Kira Sadoja: Christological Motives in Carpathian Christmas Carols

In the East Slavic folklore tradition of the Ukrainian Carpathians, Christmas celebrations play
a major role, as they initiate and mythologically define the entire upcoming year. Within these
celebrations, carols - Christmas songs - are of particular importance. Alongside the standard,
carols disseminated by the church that are known throughout the Carpathian region and
beyond, there existed until recently a unique set of local, folk narrative carols in nearly every
village. These carols were performed for each member of the household visited by the
carolers and were typically sung to a specific local melody.Unlike the church carols, which
are organized in strophic form, these folk carols feature a refrain sung after each line of the
verse. These folk carols can be grouped into those without Christian characters (e.g., about a
girl herding oxen, or a boy who travels to the city in search of a bride), and those whose
protagonists are Christian figures, such as Christ and the Virgin Mary (e.g., fleeing from
persecution or plowing the land), saints (e.g., three different saints serving in three
churches), or in which church-related objects are mentioned (e.g., a duck dives for earth and
builds a church). This paper analyzes the poetics, plots, motifs, mythological significance,
and structure of folk carols featuring Christian figures, as well as their connections to carols
without such figures. The study is based on published collections of Western Ukrainian and
Carpathian carols, as well as the author’s own field recordings made between 1987 and
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