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Women’s laments in death ceremonies in Epirus.
The ultimate moment of farewell

Abstract:

Posthumous ceremonies are an ancient ritual custom found in
various peoples. Itis already known to us that from the ancient times,
closer relatives, mainly women, are responsible for the lamentation
of the dead. The rituals concerning the burial of the deceased still oc-
cur incomprehensibly throughout the centuries, from antiquity until
quite recently. In the region of Epirus these rituals continue in many
communities until nowadays. As a basic means of expressing all the
manifestations of human social life, singing is also, in this case, an
integral part of death rituals. The mourning, the woman'’s lament, is
the ultimate moment of conversation with the deceased and accom-
panies him to his final resting place.

This article attempts to clarify the woman'’s role during death
rituals in the region of Epirus and, in particular, her relation with the
lament at the ultimate moment of farewell. Afterwards, we study the
laments’ motifs concerning Charon (Death), Hades and the connec-
tion, the conversation between the living and the Underworld. The
woman, the mourner,; bears the heavy burden of taking up the work
of this communication.
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Introduction

The region of Epirus is located in northwest Greece, to its west
lies the lonian Sea, to its south the Amvrakikos Gulf, to the north
it borders Albania and its main body consists of the big mountain
range of Pindos. It is a mountainous region, which, based on its Gross
Domestic Product, is among the poorest and least developed of the
countries of Europe that are part of the common currency of euro.

Homer has placed the passage to the Underworld in Epirus since
antiquity. In the west of Epirus, on the River Acheron which flows
into the Ionian Sea, there is Charon, who takes people’s souls with
his boat and transfers them to Hades. Odysseus too goes to Acheron,
where he descends to the Underworld, a living person among the
dead, following the suggestion of Circe, to take the oracle from the
seer Tiresias on how to return to Ithaca. It is the “most ancient and
most shocking description of a living’s descent to the Underworld”
(Dakaris 2000, 10). In the same area, there is the archaeological site
of the Nekromanteion or Nekyomanteion (Oracle of the dead) of
the lower course of Acheron, where Odysseus goes to offer milk, oil,
wine, etc. to the dead, in order to receive the oracle from Tiresias
(Aggeli 2015, 6).

In the 10™ rhapsody, Odysseus announces to his comrades that
they must go to Hades. When they find out about the descent, they
wail and lament:

So I spoke, and their spirit was broken within them, and sitting
down right where they were, they wept and tore their hair. But no good
came of their lamenting. “But when we were on our way to the swift
ship and the shore of the sea, sorrowing and shedding big tears (...)
(Murray 1919).

NG é@dunv, Tolow 8¢ katekAdodn @idov ftop, £opevol 8¢
Kat adOL yowv TiAAovTo Te yaitag: dAN oV ydp Tig mpfitis éyiveto
Hupopévoloy. AN’ dte 1) p’ Emi vijo Bonv kal Biva Bardoong fjopev
ayvopevol, BaAepov kata Sakpu xéovteg (...).2

In the next rhapsody (the 11™) occurs the descent in the Under-
world, the encounter and the conversation with the dead.

Posthumous ceremonies are an ancient ritual custom found in
various peoples. Itis already known to us that from the ancient times,
2 The Odyssey, rhapsody x’, 565-569.
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closer relatives, mainly women, are responsible for the lamentation
of the dead (Alexiou 2002, 41). Nadia Seremetakis, referring to the
importance of the role of women in the post-mortem ceremonies of
Mani region in the southern Peloponnese, says that in Inner Mani,
the center of production of female speech and female cultural pow-
er are death rituals and the practice of foretelling related to them
(Seremetakis 1994, 30). Likewise, Psychogiou in her book “Rituals of
Death and Resurrection in western Greece” says that rituals of death
are almost exclusively in women’s cultural space (Psychogiou 2008,
21).

The rituals concerning the burial of the deceased still occur in-
comprehensibly throughout the centuries, from antiquity until quite
recently (Alexiou 2002, 67). In the region of Epirus these rituals con-
tinue in many communities until nowadays. The passage to the Un-
derworld, which dates back to the Homeric years, has its represen-
tations and symbolisms in the same region, in Epirus, with women
owing a primary role in the accomplishment of these processes.

Laments in death ceremonies

In the traditional communities of Epirus, songs about the “circle
of life” define the most important stages of a human, from his birth to
his death. The final stage of the “circle of life”, the passage to the Un-
derworld, is of great importance and it is accompanied by a series of
rituals. As a basic means of expressing all the manifestations of hu-
man social life, singing is also, in this case, an integral part of death
rituals. The mourning, the woman’s lament, is the ultimate moment
of conversation with the deceased and accompanies him to his final
resting place.

According to Alexiou, various opinions have been expressed,
occasionally, concerning the origin of the term “potpoAd6t” ([miroldi]
lament). Discussion was raised mainly over the origin of the first
component of the word. Alexiou, after semantically and historical-
ly examining and analyzing the noun “poipa” ([mira] fate), the verb
“wopopat” ([mirome] cry) and even the prefix “pvpto-” ([mirjo] mil-
li- & multi-), comes to the conclusion that the proper use of the term
derives from “poipa” (fate). The first capture of the term is thus de-
scribed in The Romance of Alexander the Great, by Pseudo-Callisthe-
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nes, around 300BC. The equivalent term that has always been and is
still being used in church language is “6pnvog” [Brinos]. Her work,
which presents a number of international bibliographical references
on the subject, is the first systematic interdisciplinary approach to
the ritualistic lament from the antiquity to the contemporary lament
of Greek tradition (Alexiou 2002, 190-203).

In Epirus, laments are expressed in a strictly defined ritual
framework. Once the deceased is at home, if there is still daylight, the
process of mourning, the farewell with laments, begins. When the
night comes, this process ceases and the face of the dead is covered
with a garment (shroud). The mourning and lamentation of women
begins again when the sun comes up on the day of the burial in the
dead man'’s house, until he departs for the church. During the funeral
service in church and until the time of the burial, laments stop.?

The process of lamentation continues in the next few days in
the memorials carried out in honour of the deceased. Memorials are
held on nine, twenty and fourty days, six months and one year after
one’s death. In the communities of the prefecture of Arta, in memori-
al services, laments are sang after the Sunday service and before the
priest administers the last rites to the dead (a ritual named Trisagion
in Greek Orthodox Church) at his grave. They differ in the content of
the verse from those of the funeral, but they are sung with the exact
same melody. The laments in the communities of the prefecture of
Arta in southern Epirus are exclusively sung in rituals of lamentation
and they do not appear in any other social activity.

Regarding funeral and memorial rituals in the communities of
the prefecture of loannina, in the north of Epirus, it is in the same
pattern as that of the communities of the prefecture of Arta. Accord-
ing to the informants, a differentiation lies in the fact that in Vla-
chophonous communities of Pindos in the prefecture of loannina
(Metsovo, Milia), if the deceased was young, the lamentation takes
place in the deceased’s home by his relatives, every morning for an
entire year. Distinctively, Kalipopi Giannoukas says that if the dead

3 In the region of Epirus, laments are also sung inside the church, before the funeral
service. Regarding the embodiment of ancient greek elements in Christianity, Alexiou
claims that the advent of Christianity has not, brought about inevitable transformations
on the particular characteristics of a cultural element so profoundly idolatrous (...), see
Alexiou (2002, 67). On the same issue, Motsios refers to the preservation of the roles of
the diversity of secular rituals with church, after the prevalence of Christianity as the
only religion in Byzantium and post-Byzantine Hellenism, see Motsios (2000, 43).
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were young, they were lamentating at home, after the funeral, for a
whole year, every morning. The same was happening at their grave.
A fellow villager of hers, whose daughter had died, was saying “I
should keep company to my daughter”.* The same informant says
that if a young woman had lost her husband, she would lament for a
year, and apart from that, she was not to comb her hair for forty days.
Also, the loss and the indication of mourning manifested itself in the
lifelong wearing of black clothes.

The texts of laments

The classification of the patterns of the laments is a matter that
has troubled the science of folklore over the past century. The Hel-
lenic Folklore Research Center proposes a logical order of ranking,
which is partly applied by Saunier in his study of Greek laments. Sau-
nier, however, differs from this classification, and the separation of
motives is, according to him, a logical classification, similar to that
applied to songs of emigration (Saunier 1999, 20-21).

One of these categories presented by Saunier in his anthology
concerns the laments that refer to Charos. In this publication we will
present and analyze extracts of laments that refer to Charos, Hades,
and the connection between the living and the Underworld.

As mentioned in the Introduction of the article, Odysseus of Ho-
mer descends to the Underworld and talks with the dead. In modern
Epirus, the mourner is the one who talks with Charos either as a nar-
rator, or as a speaker on the behalf of the deceased.

In the laments I recorded, the mourner is sent by Charos in or-
der to marry a young couple; however, at the wedding she encoun-
ters bloodshed and misfortune (no 1). In another case, the mourner,
in her conversation with Charos, begs him not to take the unmarried
couple with him (no 2). In another extract, the same mourner refers
to the bad conditions in Hades and the “black earth”, which makes
disappear anything beautiful youth has to offer (no 3 & no 7).

The dialogue that takes place between the mourner and the
mother of Charos is also very interesting. The latter urges women
to hide their husbands, their brothers and their children, so that her
son, Charos, who appears as a “hunter”, does not meet them (No. 4).

4 Gianouka, Kaliopi, Metsovo, loannina, 09.10.2016, oral testimony.
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Saunier also refers to the mother of Charos, whom he calls “Char-
ontissa”. However, in that case, she takes on a completely different
role (Saunier 1999, 362). In another case, the deceased urges the
mourner to get Charos to drink a lot, so that he falls asleep and then
she can leave unnoticed by him (no 5). The same mourner refers to
the mother, who after her children’s invocation, goes looking, in Ha-
des, for a literate young man, in order to send a letter to her children.
(no 6).

In the next case of patterns, the mourner asks of Charos, who
is leading her to the Underworld, to hold her hand in order to in-
form her mother not to wait for her (no 8). Finally, in the region of
loannina, emigration is considered a synonym for death. In fact, in a
song about emigration which is also sung as a lament, the mourner
mentions that emigration is worse than death because there is no
consolation to it (no 9).

Extracts of laments®

Extract 1

Trees you can either bloom or wither I won’t sit under your
shadow to enjoy the fresh breeze Nor will [ harvest your fruits, for
death invited me to marry a young couple.

OéATL SevTpa ' avBiotty, BEALTL papabeltt oTovV (O0KLO oOG SEV
KaBovupt oULTL KL 0T1 §poVcLd UG KL TOUV KAPTIO T Bl KAVETL Lyw
Sev Ba Tpryvoov ylati po’ oteld’ ov XApoug KAALoUA VA TTAOV VA O°TL-
PAVWOOoU.

(Antoniou - Lampri, Maria, Kommeno Artas, 2004)

Extract 2

Death, I beg of you, do us a favour, don’t take these unmarried
children with you.

Xd&pL LoV oL TAPAKAA® XATIPL VX LAG KAVELG

To TSLE T aVOTIAVTPA VA UMV TX LAPAYKLAOELS.

(Antoniou - Lampri, Maria, Kommeno Artas, 2004)

5 Translation of the lyrics: Nikolaidi, Revekka.
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Extract 3

Has anyone seen a sun in the earth, a moon in the soil? Has any-
one seen a blooming tree planted in Hades with leaves of green and
fresh fruit?

[Tolog (8L NALO HEG TN VNG PLYYAPL LLEEG TOU XWX TIOLOG EISL KAX-
PAKL @OVVTOUTO 0TOUV AdN QUTEUEVO VA XEL TA QUAAQ TIPACIVA KL
TOLV KOPTIO APPATOU.

(Antoniou - Lampri, Maria, Kommeno Artas, 2004)

Extract 4

Be silent, I will sing a lament. I didn’t hear it neither from a
widow nor from a married woman. It was sung and still is sung by
the mother of Death: -Women, hide your men and sisters, hide your
brothers and the youngest of the mothers hide your children, for
Death is ready to go out hunting.

ZOUTIACLTL ‘CUXACLTL VA TIw €va POLPLoAGL. Ovte amd ynpa T
akovoa, oute amod mavipepevn. H pava v Xdpov to ‘Aeye n pava t’
Xa&p’ 1o Aget: - T'uvaikig KpOYPTL TG AVTPLS 0aGS KL oL adLppes T adép-
@PLOL KL OL LAVIG OL HIKPOTEPES Var KpUP oLV Ta TSLA TovG yiati ov Xa-
POUG ITILACTNKE KL TIEL VO KUVI|YT|OEL

(Tsola - Lazana,Aggeliki, Chalkiades Artas, 2016)

Extract 5

Take Death and put him by your side give him raki, give him
wine and try to get him drunk so that he falls asleep and you could
leave unnoticed. For your children and grand-children wait for you.

Na mapelg kit to Xapouvvta Kt B&A’ Tov 6To TAWPO6 60V. Ao’ Tov
paKn, 806’ TOL Kpaol UNTIWG KL TOV HEBVOELS VA TIEGEL V' ATIOVKOLUT)-
Bel, va EIKALPTEIS v @UYELS. L€ KapTEPOUVE TA TSI KL TA YAUKA G
ayyovia.

(Tsola - Lazana,Aggeliki, Chalkiades Artas, 2016)

Extract 6

And I, for your sake and your great misery have wandered all
over Hades and all over the underworld to find a literate young man
that also owns a pen and also owns a piece of paper to help me write
three letters, three bitter words.
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- Kt ‘yw ywx to xatipt 6ag Kt Tov TovAy Kanpo cag 6Aov Touv
Adn yOploa KL A0V TOUV KATW KOGHO YLt Vo BPEL VIO YPAUUATIKO
VA ‘YEL KL KOAQUAPL va XEL KL TIPAGLVO XapTi va E00EL T HAGVY va
ypapov Tpla ypappata, Tpla Kappéva Ao’ .

(Tsola - Lazana,Aggeliki, Chalkiades Artas, 2016)

Extract 7

Curse you, black earth and cobwebbed soil. The young people
I have sent, don’t let them rot. Give them food, let them drink tell
them to sing a song for those who don’t have a dear one in emigra-
tion, they don’t fear the foreign land and those who don’t have a
dear one in the army, they can’t get killed by bullets and those who
don’t have a dear one in the black earth, they’re not afraid of Death.
And so |, a helpless mother, who has a dear one in emigration, I fear
the foreign land I who has a dear one in the army, I fear the bullets
I who has a dear one in the black earth, I fear Death. Avabwud oe
HoOPT) Y1 KL XPOXVIXGUEVOL XWHUA.

AuToUG TOUG VIOUG IOV GOV ‘OTELAQ VAL LTV TOUG OPOYVLIATELS.

Ao’ Toug va @av, 806’ TOUG VA TILOVV TIEG TOUG VX YOUST|GOUV

KL OTIol0G Sev €’ 0NV EeviTid, Ta Eéva 8 ouBaTtt

KL OTI0L0G Sev £XEL 0TOV OTPATO TA BOALX §EV TOUV TILAVOULV

KL 0Ttol0G Sev €’ 6N pavpn yn Tov Xapov e @oufatL

Kt ty® 1 podpn ) pava mo’” ‘Y otnv evitid ta Eéva ta ou Bt

KL lY® TIOV €Xw 0TOV oTPATO Ta BOALX T OVBdpL

KL ‘Y Tt0’ You otn pavpn yn tou Xapo Tov @ouBauL.

(Goula, Evgenia, Peta Artas, 2016)

Extract 8

-“Death, don’t grab me from the hair, just grab me from the and
[ have something to say, something to ask for: [ have to tell my moth-
er to wait for me no more neither at night nor in the afternoon”.

- «Xape pov a@’oé P at’ o HOAALE Kol TILAoE [ ot TO XEPL,
EXw €va AGY0 Yl va Ttw, AGYo va mapayyeidw: Na Taw va w o
LAV OV VA [UT) PLE TIEPLUEVEL, UNV TIEPLUEVEL aToBpadil’ oUTE KAl
HLOTLEP LY.

(Barka, Vasiliki, Melissourgoi Artas, 2001)

Emmonowxo-anmpononowixe céecke 28, (n.c.) 17 (2017)



Ynauuu u cmyouje 133

Extract 9

Foreign land is boring, worse than Death himself and separation
in life has no consolation.

Ta Eéva elvar Bapeta xewpdtepo am’ 1o Xapo Kt 0 {wvtavog o
XWPLOUOG TTapTYopLd Sev €xeL’

(Politsou, Eleni (Nakio), 2016)

Functionality

The texts of Arta ‘s laments have specific references to the ritu-
al of death, expressed by referring to the loss of the deceased, with
scenes from his life, with the pain it causes to his relatives and the
people close to him. These are texts whose functionality is clarified.

On the other hand, the texts of laments of the communities of
the loannina prefecture, do not necessarily refer to this particular
ritual. These are songs whose semantic content is mainly about
emigration. Regarding the functionality, as reported by the mourn-
ers, these same songs are also sung in weddings, especially when
the bride leaves her father’s house. Consequently, in these cases, we
have songs which, according to their functionality, are classified at
the same time as Wedding Songs and as Laments, while, regarding
their semantic content, they are classified as Emigration Songs.

Conclusions

In this article we attempted to clarify the woman'’s role during
the death rituals in the region of Epirus. Nowadays, in traditional
societies, women still have a primary role in this difficult task, that
has as an ultimate act the final conversation with the deceased and
the Underworld that he is going to meet. This communication takes
place on the day of the funeral, from breaking dawn to the time of
the ceremony, as well as in the next days in the memorial of the dead.

In addition, the connection between the evolutionary course
and the relation between a human and his deceased was established,
a relation that goes on similar references from the Homeric years to

6 A song of emigration, which in the region of Ioannina is also sung as a lament in fu-
nerals.
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nowadays. The analysis of the verses of the laments, of those patterns
concerning the communication with Charos and the Underworld, is
the key element of this study as a presumption of this evolutionary
relation over time.
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Jlam6poc E¢pTrmny

KeHcKo HapuIame y NOCMPTHUM LiepeMOHHjaMa
y Enupy. [locsiegmu TpeHyTaK onpamrama

[locTxyMHe LepeMOHHje NpeJCTaB/bajy APEeBHU 00U4Yaj KOZ,
pasHux Hapoja. Beh HaM je mo3HaTO Aa cy, 0/ HajcTapUjuX BpEMEHa,
6/1MCKM pobhaly, YIJIaBHOM JKeHe, 3aJly’KEHHW 3a Hapulame 3a
NOKOjHUKOM. Huje jacHO Kako cy ce MOrpeGHU pUTyaU OApPKaIU
KpO3 BEKOBe, 0J] CTapUHe Ma CBe /0 cKopa. Y obJsactu Enupa, cBe
Jl0 laHac, 0BU 00peay ce ofpKaBajy y MHOTUM 3ajeiHuLaMa. Kao
OCHOBHO CpeJICTBO HM3pakaBama CBUX MaHUdecTaluja 4OBEKO-
BOI' JIPYIUTBEHOI >XHBOTA, IeBake je, Takohe, y OBOM CIy4ajy,
WHTEerpajH{ [ile0 OCMTHUX obMUYaja. JaluKOBame, »KEHCKO Hapu-
Lame MpeJcTaB/ba OCAeAHbH PAa3TOBOP € IPEMUHYJIUM U IIPATH Ia
CBe 10 MeCTa BeroBor KOHAYHOT MOYMHKA.

Y 0BOM 4JIaHKY, HACTOJUMO Ja pPa3jaCHUMO YJIOTY KeHe Y I0-
CMPTHUM o6pejuMa y obsactu Envpa u, noce6HO, HeHy Be3y C
HapulambeM y NOCJAeJHmeM TPEeHYTKYy olpalliTama. 3aTUM, UCIU-
TyjeMo MoTuBe XapoHa (CMpTu) ¥ XaZia y Hapulamwy, Be3y KUBUX
u [loa3eMJ/ba, Kao U BHUXOB pa3roBop. XKeHa HapyKaya npey3uMa Ha
cebe TeXakK TepeT OBe KOMyHUKalje.

K/byyHe peuun: Hapullale, NMOCMPTHE IiepeMOHHje, XapoH,
[Tonzemsbe, Enup, 3anagHa I'puka
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