
( O s t j a k  j a j  " o l d e r  b r o t h e r , "  " f a t h e r ' s  younger  b r o t h e r , l f  

"son of  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  o l d e r  b r o t h e r , "  and even " s tep fa the r l f ) .  
S t e i n i t z ,  who l i v e d  among t h e  O s t j a k s  f o r  some t i m e ,  has-- 
a f t e r  K a r j a l a i n e n ,  Harva and o t h e r s  had f a i l e d - - d i s c o v e r e d  

t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h i s  system. He shows t h a t  each k i n s h i p  
t e rm  i n  O s t j a k  a p p l i e s  t o  a  c l e a r l y  d e f i n e d  g roup  o f  r e l a -  

t i v e s  who a r e  c l a s s i f i e d  as o p p o s i t e s :  male / female ,  o l d e r /  
younger,  r e l a t e d l n o t  r e l a t e d  by p r o c r e a t i o n ,  and d i r e c t l y /  
i n d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  by  m a r r i a g e .  H i s  c o n c l u s i o n  i s  t h a t  
"a k i n s h i p  t e r m  i s  a  s o c i a l  d e s i g n a t i o n  wh i ch  combines 
t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  f a c t o r s  i n  t h e  o r d e r  t y p i c a l  f o r  a  g i v e n  
s o c i e t y  and t h u s  r e p r e s e n t s  a  s o c i a l  u n i t . "  

Men t i on  c o u l d  a l s o  be made o f  some o t h e r ,  t hough  
b r i e f  a r t i c l e s  i n  S t e i n i t z l s  c o l l e c t i o n - - o f  t h e  n o t e  abou t  
h u n t e r $ !  t aboo  language, wh ich  be longs  t o  t h e  b o r d e r  a r e a  
between f o l k l o r e  and l i n g u i s t i c s ;  a  p o p u l a r  d i s c u s s i o n  
of t h e  o l d  and new f o l k s o n g s ;  and t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  a  
t a l e  f r o m  C a s t r h n ' s  m a n u s c r i p t  c o l l e c t i o n  ( A T  1535). 

Russ ian  M i n s t r e l s :  A Study  o f  t h e  Skomorokhi. By R u s s e l l  
Zguta.  Pp. 160, i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  no tes ,  
i n d e x .  P h i l a d e l p h i a :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  P e n n s y l v a n i a  Press, 
1978. $16.00 c l o t h .  

Reviewed by Dona ld  Kennedy 

I n  a n c i e n t  and med ieva l  R u s s i a  one o f  t h e  s m a l l e r  

s o c i a l  c l a s s e s ,  though p r o b a b l y  n o t  t h e  l e a s t  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  
was t h a t  of  t h e  skomorokh i  ( l o o s e l y  t r a n s l a t e d  as llmin- 
s t r e l s I 1  o r  "buf foonsv) .  These were t r a v e l i n g  e n t e r t a i n e r s  
who p l a y e d  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  sang songs r a n g i n g  f r o m  
t h e  e p i c  t o  t h e  bawdy, j u g g l e d ,  p e r f o r m e d  w i t h  t r a i n e d  
bea rs  and dogs, d i d  a c r o b a t i c s ,  and s t a g e d  puppe t  shows. 
F o r  c e n t u r i e s  t h e y  f r e q u e n t e d  f e s t i v a l s ,  weddings, and 
o t h e r  ma jo r  s e c u l a r  c e l e b r a t i o n s  o f  Russ ian  peasan t  l i f e .  

I n  h i s  book, Russ ian  M i n s t r e l s :  A H i s t o r y  of  t h e  
Skomorokhi ,  R u s s e l l  Zgu ta  assembles a  r e s p e c t a b l y  l a r g e  
body o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  on t h e  skomorokh i ,  abou t  who* r e l a -  
t i v e l y  l i t t l e  i s  known w i t h  c e r t a i n t y .  Zgu ta  succeeds i n  
b r i n g i n g  them t o  l i f e  f o r  us and i n  r e v e a l i n g  a  f a s c i n a t i n g  



s i d e  o f  Russ ian c u l t u r e  and h i s t o r y  t h a t  u s u a l l y  goes 

u n n o t i c e d .  Bes ides  d e s c r i b i n g  who t h e  skomorokh i  were 

and what s o c i a l  r o l e  t h e y  p l a y e d ,  he documents what were 
t 

p r o b a b l y  t h e  key t u r n i n g  p o i n t s  i n  t h e i r  h i s t o r y ,  t h e  

ma jo r  i n f l u e n c e s  t h a t  u n d e r l a y  t h e i r  p o p u l a r i t y ,  and t h e  
causes o f  t h e i r  e v e n t u a l  d e c l i n e  and e x t i n c t i o n .  The 

book c o n t a i n s  a number o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  wh i ch  n o t a b l y  
enhance i t s  va lue .  

On t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l  he has assembled--and 
t 

he seems t o  have made an e x t e n s i v e  sea rch  t h r o u g h  what 
h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d s  s u r v i v e  f r o m  med ieva l  Russ ia- -Zguta  
advances h i s  c e n t r a l  t h e s i s .  H i s  c o n t e n t i o n  i s  t h a t  t h e  
skomorokh i ,  t hough  reduced  t o  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  e n t e r t a i n e r s  
i n  l a t e r  t i m e s ,  were o r i g i n a l l y  t h e  group t h a t  most n e a r l y  
f u l f i l l e d  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a  p r i e s t h o o d  i n  t h e  p r e -  
C h r i s t i a n  pagan r e l i g i o n  o f  Russ ia .  As ev idence  he p o i n t s  
t o  numerous w r i t t e n  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  skomorokh i  c a s t i n g  spells, 
h e a l i n g ,  and p e r f o r m i n g  a u g u r i e s .  He n o t e s  a l s o  t h e  s t rong  
m a g i c a l  powers t h o u g h t  t o  be i n h e r e n t  i n  music i n  a n c i e n t  
Russ ia .  And, he argues,  s i n c e  those  most c l e a r l y  i d e n t i -  
f i e d  w i t h  music were t h e  m i n s t r e l s ,  t h e y  must have been 
rega rded  as h a v i n g  m a g i c a l  powers.  

Acco rd ing  t o  Zguta,  t h e  main ev idence  f o r  t h e i r  
f l p r i e s t l y l l  f u n c t i o n  i s  t h e i r  r o l e  i n  weddings and as l e a d -  
e r s  o f  t h e  music and danc ing  a t  t h e  seasona l  f e s t i v a l s  
t h a t  d a t e  f r om pagan t i m e s - - e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  R u s a l i a  and 
t h e  Ko lyada,  t h e  midsummer and m i d w i n t e r  f e s t i v a l s .  There 
appears t o  be ev idence  t h a t  a  skomorokh o f t e n  s e r v e d  as 
master  o f  ceremonies ,  o r  " b e s t  man," a t  weddings--a r o l e  
t h a t  e n t a i l s  t h e  v e r y  s e r i o u s  m a g i c a l  f u n c t i o n s  o f  w a r d i n g  
o f f  e v i l  and a s s u r i n g  p r o s p e r i t y  and f e r t i l i t y  t o  t h e  
b r i d a l  p a i r .  

Zgu ta  sees t h e  a t t i t u d e  o f  t h e  Or thodox chu rch  t o w a r d  
t h e  skomorokh i  as s u p p o r t i n g  ev idence  o f  t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  
n a t u r e .  From a t  l e a s t  t h e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  e r a  ( K i e v a n  
Rust was c o n v e r t e d  i n  t h e  l a t e  t e n t h  c e n t u r y ) ,  t h e  Church 
was e x t r e m e l y  h o s t i l e  t o  t h e  m i n s t r e l s .  B e l i e v e r s  were 
f o r b i d d e n  t o  l i s t e n  t o  t h e i r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t s ,  and wherever  
i t  was ab le ,  t h e  Church b a r r e d  t h e  m i n s t r e l s  f r o m  t h e  
v i l l a g e s  and had them bea ten  when t h e y  appeared. S e c u l a r  
laws o f t e n  r e f l e c t e d  chu rch  d o c t r i n e .  When t h e  p i o u s  
A l e x e i  Romanov ascended t h e  t h r o n e ,  he unde r took  t o  stamp 



o u t  t h e  skomorokhi a l t o g e t h e r ,  and i n  1648 he o u t l a w e d  

them, o r d e r e d  them e x i l e d ,  and had t h e i r  m u s i c a l  i n s t r u -  
ments smashed. Zguta  f i n d s  such h o s t i l i t y  i n e x p l i c a b l e  
u n l e s s  seen as a  r e a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  a  compe t i ng  i d e o l o g y .  

A l s o  n o t e w o r t h y  i s  Z g u t a l s  t h e o r y  t h a t  i t  was t h e  
skomorokhi who were r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  and 

sp read  of  R u s s i a ' s  e p i c  songs, t h e  b y l i n y .  Zgu ta  agrees 
w i t h  t h o s e  who a t t r i b u t e  t hese  songs t o  t h e  c o u r t  m i n s t r e l s  
( a  d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s  and p r o b a b l y  a r i s t o c r a t i c  t hemse lves ) ,  
who sang f o r  t h e  p r i n c e s  and t h e i r  r e t i n u e s ,  b u t  he f i n d s  
ev idence  i n  t h e  songs themselves t h a t  sugges ts  t h e y  l a t e r  
became t h e  p r o p e r t y  o f  t h e  wander ing skomorokhi.  I n  t h i s  
manner he e x p l a i n s  how i t  i s  t h a t  t h e  b y l i n y ,  most o f  
wh ich  r e f e r  t o  t h e  c o u r t  o f  P r i n c e  V l a d i m i r  a t  K i e v  ( t h a t  
i s ,  f a r  t o  t h e  s o u t h )  were d i s c o v e r e d  by n ine teen th -cen tu ry  
s c h o l a r s  a lmos t  nowhere excep t  i n  n o r t h e r n  Russ ia .  Zgu ta  
sees i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  skomorokhi l e f t  K i e v  f o r  t h e  
n o r t h  i n  t h e  t w e l f t h  c e n t u r y ,  p o s s i b l y  because o f  an eco- 
nomic d e c l i n e  and r e l i g i o u s  p e r s e c u t i o n .  Novgorod, i n  t h e  
f a r  n o r t h w e s t ,  a p p a r e n t l y  became home t o  many o f  them. 
Hence, a l t h o u g h  he l a c k s  d i r e c t  p r o o f ,  Zgu ta  sees t h e  
skomorokhi as t h e  o b v i o u s  means f o r  t r a n s m i t t i n g  t h e  e p i c  
songs abou t  K i e v  t o  t h e  n o r t h .  I n  t u r n ,  t h i s  who lesa le  
m i g r a t i o n  wou ld  a l s o  e x p l a i n  t h e  d i sappea rance  o f  t h e  
b y l i n y  i n  t h e  sou th ,  if Zguta  i s  r i g h t .  

Z g u t a ' s  c h a p t e r s  on t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  t h e  m i n s t r e l s  
t o  t h e  a r t s  i n  Russ ia  make i n t e r e s t i n g  r e a d i n g .  Some 
o f  h i s  f i n d i n g s ,  such as t h a t  t h e  skomorokhi o r i g i n a t e d  
t h e  now world-famous Russ ian c i r c u s  bea rs ,  seem w e l l  
e s t a b l i s h e d .  O the rs ,  such as t h e  i n f l u e n c e  he f e e l s  t h e y  
had on Russ ian drama and dance, a r e  more s p e c u l a t i v e .  
S ince  r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  i s  known f o r  c e r t a i n  abou t  t h e  
h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  m i n s t r e l s ,  Zgu ta l s  o p i n i o n s  o f  t h e i r  b roader  
c u l t u r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  a r e  bound t o  rema in  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  
f o r  some t i m e .  

The c e n t r a l  a x i s  o f  t h e  book- -Zguta1s c o n t e n t i o n  
t h a t  t h e  skomorokhi were t h e  main r e p o s i t o r y  o f  p r e -  
C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g i o u s  t r a d i t i o n s  a f t e r  t h e  coming o f  
C h r i s t i a n i t y - - i s  an a p p e a l i n g  h y p o t h e s i s ,  and Russian 
M i n s t r e l s  makes a  s t r o n g  case f o r  i t .  I t  i s  a  ma jo r  con- 
t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  skomorokhi.  


