ottoman reign.
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which has been recorded, a good mandináda, of one woman from Iraklio
(Despina Spatidáki) and it says:
 

3®UDPLDSªWUDDQJDOL¢NDLWRQNDLP´PRXWVģ®SD
.H®KHNDUGL¢\DWL¢NRXVDWREªWLPRXNHKW®SD
I took a stone in my lap / and my worries told to it
And it had a heart since I heard / as it struck my heart

And he said to me that this mandináda starts well but the second verse is
QRWWLHGWRWKHŅUVWYHU\PXFK%HFDXVHLWVKRXOGVD\IRUH[DPSOHWKDW
something happened to the stone; there the: “had heart,” someone can
think that the person had heart disease (laughs). And I asked, well how
would you say it? He said you could say it like this:
 

3®UDPLDSªWUDDQJDOL¢NHWVģ®SDWRQNDLP´PRX
+®OLDNRP¢WLD\®QLNHDSģWRQSDU¢SRQ´PRX
I took a stone in my lap / and told it my worries
Thousand pieces it became / from my grievances5

$V WKLV FRQYHUVDWLRQ VKRZV FRPSRVHUV DUH LQņXHQFHG E\ WKH WH[WV DQG
actively debating about them. The words and imagery that are used produce
new associations and suggest alternative frames of interpretation. Any text
can be interpreted as an utterance which signals the thematic opening of a
discussion.

Motivations for composing
Kostas Kontoyannis 1999 (991124):
7KH &UHWDQ PDQGLQ¢GD LV D ŅIWHHQV\OODEOH YHUVH ZLWK HQGUK\PH
it expresses the feelings of the person, and everyone who has created
a mandináda, the one who sings a mandináda which he has created,
has made it from conditions which he has lived, that is, his life was
LQņXHQFHG E\ VRPHWKLQJ DQG KH FUHDWHG WKH PDQGLQ¢GD <RX GR QRW
create a mandináda randomly: they are pieces of your life.

The above description provided by Kostas Kontoyannis states that the poems
that one creates, and sings, are parts of one’s life. Using this quotation,
I wish to direct attention to the plurality of meaning in the mandinádes;
since this type of oral poetry, couplets and quatrains, is most often presented
from the perspective of performance. Furthermore, as performances, they
DUHSDUWLFXODUO\FKDUDFWHUL]HGDVFRPPHQWVWKDWDUHH[WHPSRUL]HGWRUHņHFW
on the social relations and carryings-on of the poet’s fellow human beings.
This identity as a humorous, satirical and critical commentary is one

5 To compare this poem to Yorgos’s later adaptation of the latter verse in a singing event, see
p. 114.
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VLJQLŅFDQWDVSHFWRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQDORUDOSRHWU\EXWLWLVQRWWKHRQO\RQH
For this reason, I will now turn to take a closer look at the kind of motives
given for composition.
Verbal interaction
Intersubjective communication is certainly the primary reason for
performing poems. By communication, I refer here to the engagement in
verbal interaction between two or more persons, either in the sense that
someone has a need or a wish to pass a message on to somebody else or in
the sense of “small-talk,” communication as social interaction for its own
sake. As was described by Mitsos Stavrakakis earlier (see the quotation
on page 23), in the previously close-knit village communities, messages
between the two sexes were conveyed through poetry, because that was the
RQO\PHDQVDYDLODEOH0DQ\RWKHUNLQGVRIPHVVDJHVĠKXPRULURQ\KLQWV
WHDFKLQJHWFĠZHUHFKDQQHOHGWKURXJKSURYHUELDOFRPPHQWVLQVSHHFKRU
in singing-events, either one way, or reciprocally.
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2004 (040727):
Many times I discussed with my father by using mandinádes. I was very
sensitive and if someone was angry with me, I started to cry. I could not
say it. So I wrote it! I always wrote with mandinádes. My father, for his
part, gave me good advice. One day we were sitting at the table and I
told him about one disappointment; something happened and I quarreled
with my girl friend, and I was worried. He was writing some papers, I
don’t know what. So, I thought that he was not listening to me, and I
was worried that he doesn’t listen to me. But on the pad he had written:
 

Ģ2VRNLDQNOªVPLIDQWDVW®VSRVWKDVHOLSLWKR»QH
7´UDWRªKRXQVHKDU¢SW´PDWDQDSDWR»QH
As much as you cry, don’t imagine / that people will pity you
Nowadays they have it for fun / to tread on the corpses

That is, people like to see others to sink low and to laugh. This is an
DGYLFHWKDWKDVVWD\HGZLWKPH0\IDWKHUGLHGŅYH\HDUVDJREXWWKDW
is advice from my father, which has stayed with me and is a valuable
thing to me.

Very similarly, Kostoula now speaks to her children with mandinádes, as
described in the following example (080930):
/HWģVVD\QRZZLWKP\FKLOGUHQ:KDWHYHUKDSSHQVWRWKHP,ZLOOĠ:H
are not talking about it anymore, I will say one mandináda to them, since
I know that it also touches them much more! That is, it touches them,
either I give them self-assurance, or I make them a wish, eh, they will
never forget it, while would I say it in prose they could forget it (laugh)
Ġ7KH\ZLOOQHYHUIRUJHWLW\HV\HVDQGOLWWOHE\OLWWOHWKH\DOVREHJLQ
to (compose)…
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When, let me tell you an example, when my Nikos (her son) went to the
H[DPWRJHWKLVGULYHUģVOLFHQVHĠKHSDVVHGWKHZULWWHQWHVWKHSDVVHGWKH
driving, he got the license. The boy was in Hania, I was in Rethimno, so
KHSKRQHGPHDQGWROGPH0DPD,JRWWKHOLFHQVHRQWKHŅUVWDWWHPSW
(KEUDYR,VDLGWR1LNRVĠKHVDLG0DPDGRQģW\RXKDYHDQ\WKLQJWR
say to me? (laugh) Yes, yes, now my children also require something to
XQGHUVWDQGH[DFWO\ZKDW,IHHO,I,VD\WRWKHPWKDWZHOOŅQHEUDYR
,ģPKDSS\Ġ\RXNQRZWKDWGRHVQģWPDNHWKHPFRQWHQWDQ\PRUH<RX
see? That doesn’t make them content anymore. And so I sit down and I
ZULWHEXWWKHIHHOLQJZDVVRVWURQJWKDWZHOOKHUHģVP\VRQĠEXW,GLGQģW
think that only. I thought that, ok, this boy, now that he is, let’s say, in
IHZ\HDUVKHFDQVWHHUVKLSVVLQFHKHJRHVWRWKHRIŅFHUDFDGHP\ī\RXU
mind LEAVES entirely, to the other paths. (…) You know, since I had
the fear now that he is driving... I could have said: Niko, I’m happy that
\RXGULYHEXW,ģPDOVRDIUDLGEHFDXVHVRPDQ\DFFLGHQWVWDNHSODFHĠDOO
that, I put:
2WLWLP´QLLKªUDVXLVWL]R°VXSL¢QL
$ŅQHW´SRNHR+ULVW´VWLKªUDWXQDY¢QL
.HDQW´UDģP¢NVLRGLJ®VPªVDVHO®JDKU´QLD
7DGLRVXKªULDQDNUDW»QWRQNDUDYL´QWLP´QLD
0HWR+ULVW´VWģDULVWHU¢WLQ3DQD\¢GHNV¢VX
.HPHWLVP¢QDVWLQHYK®\ªPXNDORVWUDWL¢VX
Whatever steering wheels, your hand / in your life will hold
Let there be room for Christ / to put his hand as well
And if now you drive a car / in a few year’s time
Your two hands will hold / the steering wheel of ships
With Christ at your left side / and Mary at your right
And with your mother’s wish / may you have good roads, my son!
That is, have good roads, I could have said, and I expressed it like this!

In this cluster of three poems, Kostoula’s good wishes take shape and
are interwoven into the communication of her larger ideology of life. The
argument now covers three mandinádes, rather than just one, which appears
to be typical of expressing felicitations and wishes.
The communication of situational remarks is the privileged setting for
textual improvisation. Local recollections recount that in the smallest
villages, there was always at least one person who was a known rimadóros,
a rhyme-maker, and who would “say it to you at once” or “say it on the
spot,” namely, clothe your personal characteristics or involvement in a given
situation in a poem immediately. The following is one of the stories narrated
E\$JDSLLQWKH9LOODJH ŅHOGQRWHV$XJXVW ZKLOHGHVFULELQJWKLV
spontaneous rhyme-making habit of the local mandinadológos at the time
of her youth:
Once he had taken us, three young women, to help to gather the crops.
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We were chatting while working, but whereas the two of us were working
hard, one girl was lazy, and often stopped working when she was talking.
+HIROORZHGWKHVLWXDWLRQIRUVRPHWLPHDQGŅQDOO\VDLGWRWKLVJLUO
Ģ2OHVVDV®VWH´PRUIHVPDHV®ģVHVDQWLYL´OD
.H´WDQPLODVPLN¢WKHVHPDQDWKHU®VLVNL´OD
Every one of you is beautiful / but you are the viola
And when you talk don’t sit / but gather the crops as well!

The ability to compose witty poems ex tempore has always been admired.
On the other hand, when encountered, these poets would also give cause for
anxiety, since the witty words were often sarcastic. Since few were able to
respond in kind, the extemporized poems could easily render their subject
open to ridicule. In the high mountain shepherd communities, where verbal
GXHOV ZHUH DSW WR EH YHU\ SRLQWHG 0LFKDHO +HU]IHOG D Ġ 
offers examples of the power balance between the ages and sexes in these
duels, and of how far one can go. Today the skill of extemporization is rare;
except for a few cases, such as Kostoula, it is no surprise that one is likely
to encounter only elderly people being ex tempore composers and in such
village surroundings where parées, verbal rivalry and the need for an ability
to read social situations all have played an active role.
Communication is not always warfare; it also does not necessarily involve the need to pass on an intentional message. Similarly, as many informants have described, the interchange in the musical parées, contemSRUDU\FRPSRVHUVFKLHņ\UHFRXQWRQO\JRRGKXPRUHGFRRSHUDWLYHYHUEDO
activities. Here is one example: In July 2004, in a paniyíri in the neighboring village, my landlord introduced me to Papa Nikolis, a priest, hagiographer and mandinadológos. Papa Nikolis was born in this village and is
now living in Rethimno. After my landlord had told him that I was conducting research on mandinádes, Papa Nikolis immediately related to me
the following exchange of words between the tavern-owner Yorgos Sifakis
6LPLVDNR\RU\LV  D IHOORZ SULHVW 3DSDGR\DQQLV DQG KLPVHOI ŅHOGQRWHV
July 20, 2004):
And we, our paréa, the other day, had this conversation:
Simisakoyoryis:





Papadoyannis:



6HWV¢QWD®WDQWRSVRP®VWLQS´UWDNUHPDVPªQL
IªQHWHPRXWRNOªSVDQHSHQWªNVLSLQDVPªQL
The bread was in a bag / hanging on the door
,WVHHPVWKDWLWZDVVWROHQIURPPHE\ŅYHWRVL[
hungry men
(NOªSVDQHVRXWRSVRP®PDĢV®HS®UHV¢OOR
SULQQD\HQ®WRSU´YOLPDDS´PLNU´PHJ¢OR
They stole your bread / but you provided another one
Before the problem became / from small to a big one

Papa Nikolís:

(NOªSVDQHVRXWRSVRP®PDOªRGHQSLU¢]L
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¢PDWKDNOªSVRXQWRID°WKD®QHWRPDU¢]L
They stole your bread / but I say it does not matter
If they’ll steal the food / that will be a disaster

This exchange of mandinádes between a paréa, a group of friends, indicates
a relaxed focus on the verbal creativity in an everyday occasion.
Composition for emotional self-expression
During one’s twenties, the erotic emotional stress tends to be very strong,
and in several conversations, the mandináda has been described to me as an
emergency exit, or a release, “O®WURVLĦ ŅHOGQRWHV-XO\ 7REHDEOHWR
feel that one’s sentiments can be channeled through images, through one’s
own words, is of great help, even if the result is similar to a thousand other
poems describing the joys and pains of love, or the beauty and loveliness
of the loved-one. The declarations of love are, of course, transmitted both
by personally composed poems as well as traditional poems and images:
everyone has feelings, but not everyone can compose. Although, as
Mitsos Stavrakakis and Kostoula Papadoyanni have put it, one of the most
RSSRUWXQHWLPHVWRWU\WRLVZKHQRQHLVH[SHULHQFLQJRQHģVŅUVWORYH
The composition of (lyric) poetry in general is strongly connected to
the need for self-expression and for the deliberation of emotions. When
RQH LV ŅOOHG ZLWK HPRWLRQV DQG RYHUZKHOPHG E\ WKHP LW LV QDWXUDO WR
ZLVK WR H[SUHVV WKHP DQG WR ŅQG FRPIRUW LQ SRHWU\ :KLOH LQWHUSHUVRQDO
communication is always a social domain and communicative composition
is open to outside evaluation, regardless of how seriously or leisurely it is
taken, this is the area where personal creativity takes place as well: the end
UHVXOWLVVLJQLŅFDQWLQLWVRZQULJKW
Regarding the aspect of privacy of emotional self-expression, Crete as a
community, however, differs from many others. Even in everyday speech,
men in particular boldly declare that Cretans are a people with strong
emotions. Sentimental self-expression in poetic form is open to every
member of the community, which seems to be in contrast to that related
by Caton and Abu-Lughod of the Arabs and Bedouins, respectively: manly
men do not touch upon such themes, and sentimental poetry is composed
and transmitted only by those who hold a weak position in the community,
such as women and young men (see Chapter 1).
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2008 (080930):
(V) Once we were talking about if there is, if women express themselves
in a different way from men. And we had exchanged a few words on that,
but what is your opinion now, do your mandinádes differ from those of
the men? Is there any difference in the expression, in the style…?
(K) Eh, no… No, and many times, let me tell you, I have understood
that, since here in Crete the men are proud, and they have also a bit
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of self-regard (egoismós), you know, often they become very good
mandinadolóyi with words that they would not accept, they would not
say them in prose words.
 9 7KDWģVFHUWDLQO\VR
 . %HFDXVHLQRUGHUQRWWRORZHUWKHLUVHOIUHJDUGĠWKH\ZDQWWRFUHDWH
through the idea that I am a tough man, however the mandinadolóyi
are more sensitive than thousands of women. There’s one man here
LQ WKH QH[W YLOODJH ZKR LV , GRQģW NQRZ Ġ ZKHQ \RX KHDU RQH RI KLV
mandinádes, you must, you will say: is this possible! However, if you
see him, if you see him with the beard, like he has a beard with, with,
always black clothes, I don’t know what, black shirt, you will say, Virgin
Mary, what a wild human being! You do not believe that he hides such
an emotional world inside himself, by nothing, what should I say to you
now. He might understand the love much better than …I believe that
they do this, because they don’t want, they think it is degrading…
 9 7RWKHPHQLWLVPRUHVLJQLŅFDQWWRH[SUHVVWKHPVHOYHVOLNHWKDW
//(K) Yes and I believe that since a mandináda is a way of self-expression
ZKLFKLVQRWPLVXQGHUVWRRG\RXNQRZĠWKDW\RXDUHQRWDWRXJKPDQ
because you create mandinádes. But if one creates a good one, they will
say him, you are two times a man, that’s why they express themselves
VR EHDXWLIXOO\ Ġ WKDW LV LW LV WKHLU HPHUJHQF\ H[LW WKHUH DQG \RX FDQ
see men very tough, or let’s say who at least show that they are tough,
however they create pearls. Marvelous things.

As suggested by Kostoula above, most probably the sentimental aspect
of the mandinádes is cultivated by Cretan men particularly because it can
EDODQFH WKH RWKHUZLVH UDWKHU VHYHUH TXDOLŅFDWLRQV IRU WKHLU VHOIUHJDUG
Furthermore, there are two further possible reasons for this romandic
aspect. First, the most probable origins of the mandinádes in Crete are the
medieval love songs and serenades, kantádes, introduced on the island by
the Venetians, and young men widely practiced the habit of communicating
their emotions by making kantádes until the 1970s. Second, in connection
with the previous point, the sentimentality in mandinádes stems from the
model of the written verse narrative Erotókritos. In their explanations
quoted earlier, Mitsos Stavrakakis and Kostoula Papadoyanni refer to the
singing of Erotókritos’ verses in everyday life during the active learning
period as an important ákousma. Equivalent to a national epic for Cretans,
the Erotókritos follows the romandic narrative model of the Middle Ages,
binding strong emotions and defeats and victory in love to heroic deeds
in very masculine battles. This model enhances the association of the
masculine gallantry and the verbal capability with (emotional) poetry.
Following the different characteristics of these two models, emotional
male poems can be very sensitive and touching, but they can also be very
dramatic. Explicit expression of tenderness is present in many poems,
and I would especially note its presence in poems created by older men
for their wives (explicit expression of tenderness is rare in the everyday
communication between Cretan couples due to the rather separating gender
model that is typical of Crete that separates them). One example is the
following poem quoted by Yorgos Sifakis (041110):
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Many men are also very emotional when it comes to death. One man
said to his wife:
7KªORORXOR»GLDSODVWLN¢VWRXW¢IRXPRXWRY¢]R
<DQDPLQNRXYDO®VQHU´NHVHSRO®NRXU¢]R
,ZDQWSODVWLFņRZHUVLQWKHYDVHRQP\JUDYH
So I don’t make you carry water / and tire you out

The most popular records give a good idea of the continuum between
these ends: from sensitivity to emotional drama. Poetry may serve as a
roundabout way in two senses: it is an emergency exit helping to express
emotions that one could not express in any other form, or for those that
one would otherwise have no words. Yet the possibility to shut down one’s
emotions in a detachable form can make it possible to avoid exposing one’s
vulnerability in “real life.”
Emotional poetic self-expression in Crete is thus an established act. A
IXOODUUD\RIVHQWLPHQWVĠORYHHURWLFIHHOLQJVGLVDSSRLQWPHQWVXIIHULQJD
EDGIDWHHWFĠLVRSHQO\GHFODUHGLQSRHPVZLWKQRIHDUWKDWWKHVHUHFXUUHQW
themes or similarities to other poems would reduce the originality or weight
of the personal expression. In composition, emotional self-expression is a
dominant motivation and the majority of all poems created are emotional.
Since personally meaningful emotional poems are socially approved,
there are few obstacles in publishing them in print or in broadcasts on the
television and radio. On the contrary, it is this very aspect that has made the
poems so popular in the modern arenas.
Capturing a theme
Much like the turn-taking and personal argumentation in a singing
performance, the images constructed in composition are connected to a
larger conversational or existential background, a theme7KLVLVGHŅQHGE\
Sifakis as follows:
Yorgos Sifakis, 2004 (041110):
The theme is very essential; to me, the theme is very essential in a
mandináda, that you have an original theme, original, that is. One of
these days I had created one mandináda, and I say:
6DOªYRVWLQDNUR\DOL¢NHNDUWHU´QDYJ¢OL
7RP®QLPDWVģDJ¢SLVVRXWRN®PDVWREXN¢OL
I’m walking on the seashore / and await [the wave] to pull out
A message of your love / the wave [to pull out] in a bottle
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The bottles that there used to be in the old times, you remember, which
some seamen…
(V): and you wait for years…
(Y): A, Bravo!
:HOOWKDWLVDFDSWXULQJRIRQHWKHPHĠDFDSWXULQJRIDWKHPH/LNH
that one I referred to before, about the stone, that’s Despina Spatidaki’s,
she’s also a very good mandinadológos, that one which says I took
a stone in my lap...on that theme, of the stone, many mandinádes
FDQ EH FUHDWHG %XW VKH FUHDWHG WKH ŅUVW WKHPH 2Q WKDW RWKHUV KDYH
answered, other mandinádes have been created… About the theme now,
since many mandinádes are created, thousands, it is clear that there
will be similarities between them, it’s not possible that there are not
similarities… the fact is that people from Anoya are original, they do not
have many similarities. Then there are many, you know, who join: Kríti
&UHWH ĠPsiloríti (name of a central mountain range),6 the classic ones,
they are very classic, and, eh, very worn, these.
9 6R\RXEHOLHYHWKDW\RXFDQFRQWLQXRXVO\ŅQGQHZVROXWLRQV"
(G): Yes, that’s essential for a mandinadológosWRŅQGWKHPHVDQGWR
have ideas that differ from the other’s ideas. To create something new.
Just like in poetry, in songs… A mandináda for me is very much like a
cartoon. It is the capturing of an idea. Like the cartoon: an event takes
place now and the cartoonist depicts it with the pen on the paper, with
ŅJXUHV DQG ZULWHV DOVR WZR ZRUGV :HOO WKDW LV YHU\ PXFK OLNH WKH
mandináda. Not all the mandinádes, but part of them, those which come
out due to a certain event. Since there are also mandinádes, as I said
earlier, which come out of our internal world without reason.

Although Yorgos Sifakis addresses the applicability of the idea of capturing a theme only in connection with situational, improvised poems, it is
my view that this idea can easily be applied to describe the general artistic
urge of capturing an idea in a short and compact poetic image. Whether a
theme is introduced in a conversation, in a singing event, or in a talk-show,
or whether it occupies the mind for personal reasons, the poet seeks to take
hold of it and to condense the core of it into a poetic picture. Capturing the
theme is relevant in ex tempore composition where, for example, situations,
circumstances, or personal characteristics are woven into verses. It is also
relevant in creating lyric poetic pictures that communicate emotions or in
depicting the proverbial, normative principles or a philosophy of life. Here
WKHWKHPDWLFREMHFWLYHLQDGGLWLRQWRUHDFWLQJWRDQGFDWFKLQJDņHHWLQJPRment, as to create something eternal, and in this way help anyone else to
ŅQGWKHULJKWZRUGVDWDVLPLODUPRPHQW
These quotations reveal how the goal of imagining a theme and capturing it
in a poetic image is a dynamic artistic urge for many experienced composers.

6 See the photo on the cover page.
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The example of the evaluative conversations between composers further
indicates how this artistic ideal is also a dialogic ideal: poems, and poets,
contribute to a certain dialogue on a certain theme. Not only do performers
produce this contribution in their performance, but composers also do it in
their imagery.
Although capturing a theme in a single poem is a fundamental ideal in
verse-making, it is necessary to remember how the reverse is true, as well:
as a conversational, dialogic center of versatility, variation and rhetoric
elaboration, a theme is a typical stimulus for creating several mandinádes,
a cluster of poems on an arousing theme. This has already been discussed
in connection with register in Chapter 4. In reciprocal performances, one
poem is selected as an argument for each turn; however, when the turntaking goes on, the theme is also elaborated on at length. The following
description provides one more example of how this performative dialogism
also has its parallel in composition.
Kostoula Papadoyanni, 2004 (040727)
Here is the mandináda I told you about, about the snow, when I came out
and it was snowing, that one, as I told that one day it was snowing here,
and I came down to the road, and above of one log there was a little bit
RIVQRZDQG,ZURWHĠ,KHOGWKHFDUNH\VDQG,ZURWHĥ,ORYH\RXĦLQWR
the snow, I carved it, and when my husband said to me what are you
writing there, I answered him:
,SDWX®OLRXV®PHURWVģDNW®QHVWXQDK´VL
<DWLªJUDSVDWRVģ¢JDS´VWRKL´QLNHWKDOL´VL
I told the sun today / to hide away her rays
Since I wrote “I love you” / on snow and it will melt
<HVPD\EHLIKHGLGQģWDVNPH,KDGQRWFUHDWHGWKDWPDQGLQ¢GDĠEXW
KHDVNHGZKDWDUH\RXGRLQJWKHUH"+HVDLGŅQH,ģOOJRRQDQG,VDLG
to him:
+LRQ®]LYUªKLNHŅV¢NHU®KQLNHKDO¢]L
0DWLIRWL¢WVģDJDSLVPDVSU¢PDGHQWLQSLU¢]L
It snows, rains and winds / hailstones batter down
%XWWKHŅUHRIRXUORYHQRWKLQJZLOOERWKHUWKDW
(V) And did your husband understand it? Was he still there?
. <HVRIFRXUVHRIFRXUVHĠEHFDXVHKHKDVOHDUQHGXSWRQRZWKDW
when I enter this process and open this door, he has learned to follow
me, silently, of course, but he follows me because he knows that at that
moment I am creating and he doesn’t want to stop the creation, because
he likes it.
(V) I have understood that he values it highly.
/(K) Yes, yes, he esteems it much since it is a way of self-expression!
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That’s it! (…) He may not be able to communicate the same way,
however he respects me. He understands! The same day I wrote:
+LRQ®]LNHVWLQS´UWDPXGLRPªWUDKL´QLVWªQL
0DWLIRWL¢WVģDJDSLVVXªKRNHPH]HVWªQL
It’s snowing and on my door / two meters of snow arise
%XWWKHŅUHRI\RXUORYH,KDYHDQGLWNHHSVPHZDUP
7KHQKHWROGPHJRLQVLGHEHFDXVHLWģVFROGDQGOLJKWWKHŅUHSODFHDQG
write there the remaining mandinádes (laugh); you will catch cold in the
HQG6R,JRLQEXWVLQFH,ZDVVWLOOLQņXHQFHGĠ\RXVHHLWVQRZVKHUH
VHOGRPĠDQGEHFDXVHLWZDVVQRZLQJLWLVDZRQGHUIXOLPDJHWRVHHWKH
VQRZIDOOLQJVRIWO\VRIWO\LQGHHG,OLWWKHŅUHSODFHDQGVDLG
7RW]¢NLDQ¢YRNHRKLRQL¢V´NVRWLVVW»SHVVWU´QL
.ģªODPLQSªVXQHLDQWK®WVģDJ¢SLVPDVVWRKL´QL
,OLJKWWKHŅUHSODFHDQGWKHVQRZRXWVLGHKHDSVXSWKHņDNHV
&RPHLQVRWKDWWKHņRZHUVRIRXUORYHZRQģWIDOORQWKHVQRZ
:KHQWKHVQRZZHLJKVRQWKHWUHHVWKHņRZHUVIDOOī7KHQī0DQROLV
came in and said to me: are you still composing mandinádes? And I said:
yes, I’ll tell you:
3RWªPLNU´PXVģDJDS´PLJU¢ŅV®VWRKL´QL
<DW®KWLS¢WVģDKW®QHVWXR®OLRVNHWROL´QL
Ever my little one “I love you” / don’t write in the snow
Since (the sun) beats its rays / the sun will make it melt

An unusual phenomenon, snowing, followed by an act of carving the text “I
ORYH\RXĦLQWKHVQRZDQGE\WKHVSHHFKDFWĠWKHVHDOOJLYHDSRHWLFLPSXOVH
ŅUVWUHDOL]HGLQDVXPPDU\RIDOOWKHVHHOHPHQWV7KHHOHPHQWVKRZHYHU
are woven into a frame which establishes a delicate analogy between the
appeal to the sun not to shine and cause the (text in the) snow to melt and the
human need to protect love from harming elements. In the continuation, the
primary lexical and semandic elements “snow” and “love” are combined
within the frame of the contrasting nature of these two: snow and winter
as cold, and love as warming. The last poem, still elaborating on the same
lexical elements, returns to the original impulse and idea, now in a form of
an instruction.

The creativity of making the point: reframing
A special talent is needed to create the point during the process of
composition. Although this can often mean framing a piece of reality
with images and arguments that are powerfully descriptive, narrative,
normative or lyric, the emblematic characteristic of a mandináda seems to
be that through the image, the poem opens up a new perspective on the
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situation. In brief, it presents something that has not yet been thought of. I
have noted earlier that I became intimately aware of the existence of this
special cognitive creativity only when my own attempts at making couplets
UHYHDOHGDFRPSOHWHODFNRIWKHVHVNLOOV:KLOHLWLVTXLWHHDV\WRŅQGUK\PH
ZRUGVDQGPDNHXSRQHOLQHGLIŅFXOWLHVDULVHZKHQRQHWULHVWREXLOGDSDLU
of matching phrases. And even should this succeed, the result would be
RQO\DGGLWLYHLQQDWXUHĠKDUGO\VRPHWKLQJWRFUHDWHDFRKHUHQWRUVXUSULVLQJ
image. Kostoula’s verbalizations of the composition process below show
that acquiring the spontaneity and competence in handling the register is a
creative process that is time-consuming, conscious and also self-rewarding
(080930).
(V) I don’t know, maybe all kinds of forms of creativity have always to
do with that you can see alternatives...
(K) Yes.
9 īPD\EHWKHŅUVWWKLQJWKDW\RXKDYHWRKDYHLQVLGH\RXUVHOILVWKDW
you can see alternatives?
(K) But that to happen, it takes a lot of work! And it takes, that your soul
LVOLNHWKDWWKDW\RXDUHDSHUVRQĠWKDW\RXKDYHOLYHLPDJHV akoúsmata).
That is, according to the place where you live. Because that means that
you know the people well. You know the local customs, what people
IHHOZKDWWKH\IHHOLQWKHLUVRUURZZKDWWKH\IHHOZKHQKDSS\ĠHK\RX
open other paths.
(V) And then – instead of thinking that bravo, you took your license, you
see…
//(K) VERA, that will never end! That will never end! And the more, the
deeper you get in to this matter, that is, the more new paths open up, the
more you want to walk on them. You don’t want to leave any of them.
And some moment when you arrive at a point and you say, now, from
here onwards, I can’t. Eh, you get worried and you try, and you say: no,
I CAN! I can, I have to think of it another way. Do you know how many
times I have created a mandináda and I say no, no, it is not this, it is not
-867WKLVLWVHHPVYHU\OLWWOHWRPHWKLVĠDQG,VD\QRQR,GLGQģWVD\
what I feel.
(V) So consciously, you put, you force yourself to go forward?
(K) That’s it, consciously! Because do you know what? Now I, as a
SHUVRQĠDSHUVRQZKRFUHDWHVPDQGLQ¢GHVĠWKHPRUHRQHFUHDWHVWKH
more demanding one becomes with oneself, that is, the more one wants
to create better ones, to say mandinádes in which each word expresses
oneself, if that is possible! That is, one pays attention even to the last
word. Since one says… one wants to make it perfect! The perfect
however never comes. Because… (…) All the more you make it better,
WKHPRUHĠ\RXVHHWKDWDK,KDYHDOVRRWKHUSRVVLELOLWLHVDKWKDWRQH
is more beautiful!
You go ahead and you progress and you go upwards, and you get
LQWRGLIŅFXOWLHVīOHWģVVD\RQFHLQWKHSURJUDPWKH\VDLGWKH\SXWRQH
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PDQGLQ¢GDRQWKHVFUHHQPPDQG,VDLGĠ,ZDVPD\EHWLUHG,GRQģW
NQRZ ZKDW LW ZDV ZLQWHU , VWDUWHG D ŅUH LQ WKH ŅUHSODFH KHUH , ZDV
WLUHGDQG,VDLGEDDWKLVPDQGLQ¢GDLVYHU\VWURQJĠ\RXDOZD\VKDYH
the demand to create something stronger than that one which is put in
WKHEURDGFDVWEHFDXVHLWSXOOV\RXĠDQG,VDLGWRQLJKW,ģPQRWZRUNLQJ
on, let it be, I don’t create. Since to create, I have to create something
JRRG ,ģP WLUHG WKXV , FDQģW %XW 817,/ WKH EURDGFDVW LV ŅQLVKHG ,
have created a mandináda! (Laughs) Yes. Since I saw the theme so
good that I could not, I wanted to take part, I wanted, I want, that is
something…like a disease, I don’t know what! You get addicted, my
friend, addicted! (Laughs)
Ah, let me tell you an example. He (Yorgos Vitoros) called me and said
ZKHUHDUH\RX",VDLG,ģPLQWKH9LOODJHĠ$QGZKDWDUH\RXGRLQJ"Ġ,
DPFRRNLQJ:KHUHDUH\RX"Ġ,ģPLQRQHSODFHDQGSOD\LQJFDUGVZLWK
some friends of mine. Do you, he asked, play cards? Do you like it? And
I tell him, “no.” And he asks me why? And I say to him that I will tell
KLPVRPHRWKHUWLPH6RZKHQZHWKHQŅQLVKHGWKHFDOO,ZULWHZLWK
mandináda, and tell him:
3RWªPRX]¢ULDNHKDUWL¢VWDKªULDPRXGHQSL¢QR
1DPLQNHUG®VRNHPRXSR»QSRVVWLQDJ¢SLK¢QR
Never do I dice or cards / pick up in my hands
Not to win and people say / that I will lose in love
Here there’s something that people say that the one who wins in cards,
loses in love. You see! Yes, and I said how will I justify the situation,
that I don’t play cards (laughs). But, I didn’t want to say to him, simply, I
don’t like it. I could not say that. I wanted to say to him something which
would surprise him, which he would like. That what we said before…
which we said before…that…the mandináda is a game…

An analysis of the above poem shows that the image conveying Kostoula’s
DUJXPHQW WKDW LW LV QRW SURŅWDEOH WR SOD\ FDUGV RU JDPHV  LV UKHWRULFDOO\
FRQVWUXFWHGRIWZRFRPSRQHQWV7KHŅUVWGHVFULEHGKHUHE\WKHŅUVWYHUVH
is the existing reality including the general question of playing cards and
.RVWRXODģV VSHFLŅF ZLVK WR H[SUHVV WKH RSLQLRQ WKDW VKH GRHV QRW OLNH WR
play cards. The second component, expressed in the second verse, is an
analogy brought about by her fantasy, in this case in the form of a common
saying, from which she draws to justify her argument of not being able to
play cards. By building on this analogy, the poem opens a new perspective
on the matter.
The composer picks up something existing in the moment and combines
it with an idea forming in his or her mind, making these ingredients into an
image. This image leads the hearer to see something which was not present
LQWKHVLWXDWLRQLQWKDWIRUPEHIRUHWKHSRHPUHYHDOHGLWĠDQLQWHUSUHWDWLRQD
connection, a possibility, a joke; there are many possibilities for the linking
element and the style of the point are many. For the point to be effective,
it has to be found in something familiar, easily and quickly grasped by the
listener and not new in that sense. Nevertheless, the image yields a new
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association, a new frame. This turn of the mind, or the art of processing a
part of the present reality in combination with personal imagination and
turning them into an image that looks at reality in a new light or from a
different perspective, thus particularly concerns changing the conceptual
frame.
Let us call this creative skill reframing Ġ D WHUP ZLGHO\ XVHG IRU WKH
practical philosophical and psychological skills in looking at things from
a new perspective.7 Although poetry in general places special emphasis on
the inventiveness of the arguments and imagery, and reshapes the world
effectively through metaphors and analogies, such dialogic poetry takes
full advantage of the narrowness of a human’s everyday perception and the
selective, categorizing organization of human thinking and cognition. The
very selectiveness with which the mind frames perception gives the tools to
build arguments on interpretations, making alternative slices of the world
visible. Let us now turn to analyze this idea by reviewing more examples.
It has been stated earlier that mandinádes are often constructed very much
OLNH WKH SXQFK OLQHV LQ MRNHV XWLOL]LQJ WKH UHODWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH ŅUVW OLQH
which gives a certain setting, and the second line, which in a mandináda
TXDOLŅHVDQGLQWHUSUHWVWKHLPDJHJLYHQLQWKHŅUVWOLQH7KHIROORZLQJSRHP
of Kostoula, cited earlier, builds an image by using a clearly rhetorical
structure:
6DQWRSRXO®PHVģWRNORXY®HVWK¢QRPHNRQW¢VRX
0DGH]LW´WLOHIWHUL¢DQ®QHPDNUL¢VRX
Like a bird in a cage / I feel when I’m near you
But I do not ask for freedom / if that’s far away from you

7KHŅUVWOLQHSUHVHQWVDVLPSOLŅHGVWDWHPHQWWKURXJKWKHPHWDSKRULFLPDJH
of a bird in a cage, which is seen by the hearer automatically as a negative
state (deprivation of liberty), only to show in the second verse that the
RSSRVLWH DOWHUQDWLYH DJDLQ D VLPSOLŅFDWLRQ LV DQ RSWLRQ WKDW LV HYHQ OHVV
desirable. The second line is especially clever, since the “bird in a cage”
metaphor is widely used and normally alludes to the need or appreciation
of freedom. Having heard the story of the poem’s origin and knowing
Kostoula, I can interpret the image resulting from this rhetoric as a balanced,
even tender acceptance of the circumstances. Other interpretations would
also be possible: obtaining closure in the poem-argument is certainly a
circumstantial goal in the composition which, however, does not restrict
7 For reframing in psychotherapeutic conversation, see Mattila 2001; 2006. With the frame
theory as an integrative metaperspective, Mattila introduces the following perspectives
to reframing: categories, analogies, metaphors, “seeing as,” dialectics and interpretation
(Mattila 2001: 13). As he widely analyzes in his dissertation (2001), all these elements
which are used by humans to conceptualize the world and experiences, to reduce the
incoming information and to help to predict situations and behavior, also make the
perception always partial. This is why therapists can so effectively help people only by
convincing them of alternative models and ways of interpreting and perceiving the same
reality.
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RWKHULQWHUSUHWDWLRQVWKDWDUHŅWWLQJWRRWKHUFLUFXPVWDQFHV
The next example shows how an answer to a poem selects and reframes
DQ HOHPHQW RI WKH ŅUVW SRHPģV REVHUYDWLRQ .RVWRXOD KDG SUHYLRXVO\
described how an exchange of poems by text messages between herself and
another, according to Kostoula much more experienced mandinadológos,
Yoryis Berkis from Anoya, had started and continued from six o’clock in
the afternoon until two in the morning (080930):
And the morning, I tell you, early morning, he sent me:
.LWDSXVģRQLUªIWLNDNHGHQNDWªKR\¢QGD
)HQHWHPģHSLUªDVDQWDKWHVLQDVLPY¢QGD
Look, I was dreaming of you / but I don’t know why
It seems that I’ve been impressed / by yesterday’s events
And I sent to him:
0XOHVSRVPģRQLUªIWLNHVPDGHPXOHVVLQ¢PD
,QWDNRQW´VHNV®SQLVHWR\ªOLR®WRNO¢PD"
You say you dreamed of me / but tell me also this
What made you wake up / laughter or crying?

7KHŅUVWXWWHUDQFHFRXOGEHLQWHUSUHWHGDVDSRVLWLYHVWDWHPHQW.RVWRXOD
however, seizes upon the pondering (I don’t know why; it seems) of the
dream’s reason, interpreting this as hesitation, and formulates this into a
counter question of the exact quality of the dream (and thus of their poetic
exchange from the day before): positive (laughter) or negative (crying)?
In the next example, we can see how an argumentation, a typical example
of antikristés mandinádes as a dramatic performance between a woman and
a man, is carried on by traditional poetic metaphors. In 2009 (091030),
Kostoula had recounted to me another exchange of poems between herself
and Yoryis Berkis, which had taken place the previous winter by text
PHVVDJHVDIWHUDQHYHQLQJVSHQWVLQJLQJLQ$QR\DZLWKKHUKXVEDQGĠWKH
ŅUVWWLPHVKHKHUVHOIKDGEHHQsinging mandinádes. She had initiated this
exchange with her wish to thank Berkis for the previous evening, and the
improvised exchange of poems had later continued to other themes.
,Q DQ\ FDVH DW RQH PRPHQW WKH PDQGLQ¢GD FDPH WR WKH ņRZHUV WKH
WKHPHRIWKHņRZHUVDQGKHVHQGVPHWKLV
1DS¢SVLVVWREDON´QLVRXORXOR»GLDQDSRW®]LV
.HQDSURYªUQLVSRXNHSR»HV®QDWRVWRO®]LV
<RXVKRXOGVWRSLQ\RXUEDOFRQ\WRZDWHUWKHņRZHUV
And come in front at times / to decorate it yourself
He said me… And I said him:
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1¢ģNVHUDDSģWREDON´QLPRXSRV®WKHODSHU¢VLV
<DQD\HQ´YDVLOLN´VWģDIW®VRXQDNUHP¢VLV
Should I know that by my balcony / you are passing by
I would become a basil plant / for you to hang on your ear
.ORQ¢ULVRXYDVLOLNªSRWªGHVRXODY´QR
0ģDUªVHLDNRXWVRWUR»OLVWRQDVģDSRNDPDU´VR
A branch of yours, basil plant / I will never take
I like with all your tops / to admire you
ĠZLWKRXWWKDWVRPHWRSVDUHPLVVLQJ\RXNQRZ$QG,VD\KLP
$PDGHWKHVWDNORQ¢ULDPRXªODQDVRXKDU®VR
7LPLURGL¢¢SģWDI®OODPRX\DQDVģHIKDULVW®VR
If you don’t want my branches / come so that I can present you
With the scent form my leaves / to give you pleasure
ĠVHHQRZKRZLWEHJDQDQGZKHUHLWJRHV$QGKHVDLGPH
‘2SRXNLDQ®VHYLRODPRXPHYU®QLLPLURGL¢VRX
$N´PDNHKLOL´PHWUDDS´WL\LWRQL¢VRX
:KHUHYHU\RXDUHP\YLROD\RXUVFHQWZLOOŅQGPH
Even many kilometers / away from your neighborhood
Ġ$ZKROHFRQYHUVDWLRQWKXVWRRNSODFHDJDLQZHGLVFXVVHGZLWK
Berkis that way.

,Q WKH ŅQDO H[DPSOH .RVWRXOD VKDUHV ZLWK PH RQH RI KHU DQVZHUV WR
the poems sent to her by the broadcast host Vitoros (080930). This poem
shows how the reframing of an argument can take place at the level of the
imagery:
$KZDLWDPRPHQWVRPHGD\VDJR0U<RUJRVVHQWPHĠEHFDXVHKH
sends me even now during the summer, I tell him, send me when you
receive a good one, to stimulate me to create! So that I won’t stop, I tell
him, because I can’t stop. And he sends me:
(J´ģPHSXPHWDWKHUL¢®WKHODQDNLPR»PH
.ģHG¢ģPHVWLQDJ¢SLVXGHPªQRVNHIRYR»PH
It was me who with the beasts / wanted to go to sleep
(that is, I was not afraid)
And here I am to your love / bound and that frightens me

8 Unfortunately, it was no longer possible to trace the identity of the author of this poem.
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He sent me this.8 I wrote him:
0´QRWVģDJ¢SLVWRWKHUL´PHO¢YRVHVWREªWL
.ģHG¢ģKLN¢PLWLQNDUGL¢VSLOL¢UL\DQDWKªWL
Only the beast of love / has wounded me in the chest
And here it has made the heart / a cave to lie in to sleep
After that he calls me only after a few days and he tells me: leave me
alone since I can’t bear... (laughs). Yes, because he loves so much the
mandináda and cannot compose himself, whoever sends him a strong
one, the man goes mad, he goes mad… And I tell him, Dear Yorgos,
that’s all right!

Building on the metaphoric associations of the “beast,” and the words
“sleep,” “love” and the formula “and here,” but immediately contesting, as
far as I know her, the idea that being in love (bound to love) would be the
thing to be afraid of, Kostoula reframes these ingredients by new metaphoric
associations into an image with quite different, multilayered meanings.

Commanding a poetic world as a productive language
In Crete, one can encounter composers and performers who have several
levels of readiness and experience. The ability to create poems is regarded
as a hárisma, an innate gift in the person, but further, two types of composers
are recognized: those who in general can compose, and those who are
spontaneous and capable of extemporizing new poems on the spot. Ex
tempore composition is therefore regarded as a special talent, although, as
noted above, the composers’ opinions about the value of the ex tempore verses
differ (they are not necessarily regarded as being any better). Extemporized
compositions can draw the meaning both from the circumstantial realm
and from the composition process itself: the process of rhyming closely
coexists with the invention of meaning. Most composers also get their
poems “out, down” in oral processes, but mainly during a longer time span
and during private moments. Composition in general is regarded as a mental
activity where ideas and arguments take shape aesthetically, linguistically
LQDSRHPDQGDOWKRXJKLWLVSRVVLEOHIRUDSHUIRUPHUWRDWWDLQņXHQF\LQ
spontaneity through practice, some particular cognitive skills are clearly
needed for extemporized composition. Most Cretan composer-interviewees
emphasize the fact that their internal moods dictate when they enter the
performance arena, not only because of the pressure to perform or due to
some other contextual stimulus from outside. However, as the examples
above indicate, these certainly helped in arousing poetic imagination and
particularly contributed to the art of reframing.
One of the questions I posed in the beginning about composition was
whether the poems change when entering a different communicative society, and if so, in what ways they change. Above I have presented different perspectives on composition that are based on the composers’ own
191

Composition

views and words. While discussing the modern written oral poetry and mass
media arenas, I have pointed out that these arenas attract many kinds of
FRPSRVHUVDQGWKDWWKH\FDQQRWEHVHHQWRJHQHUDWHRQO\DVSHFLŅFW\SHRI
poetry. In these arenas, composers with very different skills participate and
demonstrate both recognized and experienced creativity. Certainly the focus
on the textual, poetic side in building an image has become a more central
goal than interactively communicating interpersonal, situational events and
tensions. However, as is evinced by the in-depth exploration of the commentary and compositions of one individual, Kostoula Papadoyanni, even
a contemporary composer can master a wide variety of skills. The inquiry
will thus have to deal with those factors which allow one to command a
PHWULFDOO\GHŅQHGUHJLVWHUDVDSURGXFWLYHODQJXDJH
Some useful guidelines toward answering my question concerning
composition are available in a study by the Finnish linguist Pentti Leino
(1975). In his study, Leino analyzes the differences in the kalevalameter line as used both in traditional poems performed in song and by
contemporary folk and learned composers.9 Among the composers of the
topical verse, a decisive difference emerges between those who have heard
folk poetry and learned the kalevala-meter in their formative milieu as
children, and those who have learned the meter as adults. Leino refers to
the contemporary theory of children’s language acquisition, as well as to an
oral poet’s process of learning the oral epic language, as reported by Lord
(1960) among the living Serbo-Croatian folk song culture. Thus, as a child
ŅUVWOHDUQVLGLRPDWLFH[SUHVVLRQVWKHDVSLULQJSRHWŅUVWOHDUQVVRQJVWKDW
already exist and he can then repeat them. In the second stage, both learn
the productive rules but still use them hesitatingly and often incorrectly.
7KHUXOHVRYHUUXQWKHH[FHSWLRQVZKLFKZHUHOHDUQHGLQWKHŅUVWVWDJHRI
LGLRPDWLFUHSHWLWLRQ,QWKHWKLUGDQGŅQDOVWDJHERWKUXOHVDQGH[FHSWLRQV
DUHDGDSWHGWRDV\VWHPZKLFKFDQQRZEHXVHGņDZOHVVO\DQGZLWKVW\OLVWLF
QXDQFH /HLQRĠ
With reference to this three-stage path of learning a language, Leino
(1975: 47) notes that features of the second stage often characterize the way
the composers of topical verse use the kalevala-meter. However, the use
RIWKHDOOLWHUDWLRQLVK\SHUFRUUHFWĠZKLFKVXJJHVWVWKDWQHLWKHUWKHWKHRU\
RI/RUGQRUWKHWKHRU\RIFKLOGUHQģVOHDUQLQJDFWXDOO\ŅWWKH)LQQLVKIRON
composers. Instead, these composers have learned the poetic language in
much the same way as adults learn a foreign language, with the typical lack
9 Leino compares the poems and metrical lines of (1) the epic folk poetry as sung by the
traditional folk singer Arhippa Perttunen, (2) the composers of topical verse who were
still connected to this traditional singing of kalevala-metric poetry, and (3) learned, nonnative writers (a fourth category is taken from a linguistically distinct group in Viena).
Differences arise between these groups on the following points: the proportions of the use
of the basic metrical line and the enlivening deviances from it; the use of alliteration and
parallelism; and the congruence of the metrical and the syntactical structure. Although
the metrical model is well adapted by the composers of topical verse, their poems deviate
largely from traditional folk poetry in the amount of parallelism (much less) and especially
in the syntactic structure: instead of simple structures and the nearly exclusive use of main
FODXVHVDGRPLQDQFHRIVXERUGLQDWHFODXVHV /HLQRĠ 
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of control in their use of the structures of the foreign language. The corpus
of kalevala-metric topical verse was collected at the end of the creative era
of folk poetry, and Leino concludes that most of these learned and folk
composers acquired the poetic language as adults; they were not bilingual,
as were the best traditional poets who had learned the poetic language
together with (or indeed as) their native language. Instead, they had learned
a foreign language through their native language: “kalevala-meter was for
them a foreign language, of which they had learned only the elements, not
the more complicated structures and stylistic nuances” (Leino 1975: 48;
translation by the present author).
Although it is possible to advance poetic competence through written and
recorded materials, which is very common in Crete and elsewhere10 today,
the oral traditions are traditions especially in the way that one becomes
familiar with them through the acoustic experience as a child. Cretan and
Greek people refer to this with the indigenous notion of having akoúsmata
(“live hearings”; live images, live experiences); this is a point made several
times in Kostoula’s descriptions and which also appears frequently in the
conversations on their improvisational musical traditions.
All the active Cretan composers and performers with whom I conversed
in the framework of this study had internalized the poetic register
of mandinádes by immersion during their youth. Festive occasions,
parées, kantádes, old women’s songs, poetic confrontations, parents’
and grandparents’ speech, had all rounded their acquisition of a pliable,
improvisatory model of poetic expression. However, even those children
who were born in the early 1960s and who grew up in the years when new,
alternative models of entertainment quickly conquered a place in Greek
life, actively had to choose to make the expression intimately their own,
UDWKHU WKDQ WR ŅQG WKHPVHOYHV FRQVWDQWO\ IDFHG ZLWK LW 7KH SDUªHV ZLWK
kritiká, singing mandinádes and playing Cretan music, were now an option
rather than a central way of celebration and self-expression. Nevertheless,
this generation, as well as the following ones up to today, often combined
the different ways of spending time. During the last few years, a countermovement has been evident, as many young people have turned to Cretan
music and mandinádes even after a period of denial of these roots.
Much like the acquisition of a native language, however, the adaptation of
the register as a productive language involves learning a much wider system
than something that can be acquired merely in occasional events. Several
Cretans, although still aware of the cultural basis, and able to acknowledge
competent performers and to occasionally participate in performances,
WKHUHIRUHKDYHRQO\DSDUWLDOVLPSOLŅHGPRGHODYDLODEOHIRUSURGXFWLRQ)RU
WKLVUHDVRQWKHTXHVWLRQRIKRZSURŅWDEOHWKLVEDVLVLVRIWKHHQJDJHPHQW
DQGDWWDLQPHQWRIņXHQF\IRUDQ\RQHZLWKWKHUHOHYDQWWDOHQWDQGHQHUJ\WR
practice, is closely related to the question of whether the register is acquired
as a productive medium or, as in an average modern society, as an authorcentered, esoteric and distanced production.
10 See esp. Yacub 2007 and the betsolaritsa-performers’ accounts in Garzia et al. 2001.
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Moreover, even if the adoption of a poetic register as a native language
VLJQLŅHVWKHDFFHVVWRLWVOLQJXLVWLFņH[LELOLW\DQGH[SUHVVLRQDOLGLRPDWLF
potentiality, the akoúsmata, live acoustic experiences, have to be combined
with an active adaptation of the means of action. As the study of the Frame
Theory in the cognitive science shows, experts do not simply have more
frames available than novices, but they also “possess more links between
frames, better organized frames, better cross-referencing between frames,”
ZKLFKPDNHVWKHPPRUHņH[LEOHDQGHIŅFLHQWLQWKHLUDUHDRIH[SHUWLVH 0DWWLOD
2001: 38, drawing on Dreyfus 1992 and Howard 1987). How does one then
learn to master alternative frames, build links among them and reframe the
reality into poems successfully? Linguistic, poetic and imaginative skills
are certainly needed in using the wealth of rhetoric, analogical, metaphoric
and interpretive structures and frames. Cretans invariably see the talent to
compose as an innate skill, but in her comments on composition, Kostoula
Papadoyanni recurrently also referred to conscious activities: one has to
know the local customs, how other people feel, what moves them; one has
to practice and look for other possibilities, since new paths open up only if
one walks on them; one has to exercise criticism and to learn to tell good
ideas from bad ones. These requirements appear to be very similar to those
that arose in Csikzentmihalyi’s study on creativity (1996) that emphasizes
the following factors: an intimate knowledge of the domain and existing
solutions, devotion and hard work, sincere criticism, as well as enjoyment
of the work for its own sake.
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Dialogic oral poetry
According to my interpretation of the performances and composition as
outlined in the previous chapters, the mandinádes are a tradition in which
the dialogic, communicative goals are primary; these dialogic goals are,
however, essentially partnered with the structurally inventive and, in sevHUDOFDVHVH[SOLFLWO\DUWLVWLFH[SUHVVLRQRIWKHSRHWLFUHJLVWHU6LQFH,ŅQG
that dialogism is the most pervasive single feature of the tradition, my conclusion is to refer to the mandinádes as dialogic oral poetry, or as a dialogic
register.
I have used the attributes short, productive, improvised, communicative
and conversational to depict this tradition, but during the process of
analysis, the notions of dialogue and dialogic repeatedly surfaced as ways
of capturing the essence of the tradition. The basis for the use of this concept
is practical: people create poems and use them to engage in discourse and
to exchange ideas with others. This exchange of ideas as dialogue can be
very concrete and readily apparent. During recreational and festive singing,
just as in many recited performances, the poems are exchanged back and
forth by the participants. The creation of poems and the exchange of ideas
through poems are also markedly dialogic implicitly and internally. These
implicit ways of creating a dialogue, which do not point only to concrete
verbal exchange in communication, require a more precise term of their
own. In the case of this register, I underline both the structurally inventive
element inherent in the register (a language for making poems) and the
package-like, independent nature of the single poem (poems as the units of a
language). I thus point simultaneously towards the internal dialogism of the
language and the external dialogism of using the poem units as utterances.
%\UHIHUULQJWRWKHPDQGLQ¢GHVDVDVSHFLŅFDOO\GLDORJLFUHJLVWHU,GR
not intend to imply that the other verbal registers or traditions would not
be dialogic. Instead, I have aimed to demonstrate that dialogism is indeed
a fundamental force that the individual users of a shared poetic register
consciously strive to attain. However, just as narrativity can characterize
certain genres to such a degree that we can speak of narrative or epic genres,
I use the term dialogic here to point to the special, essential character of this
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W\SHRIRUDOSRHWU\:KLOH%ULJJVģXVHRIWKHGHŅQLWLRQRIFRQYHUVDWLRQDO
genres is appropriate to describe recited utterances, mandinádes are also
sung poetry. In addition, as shown in Chapter 6, the rhyming couplet
form is also used as a building block for the longer compositions in which
narrativity is much more prominent. By recognizing the short, compact
and versatile form, by acknowledging the use of the poetic unit as an
utterance in both sung and recited dialogues, and by noting that the primary
raison d’être for mandinádes is as a vehicle for engaging in a dialogue,
I therefore suggest classifying the register of mandinádes as a dialogic
register among the various genres and registers of oral poetry. These
genres can be recognized as scholarly genres or analytic types (epic, lyric,
ODPHQW JHQHDORJ\ IRONWDOH HWF  RU WKH\ FDQ EH LQGLJHQRXVO\ LGHQWLŅHG
(e.g. Bauman 1984 [1977]; Ben-Amos 1976; Timonen 2004). John Miles
Foley proposes the biological metaphor ecology1 or ecosystem to depict the
coexistence of the different kinds of forms of oral poetry in a society (Foley
ĠĠ 2. The present analysis on the Cretan tradition
of mandinádes demonstrates that even if a dialogic register would not exist
DVDQDOOHQFRPSDVVLQJODQJXDJHRIRUDOH[SUHVVLRQĠDVLWGRHVLQFHQWUDO
DQGHDVWHUQ&UHWHĠWKHXVHRIWKLVW\SHRIUHJLVWHULQWKHLQGLJHQRXVHFRORJ\
RIJHQUHVFDQH[FOXVLYHO\VHUYHVRPHQHHGVDQGVLJQLŅFDQWO\FRPSOHPHQW
RWKHUVĠDVPDQGLQ¢GHVGRLQZHVWHUQ&UHWH
In this conclusive chapter, in addition to analyzing how dialogism is
established in the tradition of mandinádes, I will draw conclusions from the
aspects implied by it: the wide access to the poetic register in performance
and composition; the conceptions of creativity; the double identity of the
poems as text and process; and the plurality of the aesthetics of performance
and composition.

Individuals and tradition
Folklore genres vary tremendously within and between cultures as to how
open they are for performance. As a register, mandinádes are simultaneously “open” and “closed” for performing and composition: these actions
can take place at very different levels of competence. Until the 1980s, singing poems during collective celebrations was an experience which touched
everyone either as a singer or as a listener. The extreme focus on performativity in some local speech communities has shaped the role of the repartee
in public performances into a target of sharp criticism. In any public performance, one’s ready wit and quick repartee form the appreciated norms of
communication. At the opposite end of the spectrum, in addition to the contemporary expansion of the composition as an activity fueled by the mass
1 The use of this notion differs from the concept of tradition-ecology, which as an “approach
accounts for the natural variation of traditions in social life”, as described by Honko
ĠVHHDOVR.DPSSLQHQĠ 
2 For the coexistence and interaction of genres in a community, see also the notion
ethnocultural substrate, Harvilahti 2003, here in Chapter 2.
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media arenas, the accounts given by several elders attest to the fact that
people have always created oral poems as self-expression, similarly to how
people write poetry for their own pleasure in any contemporary culture.
The double focus on the process and the text allows a freedom of choice,
IRUH[DPSOHLQKRZPXFKVLJQLŅFDQFHLVSODFHGRQWKHHOHPHQWVLQHDFK
case, and in the openness of the register for composition and performance in
close circles, thus capable of being enjoyed at very different levels of competence. These factors, among others, made me conclude that although it is
crucial to study and understand the components of competence, this concern does not exhaust the common experience of meaning in this register.
)RUEHVLGHVWKHFRPPXQLFDWLYHVRFLDOO\GHŅQHGDQGFRPSHWHQFHFHQWHUHG
uses of the register, the lyric and philosophical modes of expression and the
compositional and aesthetic dimensions make this type of oral poetry work
as a personal tool for creativity and self-expression. One of the conclusions is that in addition to the mandinádes being a vehicle for social sharing
and communication in performance, they are also a means of personally
sharing the values, ideas and attitudes crystallized in the tradition; they are
an important language of dealing and coping with one’s experiences and
emotional life. In other words, the traditional is heavily intertwined with
the individual, and the communicative dialogue is intertwined with each
person’s internal dialogue.
'XULQJ P\ ŅHOGZRUN LQ &UHWH SHRSOH KDYH PDGH LW FOHDU WR PH WKDW D
living tradition necessarily consists of two poles: there is the vehicle,
which is the tradition, and there are the individuals who use this vehicle.
The tradition of mandinádes is markedly a special language, a register.
The register, apart from it being especially suited to allow composition and
improvisation, carries diachronic elements, well-tested in the given society
over the course of time; the register has diachronic elements in giving the
people emotional, conceptual and communicative parallels for expressing
themselves. This means that the register allows people to approach their
current needs to make and convey meaning in a larger frame of reference,
and to express these needs in an artistic, economic and understandable way.
This economy and artistry, just as the ready wit and dialogically challenging
communication, are appreciated by Cretans. The use of the register is based
on these values and makes the process of dialogue evident even in the
composition or recitation of single poems. The register thus represents the
community’s core ideal of communication: spontaneity.
Today, to an increasing degree, poems occur in contexts other than
interpersonal communication and without immediate situational context,
engaging their context in mental processes. I have therefore noted that in
this tradition, we must recognize not only its performative value, but also
its value as a productive register. Production, in addition to being a creative
process, brings forth products: in Crete, new poems are valued as texts, as
SRHWU\IRUWKHLURZQVDNHĠDVZHOODVWKH\DUHYDOXHGDVLWHPVFDUU\LQJD
potential for creating meaning in future processes. Hence, apart from the
communicative, improvisatory process, the textual, poetic aspect plays a
VLJQLŅFDQWUROHLQWKHHYDOXDWLRQRIPHDQLQJ7KLVSDUDOOHOLGHQWLW\RIWKH
tradition as poems, as texts in their own right, and as an improvisatory
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SURFHVV KDV EHHQ RI SULPDU\ LQWHUHVW LQ WKLV ZRUN 7KLV UHņHFWV DQRWKHU
dual identity: poems are considered to be individual compositions which,
however, in the course of time, become a part of the shared tradition.
A person who composes new mandinádes can locally be called a mandinadológos (a specialist of mandináda). When performing, a mandinadológos
may improvise verses on the spur of the moment, epi tópou, or may perform
verses composed earlier. Any performer can sing or recite traditional verses,
verses “heard,” or those made by someone the performer knows. People are
conscious of the fact that poems are made by a certain individual and they
emphasize the individuality of the expression. People often express their
admiration for the individual talent impersonally by referring to a poem:
“The one who made this poem really felt this thing.” When, however, people
perform poems in singing events or in other communicative situations, they
do not name any particular composer in connection to the poem, even if they
are aware of who the composer is. Among regular parées, each person’s
characteristic repertoire is known, and the members of a close circle can
easily recognize or guess who has created a certain poem. Nevertheless, a
good poem is quickly circulated and separated from the acknowledgement
RILWVRULJLQ,QEULHIWKHLQGLYLGXDOWDOHQWWKDWLVUHņHFWHGLQDSRHPRULQ
a performance is acknowledged in terms of its potential to speak to other
individuals.

Four aspects of creativity
Mandinádes, as a rhyme language or as a register-based tradition, can
VW\OLVWLFDOO\ YDU\ ZLGHO\ LQ WKH FRQWLQXXP RI SURVDLFĠSRHWLF DQG WH[WXDOĠ
FRQWH[WXDO0DQGLQ¢GHVFDQDOVRUDQJHIURPVWUXFWXUDOSOD\WRŅQDOL]HGVHOI
H[SUHVVLRQ DQG IURP ŅUVW DWWHPSWV WR PDVWHUIXO FRPSRVLWLRQV , ŅQG WKDW
the uniting factor in the local perception of the meaning of mandinádes, for
actors and perceivers alike, is best described by the notion of creativity Ġ
when this notion is understood to include both recognition and experience.
This is why, while searching for the factors that produce recognized
mastery and competence, I have also focused on the individual experience
RIFUHDWLYLW\LQWKHYDULRXVSHUVRQDOO\VLJQLŅFDQWXVHVRIWKHUHJLVWHU%\WKLV
I mean that the poems, performance and composition have the capacity to
provide experiences of creativity and meaningfulness from the individual
perspective of each person, according to their background, intentions and
competence. The role of the structure is enhanced in the short couplet form,
and making rhymes attracts everyone from the masters of communication
WR WKRVH FRPSRVLQJ WKHLU ŅUVW YHUVHV $OO SDUWLFLSDQWV UHJDUGOHVV RI WKHLU
levels, experience creativity in this poetic activity. The locals are extremely
concerned with linking the poems to their personal experience, so the
meaning and creativity of the text is essentially in the eye of the perceiver.
A dialogic poetic tradition such as the mandinádes gives multiple
options for creativity. The locals perceive creativity in the creative process
of composition and performance as well as in the resulting end product,
the poem. Furthermore, the poetic domain differs even from many other
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domains of verbal art in that people experience creativity both collectively
as well as from a very personal perspective. From my observations, I have
concluded that four major forms of creativity can be distinguished.
7KH ŅUVW W\SH RI FUHDWLYLW\ LQYROYHG LV performative or improvisatory
creativity. Here, the focus is on the communicative process in which poems
are matched with the theme of the exchange of poems in a singing event or
with one’s personal self-expression in speech. The poems may be composed
ex tempore, or they may be poems that already exist. Creativity is felt in the
possibility, and recognized in the ability, to make use of the poetic idiom and
existing poems, and to apply these to new situations. This is the basic level
of action in oral societies, and it gives the experience of creativity to most
people practicing the dialogic tradition of verbal art. The competitive aspect
of the performance also stimulates individuals with particular imagination
and sociolinguistic talent to create ever better poems.
The second type of creativity is productive creativity. Because good
mandinádes are locally appreciated as poetic end-products, the ability to
provide new and commonly recognized poems must be noticed. This is
true for poems that are regarded as excellent poetry; these poems contain
a message that touches many people, and they are added to the shared
oral repertoire. Productive creativity may or may not go together with the
sociolinguistic talent to act in a situation, in a performance; nevertheless,
these poems are mainly formulated in the mind of highly experienced and
devoted people who have special innate skills, which have already been
fully developed.
The ideas of domain and ŅHOG as introduced by Csikszentmihalyi (1996;
see Chapter 2) continue to be pertinent for both performative and productive
FUHDWLYLW\,QWKHVHWZRFDVHVFUHDWLYLW\JRHVWRJHWKHUZLWKFRPSHWHQFHĠ
that is to say, it is expressed and recognized in public arenas and as subject
to shared criteria. Most often feedback is part of the parcel; feedback can
either be immediate or conveyed through the poem being adopted in poetic
reservoir of other individuals, that is, incorporated in the tradition. Most
individuals capable of performing creatively or of composing great poems
have internalized the tradition at an early age and gone through a long
period of practicing. Furthermore, competition and exposure to evaluation
are crucial, since oral arenas need a quick response and a good sense of
what is good and what is bad.
7KHŅQDOWZRIRUPVRIFUHDWLYLW\DUHexperienced rather than recognized,
because in these cases the creativity is evaluated with personal criteria and
based on individual experience. One of these is what Csikszentmihalyi
refers to as personal creativity. As to the mandinádes, personal creativity
indicates the compositions that people create for their own pleasure, which
make them discover something personally new (in the register or of their
RZQFDSDFLW\WRDFW DQGZKLFKIXOŅOOWKHLUSHUVRQDOH[SHFWDWLRQV,QRWKHU
words, the register is easily available and open to anyone willing to try
their hand in composing, and although many of the poems remain private
and might not endure the criticism of the more experienced composers,
the private composers themselves experience creativity in the process and
enjoy the results.
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All the above-mentioned cases refer to concrete action in performance or
composition, but there is also an important creative process present in mental
activity. This is the creativity of perception and it relates to individuals who
experience creativity by processing poems in personal mental dialogues. If
we agree that creativity is present in the processes that help us see things
from new, alternative perspectives and that this process is crucial for a good
performance and for creating new products, it follows that the same logic
can be applied to the poems, as well: discovering a meaning in a poem, and
applying this meaning to one’s personal experience, is likewise a creative
act.
It is my observation that all these perspectives are essential for understanding the improvisatory, associative and dialogic characteristics of the
poetic performance arena. Composition is a creative challenge to many. The
nature of a metrical, register-based tradition is a pyramid-like organism,
where accessibility, extensive poetic practice and personal experience
with the register all help people to recognize their own skills, and become
competent in recognizing and enjoying true mastery. It is quite evident
that participation in the singing events (which, in the past, recurred often)
SURYLGHGDŅHOGZKHUHPDQ\FRXSOHWVZHUHFRPSRVHGDVZHOODVSHUIRUPHG
SXUSRVHO\WRIXOŅOOWKHGHPDQGVRISDUWLFLSDWLRQ7KHVDPHSKHQRPHQRQLV
evident today in media talk shows: composing and participating with one’s
own compositions is encouraged widely, and there is no discrimination
concerning competence. The poems composed in and for the traditional
and modern participative performance arenas certainly differ: along with
the movement from interpersonal, face-to-face communication to the
decentered presentation of poems to a distant audience, compositions strive
to create imagery rather than to produce contextually oriented and relevant
expression. In both arenas, however, participation is a way to reach out from
one’s personal experience towards shared topics and messages.
Creativity is present in all these aesthetic and cognitive processes in
which people create poems or match already existing ones to their needs.
On the one hand, individuals produce the images and models which not only
UHQHZDQGUHIUHVKWKHWUDGLWLRQEXWEULQJLWLQWREHLQJLQWKHŅUVWSODFH2Q
the other hand, becoming aware of the creativity which poems engender in
the various performative and mental dialogues causes people to recognize
WKH VLJQLŅFDQFH RI WKHLU WUDGLWLRQV DQG WKLV PRWLYDWHV WKHP WR XSKROG WKH
tradition with their individual acts and choices.

The self-dependent poem and the economy of tradition
Registers in metrical form have the special characteristics of a strict mould.
7KLV PRXOG FRQVLVWV RI Ņ[HG PHWHU DQGRU UK\WKP UK\PH DQGRU RWKHU
SRHWLFDOHOHPHQWVDQGPHDQV7KXVZKLOHUHTXLULQJWKHFRPSRVHUWRFRQŅQH
his or her words to the limited possibilities of these conventional elements,
this mould allows an explicit structural creativity. The natural word stress of
the Greek language has to conform to the poetic pattern, which may make
WKLVHVSHFLDOO\REYLRXV,QDGGLWLRQWRRIIHULQJWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIIXOŅOOLQJ
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the communicative and narrative needs for self-expression, this structural
element provided by the metrical form is in itself a remarkable source for
WKHFRPSRVHUWRŅQGVDWLVIDFWLRQLQFUHDWLYLW\(VSHFLDOO\LQWKHFDVHVEDVHG
on such a shared, productive idiom, focusing on the tradition as a language
or as a register helps to allow a dynamic perception of traditional forms,
with room for both shared meanings and referents as well as for individual
creativity and aspirations.
Ideally, a mandináda is one coherent, self-dependent image, which is
HQMR\DEOH DQG DOVR XQGHUVWDQGDEOH $FFRUGLQJ WR WKH ORFDO GHŅQLWLRQ D
mandináda is independent and it is poetry. The indigenous concept of mandináda as an image (ikóna) suggests something that is rendered immanent
by poetic means.
Kostoula Papadoyanni 2008 (080930):
(Referring to the Erotókritos)…I liked the images of it. But you may say
that well, in prose one also creates images. But maybe you need more
WLPHĠOLNHZHWDONHGODVWWLPHĠWRVKRZZKDW\RXIHHO7RVKRZZKDW
you see in your head, the image. Whereas with the Dekapendasíllavo
you show that immediately, you show the image. An artist can paint
DQLPDJHVRPHRQHFDQQDUUDWHDQLPDJHĠ,EHOLHYHWKDWDmandináda
closes that all inside, I mean, with a mandináda I feel it, I express it.
I show what I feel inside myself, my emotions take form: love, hate,
UHYHQJHVRPHWKLQJīFRPSODLQWV ODXJK ĠFRPSODLQWV\HV(YHU\WKLQJ
everything comes out more sweetly, comes out in the right form, in its
own form. That is, I make someone understand [what I feel, what I want
to say] with a mandináda.

Kostoula’s reference to understanding explains why the independence
of the poem is a different concern for insiders and outsiders: the net of
textual and contextual referents embedded in the poems is wide, and the
dialogic space the receiver/hearer/reader has to cover is remarkable. The
interdependence of the concepts parole and langue, in their sociolinguistic
sense, can therefore be aptly applied to the present context. This interGHSHQGHQFH MXVWLŅHV WKH ORFDO SHUFHSWLRQ RI WKH SRHPV DV LQGLYLGXDO
independent paroles, but also recognizes the intimate relationship of the
poems to the langue, the register which, for the locals, is so self-evident that
it does not have to be mentioned. The recognition of this intimate relation
is all the more important for outsiders, because in most cases, background
knowledge is needed to unlock and appropriate the image, to see it, and
especially to grasp the argument itself. A poem thus must be a semandically,
structurally and circumstantially fully representative of the register, a
meaningful and personal participant in the chain of poetic dialogue. A poem
PD\ QRW KRZHYHU EH FRPSOHWH RU DXWRQRPRXV LQ D YDFXXP Ġ DQG ZK\
would it, when with so much less, one can say so much more? The charm
of the dialogic register is essentially a result of extended communicative
economy.
An essential counterpart of the possibility of a poem striving for such
extended referentiality in creating an image is the role of an experienced
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audience as interpreters. Drawing from the work of Wolfgang Iser and Hans5REHUW-DXVV-RKQ0LOHV)ROH\ ĠĠ DGMXVWVWKHLU
Receptionalist approach of the literary theory to explain the co-creation of
the experience in traditional oral performance. In a literary work, the implied
UHDGHUSDUWLFLSDWHVLQWKHIRUPDWLRQRIWKHZRUNE\ŅOOLQJLQWKHĥJDSVRI
indeterminacy,” the necessary blank spaces in the text, which activate the
reader and only in this way the process may allow a full experience of art. The
LPSOLHGUHDGHUUHFHLYHVWKHJXLGHOLQHVIRUŅOOLQJLQWKRVHJDSVIURPSHUVRQDO
literary and general experience and knowledge, as well as from the signals
in the text. (Iser 1974, in Foley 1995: 43) Similarly, the contextualization
of a performance proceeds in a simultaneous interpretation of the immanent
textual and contextual cues and of a larger traditional textual, historical,
aesthetic and moral knowledge. With regard to mandinádes, my analysis
suggests that this referentiality is based on a heightened awareness and a
conscious exploitation of the dialogic orientation of the language (Bakhtin
1981; 1986). The tradition, therefore, is not a langue, but essentially the
acts of activating this langue through personal, contextualized and dialogic
XWWHUDQFHVĠparoles.

The plural aesthetics of performance and composition
For a conclusion of the interaction between text and context, I will return to
the beginning: the poems inserted by the kafenío-owner into our conversation
presented a perfect introduction to the variety of means in a performance.
These poems manifested several characteristics and means that are native
to recited performances, and many features typical of singing events. Both
SRHPV WKH ŅUVW DQG WKH ODVW ŅW WKH EDVLF GLDORJLF LGHD RI UHDFWLQJ WR D
VLWXDWLRQDQGFRPPHQWLQJRQLWRURQDQRWKHUSHUVRQģVZRUGV7KHŅUVWSRHP
includes a clear textual deictic: “you are…,” describing and evaluating the
other person and her behavior.
,Vģ´PRUŅ®VHVNOLU®®VHNHSLVPDW¢UD
.HSRVSOLJ´QLVPLDNDUGL¢GHG®QLVPLDGHN¢UD
You are beautiful, you are hard / you are stubborn too
And that you hurt one heart / you don’t give a penny

The last poem contains a coherent, well-balanced and metaphoric poetic
picture. It draws on the intended message by employing the imagery to
point to the parallelism between the situation and the poem.
3ROO¢WDGªQGUDSRXDQWKR»QPDO®JDSRXNDUS®]RXQ
3ROģ®QģHN®QLSģDJDSR»QPDO®\LSRXNHUG®]RXQ
Many are the trees that bloom / but few the ones that bear fruit
Many are the ones who love / but few the ones who gain
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The four poems recited in the middle of our conversation as one cluster
reveal that this man used to sing mandinádes in a paréa: my reasoning for
KDYLQJWROHDYHZDVEDVHGRQWKHLGHDRIDORQJFRQŅGHQWLDOUHODWLRQVKLS
between a couple, and the state of separation was immediately perceived by
him as a familiar theme.
+RU®VDPHSURVRULQ¢PLK¢VLVWLQHOS®GD
0DWLQNDUGL¢PRXNLYHUQ¢VVDQDIWLN®SLNV®GD
We separated temporarily / don’t lose your hope
Since you govern my heart / like the compass the seaman
+RU®VDPHGHVRX]LW´HOS®GDQDPRXG´VLV
0´QRWDW´VDPLVWLN¢SRWªQDPLQSURG´VLV
We separated, I don’t ask you / to give me any hope
Just that all those secrets / you never betray others
'HWKDPDVNVHKRU®VRXQHLVWUDWL\LWVģ(YU´SLV
<DW®DJDSLWK®NDPH®VWRQDQWK´WLVQL´WLV
We cannot be separated / by Europe’s generals
Because we fell in love / in the bloom of youth
‘,WKHODQ¢ģPHV®QQHIRQDPHŅV¢WģD\ªUL
1DPHŅV®NVLPLDYUDGL¢NRQW¢VRXQDPHIªUL
I wish I were a cloud / to be blown by the wind
To be blown one night / and brought by your side

As a local, indigenous concept, the theme is the organizing principle
guiding the singing in a singing event; it means that the mandinádes sung by
each participant always have to build on the theme at hand. The performative
rule of the exchange of poems is thereby thematic continuation. The
kafenío-owner’s poems elaborate on the theme of separation between two
SHRSOHKDYLQJDORQJFRQŅGHQWLDOUHODWLRQVKLS+HSHUIRUPVDVHWRISRHPV
alone on this occasion, which was fuelled by his surprise over the fact that
although a foreigner, I had perceived his code-changing from ordinary
speech to mandinádes. This elaboration also demonstrates how the thematic
continuation is essentially realized by thematic associations – the textual
pull of the theme thereby links even a contextually disconnected participant
(the second poem) in a chain of poems.
7KLVSHUIRUPDQFHFRQVLVWVRIWUDGLWLRQDOŅ[HGSRHPVZKLFKDUHVHOHFWHG
from a personal poetic reserve to meet the needs of the situation. Another
possibility for a performance is to compose a mandináda epi tópou, “on
the spot.” Several, but not all or possibly even most, of the performances
contain ex tempore composition. Ethnographic studies on mandinádes
and similar traditions, however, concentrate primarily on extempore
composition, which stimulates the researcher and the local observers alike
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in a special way. The fundamental identity of the tradition, both in the
method of composition-in-performance (a term referred to and explained
in detail by Albert Lord with reference to narrative oral poetry (1960))
DQG DPRQJ WKH FRQWHVW SRHWU\ JHQUHV VSHFLŅFDOO\ FDOOHGimprovised oral
poetry) in the Basque and Hispanic traditions (esp. Garzia et al. 2001), is the
oral composition taking place at the very moment of performance. These
traditions also clearly distinguish between the identities of the composerperformer and the audience.
My conversations with contemporary composers revealed a different
focus in their own approach to composition. Even those whom I knew
to be capable of extemporizing, stressed the primary role of poems as
self-expression, as “parts of one’s life.” These contemporary composers
emphasized that although an extemporized poem has its value in manifesting
one’s quickness of thought and one’s skill in capturing a situation in a
couplet, meaningful new poems are more likely to spring to mind when
one is contemplating a personal feeling or experience. Several composers
DOVR WROG PH WKDW WKH PRPHQW D SRHP ŅUVW FRPHV LQWR EHLQJ KROGV PRUH
VLJQLŅFDQFH IRU WKHP WKDQ WKH PRPHQW ZKHQ WKH\ SHUIRUP D SUHYLRXVO\
created or an extemporized poem. One could draw the hasty conclusion that
WKLVGLIIHUHQFHLQVLJQLŅFDQFHLVGXHWRWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\KDELWRIZULWLQJ
down the poems and the changed ways of transmitting and performing them.
However, several detailed accounts referring to decades back soon revealed
that in addition to the communicative goals, these artistic and expressive
XUJHVKDYHDOZD\VEHHQDVLJQLŅFDQWSDUWRIWKHWUDGLWLRQLQ&UHWH
Cretan mandinádes thus turned out to have a mixed identity within one
register: while they are individually composed poems, they are also a reserve
RISRHPVLQŅ[HGIRUPUHDG\WREHXVHGWRPHHWWKHQHHGVRIDVLWXDWLRQ([
tempore composition is but one form of composition and composers are but
one category of performers. This means that the aesthetics of a performance
DQGWKHDLPVRIFRPSRVLWLRQDUHDOVRSOXUDO0RVWŅ[HGSRHPVPDLQWDLQHG
by the tradition, for example, those recited to me by the kafenío-owner,
contain a coherent image and universally applicable elements, which is often
the result of a composition process carried out by the composer in peace
and quiet. The Cretan tradition consequently stretches the concept of oral
composition to encompass two kinds of activities: ex tempore composition
in performance and composition as a less instantaneous, more coherenceoriented mental activity, which can occur outside of a performance. This is
DOVRPDGHHYLGHQWLQWKHORFDOGHŅQLWLRQRIFRPSRVLWLRQ
The most common verb used for creating poems is vgázo (take off/out).
This verb is also used for taking photographs, vgázo fotografíes. Taking
photographs is a good parallel to express how common the composition of
mandinádes is in Crete, as well as how different the aesthetics, technique,
talent and aims of the process can be. Everyone knows that an amateur
photographer’s snapshots rarely are exemplary aesthetically, although
they may be among the amateur’s dearest personal memories; the long
preparation and staging of the setting can improve composition quality, but
it can also result in lifeless images; true talent captures more and requires
engagement and experience, and it rests on the combination of technical
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skills and an eye both to ŅQG and frame objects.
Interchangeably with the vgázo, composers today widely use the verb
gráfo (write). Although the term vgázo can point to ex tempore composition,
neither of these terms makes explicit when the composition happens. While
composition in general is regarded an innate talent that cannot be learned, ex
tempore composition is regarded as yet a special talent in a composer, and is
RIWHQFKDUDFWHUL]HGE\VXSSOHPHQWDU\GHŅQLWLRQVVXFKDVepí tópou, (on the
spot). The verb gráfo is inspired by the written performances. This verb is
used today very often to denote the process of composition, even when this
is yet completely or highly oral, although the poems are preferably written
down and usually performed in written arenas. In other words, a distinction
between the oral and the actual written composition in the genre is not made
H[SOLFLWLQDQ\RIWKHGHŅQLWLRQVXVHG
Today the skill of ex tempore composing in a situation is quite rare in
Crete. This skill is certainly appreciated, but as the poems that continue to
be referred to let us imagine, and as the accounts given by the composers
straightforwardly tell, in most communities, ex tempore composing was
never the sole standard for successful performance or composition. Instead,
it is generally understood that situational poems created in performance
have their own aesthetics, as do poems created at moments when personal
impulses take form from one’s thought, experience or feelings. This means
that while new poems are composed in performance, they are also much
more frequently composed during other moments as well. Nonetheless,
although these aesthetics differ, they both share the challenge of choosing
and framing the objects.

From oral to modern performance arenas
The singing of poems in festive and recreational events has provided a
major traditional frame for performing mandinádes. Although these events
are no longer featured as the primary contexts for the actual emergence
of poems, as they constitute the very recent past and yet occasionally the
actual events, they still provide a relevant mental locale for the tradition.
As performance, however, I have also included all casual, referential forms
lacking the explicit characteristics of performance as a framed, situated event.
This makes the important point that people in a living oral community can
communicate meanings to each other with very little framing. I found the
notion performance arena DVLQWURGXFHGE\-RKQ0LOHV)ROH\ Ġ
49) particularly suitable for my analysis, since it emphasizes, in connection
to the use of the register, the state of performance as a mental readiness to
perceive and decode meanings with an immediate awareness of the stylistic
and referential codes. It is easier to understand the creativity of the metrically
“limited,” economical registers if one includes the informal, unframed
performances, as well as the being in the performance arena in one’s thoughts.
The economy of communication and the identity of the texts, both as ends
and as stepping stones, enhance the dialogic potential of the register.
)RU SUHVHQWDWLRQ , JURXSHG WKHVH RUDO DUHQDV LQWR WKH IROORZLQJ ŅYH
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IUDPHVŅUVWWKHVXQJSHUIRUPDQFHV  LQDgléndi (feast), (2) in a paréa
(a get-together), and second, the recited performances 3) embedded into
speech (proverbial, referential, meditative, etc), 4) of telling a story of a past
performance, and 5) of presentation of poetic inventiveness. Each of these
JURXSVSURYLGHVLQIRUPDWLRQRQWKHIUDPHVIRUWKHGLVFRXUVHĠRIKRZPXFK
the addressee/audience is expected to have earlier knowledge concerning
the rules of communication and of the local or individual repertoires and
performances. In each case, the performer takes over the responsibility
RIVSHDNLQJLQVRFLDOO\DSSURSULDWHZD\VDV%DXPDQGHŅQHVWKHPRGHRI
performance3, although in Crete this may be realized merely by the act of
reciting a poem and showing, correspondingly, that this poem speaks to me.
This factor alone also paves the way for the poems to enter the contemporary
mass media.
To conceptualize how this poetry also works entirely outside the performative, face-to-face situations in the modern written and mass media arenas,
one needs to understand the way traditional singing evolves through semandic
continuation. As repeatedly pointed to, théma, the theme, is the central force
in the performing of the poems in a singing event: the singing is essentially
organized around a chosen theme to which each singer contributes. Therefore
the dialogue in a singing event may be a net of reciprocal comments and
UHVSRQVHVRULWFDQDVZHOO DQGRIWHQGRHV UHņHFWWKHLQGLYLGXDODVVRFLDWLRQV
each participant has in mind at that moment and related to the theme in focus.
The thematic connection is indeed largely a question of personal associations:
each participant sings essentially the songs he or she likes, recollects or creates
due to these personal associations. In other words, the theme and thematic
FRQWLQXDWLRQDVPDMRUORFDOFRQFHSWLRQVGHŅQHWKHUXOHVDQGERXQGDULHVRIWKH
expression, all the while allowing and calling for imagination and creativity.
Here the meaning is attributed as much to accomplishing a disciplined
activity as it is to portraying a personal experimentation within the contextual
HODERUDWLRQDQGLPDJHU\RIWKHVSHFLŅFWKHPH

Performative, contextual and textual dialogue
The analyses of the performance situations and composition processes have
demonstrated that the different parallel or alternative ways of making and
perceiving meaning are always dialogic. According to my interpretation,
dialogue and dialogism are modes of verbal interaction and thinking that
are based on special engagement in these actions. In Chapter 1, based on the
work of Gadamer (1975) and Bakhtin (1981; 1986), I analyzed the concept
RI GLDORJXH DV DQ HQJDJHPHQW LQ DQ LQWHUSUHWLYH SURFHVV DQG VSHFLŅFDOO\
as a way to engage in a study. In Chapter 2, I referred to Briggs’ analysis
(1988) of the textual and contextual features in the performance of a variety
3 “Fundamentally, performance as a mode of spoken verbal communication consists in the
assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of communicative competence.
This competence rests on the knowledge and ability to speak in socially appropriate ways.”
(Bauman 1984 [1977]: 11)
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of conversational genres and to his consequential conclusions of internal
and external dialogic methods. While Briggs’ analysis applies to a set of
JHQUHVUDQJLQJIURPWKHFRQYHUVDWLRQDOO\GHŅQHGJHQUHVWRWKHJHQUHVZLWK
a narrative core, here I have attempted to shown how the performances and
composition in one register are dialogic in different ways. This is based
on my analysis of how people invest meaning in various elements on the
different occasions of performance and composition. Various aspects of
dialogism can thus be discerned in the kinds of relations, and in which
HOHPHQWVWKHVLQJOHSRHPVDUHFKLHņ\VLWXDWHGDQGSHUFHLYHGWREH
In performance, it is proposed that this engagement may signify three
NLQGVRIGLDORJLFUHODWLRQV7KHŅUVWW\SHFRQFHUQVWKHFRQFUHWHH[FKDQJH
of poems and poetry as a mode of challenging the other to participate in a
dialogue. During a singing event or recited exchange, the interaction takes
place under the guiding principle of thematic continuity. I have described
this type of dialogism as performative. The implication is that participants
ŅQG VLQJLQJ WRJHWKHU WR EH PHDQLQJIXO LQ LWVHOI DV D FROODERUDWLYH DUHQD
of expressing themselves and of exchanging and developing their ideas.
Although strictly speaking, the sung dialogue is not necessarily formed of
reciprocal answers to what the former sang, but of thematic associations
in which each person’s contribution can vary in the different parameters,
the turn-taking always adds something to the handling of the chosen
theme and shapes the participants’ ideas further. In short, the performative
dialogism of a ruled, concentrated performance gives deep satisfaction to
the participants.
Among the frame of such singing event, or when poems enter spoken
utterances, a performer can create dialogic relationships between a poem
and something that exists in, is performed, or recalled during the event. In
addition to participating in a performative dialogue, a person can insert a
more carefully contextualized or more personal utterance. This engagement
FRQFHUQVWKHSHUFHSWLRQRUFUHDWLRQRIVSHFLŅFWLHVEHWZHHQWKHSUHVHQWDQG
past, between the text and context. For this reason, I refer to dialogism as
being referential (or contextual) when a single poem sung/cited explicitly
WXUQV WR UHņHFW WKH VLWXDWLRQ RU WKH VKDUHG SDVW HLWKHU WKURXJK LWV WH[WXDO
UHIHUHQWVRUDVDZKROH7KLVUHņHFWLQJRQDVLWXDWLRQFDQEHDFFRPSOLVKHG
by setting the present situation in an analogy with another event or shared
knowledge. Sociolinguistic, communicative competence enables a person to
point to a selected meaning, to draw analogies and to recall earlier meanings
that are present either through the recitation/singing of the memorized
poems or through extempore composition.
Images also create a dialogue with other images and give impulses to
create new ones at the textual level. Hence dialogism can also take place
at the textual level. Furthermore, the textual, thematic connections occur
in performative dialogues both on the semandic level and on the lexical,
surface level. Intertextuality is encoded in the requirement of a thematic
continuation in performance and the textual dialogism often goes hand-inhand with the performative as well as the contextual dialogism. However,
due to the vitality of the poetic register, the dialogic impulses embedded in
the imagery are also active outside the performance. At the textual level, the
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poems also participate in forming the meaningful units of tradition.
New images are created through associations, which join together the
tradition and the individual through this special engagement. As for images,
they are also understood to enclose a personal process: they are internally
contextualized. Consequently, people can engage in a polyphonic dialogue
through these images. This is especially evident in the composition of
poems in privacy and in the emotional dialogues where thoughts and
feelings are partnered with existing poems. To conclude, images speak to
people because they create a mental state of mind that can be shared and
GLVFXVVHG LQ D FROOHFWLYH DQG LQGLYLGXDO PDQQHU FRQFXUUHQWO\ Ġ RQH FDQ
perform oneself as an individual while pointing to the shared experience
and to the understanding guided by the tradition.
,Q DGGLWLRQ WR WKH V\QWDFWLF DQG PRUSKRORJLFDO ņH[LELOLW\ RI WKH SRHWLF
register and the variation in themes and imagery available for improvisation
and composition, the expression in the register is characterized by
cultivating the cognitive skills needed to look for new solutions, for which I
applied the term reframing. Like literature and the visual arts, oral traditions
have always been used for introducing new perspectives to current human
matters, and this element is fundamental for short, communicational
genres such as proverbs, aphorisms and jokes. Indeed compact, coherent
mandinádes take full advantage of this cognitive resource in their textual
and contextual improvisation and in composition as a mental activity.
By focusing on the thematic associations in sung performances and on
the associations created by the imagery in composition by recognizing them
as essentially dialogic ways to navigate among the poetic expression, these
have all helped to open new perspectives in the research of oral poetry.
Scholars have tried in several ways to solve the utilitarian versus artistic
debate that characterized the Parry-Lord scholarship. One of the most
prominent of these is Foley’s endeavor to show how structures convey
meaning; how, for example, do traditional formulas carry extra-textual
referents which, like the necessary gaps in a literary text, require that the
DGGUHVVHHKHDUHUHQULFKHVWKHSRHWLFH[SHULHQFHDQGWKHVLJQLŅFDQFHRIZKDW
is said by entering into the entire universe of the traditional expression. A
related concern touches on the semandic discrepancies in the associative
chaining of poetic motives and the question of whether or not they are
formed intentionally. Has the singer always expressed an intentional
semandic message that we need to try to interpret (but often cannot because
the poem texts are performed at time in the distant past), or has the pull of
the poetic material already sung invited associations at the surface level
without a special intentional purpose?
The composition and performance of the Cretan mandinádes suggest
WKDWWKHVHDVVRFLDWLRQVDUHDVLJQLŅFDQWSDUWRIWKHLQWHUQDOGLDORJLVPRIWKH
imagery within the register, which has its own laws beyond the intentionality
of normal speech acts. Nevertheless, the poems also are often featured as
intentional, individual utterances, and the problem of interpretation as
to how intentional or not an utterance is evidently arises in many cases.
Even so, awareness of the performative and referential dialogism should
not, however, hinder one’s recognition of the textual dialogism and
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its improvisatory potential in poetic creativity. The foundation for the
competent performance and composition of mandinádes is learning to use
the cognitive skill of reframing effectively in real situations. Just like the
VNLOORIŅQGLQJDŅWWLQJVROXWLRQLQHDFKFDVHUHTXLUHVDQH[WHQGHGUHVLGHQFH
in the performance arena to gain experience in possible cases and to arrive
at alternative solutions, poetic creativity acquires its power of striking
accuracy from being inherently experimental, permissive and associative.

209

Bibliography and primary sources

Primary sources
$OOUHFRUGLQJVPDGHE\WKHDXWKRU2ULJLQDOPDWHULDO FDVVHWWHVĠPLnidiscs, 2009/digital recording) archived by the author. The code numbers refer to the
date of the interview. (Other participants, Yannis Hadziharalambus = Y.H.)
Code
991013/1
991013/2
991123
991124
991202
010328
010401
010420
010422
010429
010430
010430/2
040715
040727
040925
041108
041110
050511
051102
050906

060511


060712
060823
080930
091030
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/ Date /
Interviewees
/Place
/Other participants
13.10.1999 / Primary School children /Village (Milopotamos)
13.10.1999 / Nikos (11), Manolis (22) / Village
23.11.1999 / Aristidis Heretis / Anoya /+ Y. H.
24.11.1999 / Kostas Kontoyannis / Rethimno
02.12.1999 / Mitsos Stavrakakis / Iraklio
28.03.2001 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki /Village /+Y.H, +R
01.04.2001 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki / Village /+Y.H,
20.04.2001 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki / Village /+Y.H
22.04.2001 / Katerina Kornarou / Milopotamos / +Y.H
29.04.2001 / Mihalis Troulis / Village
30.04.2001 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki / Village
30.04.2001 / Katerina Kornarou / Milopotamos
15.07.2004 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki / Village / +Y.H.
27.07.2004 / Kostoula Papadoyanni / Village
25.09.2004 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki/Village/+women
04.11.2008 / Despina Papadaki, Agapi Moshovaki / Village /+Y.H
10.11.2004 / Yorgos Sifakis / Rethimno/ + Y.H.
11.05.2005 / Kostas Mangoufákis / Ano Vianos
02.11.2005 / Vangelis Vardakis / Ierapetra / +Y.H.
06.09.2005 / Antonis Stefanakis / Zaros
 0DNVLPRV ,ULQL7VLEXUDNLV+DQLD6WHOLRV7VLEXUDNLV
11.05.2006 / Antonis Stefanakis / Zaros
 0LKDOLV ,ULQL+DQLD<+
 /HIWHULV.DORPLULV SDUªD$QR\D<+
12.07.2006 / Stelios Tsiburakis / Helsinki
23.08.2006 / Mitsos Stavrakakis / Iraklio
30.09.2008 / Kostoula Papadoyanni / Village
30.10.2009 / Kostoula Papadoyanni / Village
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