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The mountains keep their secrets in stone, and the rivers carry them to the sea. But between the mountain and the sea, there is a country where the secrets surface — in the voice of a spring, in the shadow of a ruined tower, in the silence of an old woman who stops speaking when a stranger asks the wrong question.



— Old Herzegovinian saying, collected in the field

Preface: The Country That Remembers

There is a particular quality to the light in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of summer, when the afternoons grow long and the shadows across the limestone karst acquire a depth that seems geological rather than atmospheric. In that light, the landscape does not look old. It looks inhabited — inhabited not just by the living but by the entire accumulated residue of everyone who has ever loved it, fought over it, left it, returned to it, died in it, and been folded back into its soil. The myths and legends of this region are inseparable from that landscape. They did not arise in abstraction. They arose from specific mountains, specific rivers, specific qualities of light and silence and water.

Bosnia and Herzegovina occupies a peculiar position in the mythology of southeastern Europe. It is not as well known internationally as the Greek or Roman mythological traditions, nor does it carry the systematic grandeur of the Norse cosmologies. What it has instead is something that the more famous traditions sometimes lack: immediacy. The stories told here are stories about specific places that still exist. You can stand at the source of the Buna river and hear the story of the girl who became the spring. You can walk through the stone fields of the stećci and understand why no one lies in their presence. You can look up at Prenj mountain on a clear morning and understand, viscerally, why people believed that fairy women lived there — because the mountain behaves like something that has a soul.

The oral traditions of this region are among the most complex in the Balkans. They layer Illyrian animism beneath Slavic paganism beneath medieval Bogomil Christianity beneath Ottoman Islamic mysticism beneath Austro-Hungarian romanticism beneath twentieth-century socialist secularism — and they emerge from all of these layers still fundamentally themselves, still speaking about the same landscape and the same fundamental questions: What is this place? Who are its real owners — the living or the dead? What do the mountains want from us? What are we obligated to give back to the water?

These questions are not primitive. They are not the questions of people who did not know better. They are the questions of people who looked at their landscape with sustained, careful, multi-generational attention and arrived at conclusions that were appropriate to what they saw. The conclusions took the form of stories rather than propositions, of myths rather than theorems, because stories can contain contradiction and ambiguity in ways that theorems cannot — and the landscape of Bosnia and Herzegovina is nothing if not contradictory and ambiguous.

This book is an original composition. No passage within it is reproduced from any existing source. What the reader will find here is a literary reconstruction and imaginative expansion of the mythological and folkloric world of this region, drawing on the common structural patterns, recurring figures, thematic preoccupations, and narrative logics that have defined Bosnian and Herzegovinian storytelling for generations. The stories have been reimagined, retold, and in some cases extended — but always with fidelity to the spirit of the originals, to the landscape they describe, and to the human experience they seek to illuminate.

The book is organized into five parts. The first part deals with cosmological questions: how the world began, what forces shaped it, what kinds of beings inhabited it before humans arrived. The second part introduces the great supernatural figures of Bosnian folklore — the vile, the dragons, the spirits of specific places. The third part moves into the realm of heroes and cursed figures: the warriors and wise women and wandering dervishes who navigate between the human and supernatural worlds. The fourth part concerns specific sacred places: the rivers, mountains, bridges, and ruins whose legends have accumulated over centuries. The fifth and final part addresses the relationship between the living and the dead — the traditions of remembrance, the practices of communication, the stories of those who have come back and those who have been unable to leave.

Throughout all of this, the reader will notice certain recurring concerns. The landscape is almost never merely backdrop — it participates in the action, has opinions about what happens within it, responds to human behavior with the kind of slow, geological patience that can easily be mistaken for indifference. The supernatural beings are almost never purely good or purely evil — they are powerful, which is different, and their power can be beneficent or destructive depending on circumstances that are often beyond human control. The heroes are almost never invulnerable — they succeed not by being stronger than their obstacles but by being more patient, more curious, more willing to ask questions and listen to the answers.

There is something in all of this that feels relevant to the present moment — not because the present moment is unusually mythological but because all moments are, once you learn the right language for describing them. The mountains of Bosnia and Herzegovina have been watching human drama for a very long time. They have watched empires rise and fall. They have watched populations arrive and assimilate and depart and return. They have watched every conceivable form of human aspiration and human failure play out against their limestone faces. What they have to say about it is long, and patient, and not easily translated. But the attempt to translate it is, perhaps, the oldest form of intelligence that this region has produced.

May these pages serve as both introduction and invitation. An introduction to a mythological tradition that deserves far more attention than it has received outside its home region. And an invitation — to visit the places described here, to listen at the springs, to sit among the stećci, to look up at Prenj mountain in the hour before dark when the vile are said to be most active. The stories work best when they are read in the presence of what they describe.


The Author, 2025
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Creation and Cosmos
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Before the first word, there was the first breath. And before the first breath, there was the waiting.



Chapter One

The Shape of the World Before Words

Long before any human eye had seen the mountains of Bosnia, before the Drina had carved its canyon through ancient limestone or the Buna had leaped from its cave into the light of day, the world existed in a state that the old people described with a word that has no easy translation. The word was something between potential and held-breath, between the moment before sleep and the moment before dawn — a condition of the world in which everything that would later exist was present but had not yet declared itself.

The old Slavic cosmology, as preserved in the folk traditions of Bosnia and Herzegovina, describes creation not as a single moment of divine will but as a long conversation between opposing principles. At the center of this conversation was a figure the tradition called Tvor — the Maker — who is neither a god in the Olympian sense nor a creator in the Abrahamic sense, but something closer to a principle of formation, an intelligence embedded in matter itself that gradually became aware of its own capacity to shape.

Tvor worked slowly. This is one of the distinctive features of Bosnian cosmological thinking: the creation is not instantaneous, not a declaration, but a process — long, iterative, full of revision. The mountains were not made in a day. The rivers were not placed in their courses by divine fiat. Everything took time, and everything was adjusted, and some of what was made was unmade and made again differently. The folk tradition holds this up not as evidence of divine incompetence but as evidence of divine intelligence — only a fool gets it right the first time.

The first thing Tvor made was the structure of the world: the fundamental skeleton of geography that would define everything that came after. He pressed stone upward from the flat, wet earth, driving the great ridges of the Dinaric Alps into being with what the stories describe as a motion not unlike kneading bread — slow, deliberate, rhythmic, requiring the full force of his attention. The peaks rose in a long diagonal line from northwest to southeast, and as they rose they created, in their sheltered eastern flanks, the conditions for the particular kind of landscape that would eventually become Bosnia: a country of steep valleys and hidden plateaux, of rivers that cut impossible canyons through solid rock, of springs that emerge from nowhere and disappear into the earth again without explanation.

Into these mountains, as he made them, Tvor breathed a spirit. The Bosnian tradition calls this spirit the zmaj-force — not yet the specific figures of the dragon mythology that would develop later, but the raw, undifferentiated energy of geological process: the slow folding of stone, the patient dissolution of limestone by slightly acidic water over millions of years, the sudden violence of earthquake. This force was not good or evil. It was enormous. It was the kind of thing that makes scale relative: beside it, the concerns of human beings were neither important nor unimportant but simply different in kind, the way the concerns of an ant colony are neither important nor unimportant beside the concerns of the mountain it inhabits.

While Tvor worked on the mountains, something else was happening. The tradition calls this something else his shadow, and it is important to understand that the shadow in Bosnian cosmology is not simply absence or negation — it is a creative principle in its own right, associated not with evil but with a different kind of formation. Where Tvor worked with pressure and height and solidity, his shadow worked with dissolution, depth, and fluidity. The shadow made the rivers. More precisely: the shadow made the conditions in which rivers became inevitable — it pulled the sky open and made water collect, it hollowed the limestone from within and created the vast underground drainage systems that still characterize the karst country of Herzegovina, it followed the line of least resistance through the mountains that Tvor had made and found, always, a way to the sea.

The tension between these two principles — the upward thrust of stone and the downward persistence of water — is the fundamental creative tension in Bosnian cosmology. It produces the landscape, yes, but more than that it produces the mythology. Every story in this tradition can be traced back to this original conversation between permanence and change, between solidity and flow, between the impulse to build and the impulse to dissolve. The heroes navigate it. The supernatural beings embody one side or the other, or sometimes both simultaneously. The sacred places are the places where the tension is most visible, most charged, most available to human perception.

The First Beings

The first beings to arise from this creation were not gods, not humans, not animals. They were something the Bosnian tradition calls the djevojke od gore — the girls of the heights — figures that later storytelling traditions would give the name vile, the fairy women. But in the earliest stratum of the mythology, before they acquired the rich individual characteristics they would later develop, they were simply the first form of life: beings born from the collision of the warm breath of Tvor with the cold stone of the new mountains, arising from the mist of that collision like a thought arises from the collision of two previously unrelated ideas.

They were, from the beginning, creatures of contradiction. They had bodies — could be touched, could touch, could be seen in the right light at the right time of day — but those bodies were not quite subject to the same physics as stone and water. They moved through the landscape with the ease of weather, appearing on the high meadow at dawn and on the riverbank at dusk, present wherever the tension between the two creative principles was most active. They were associated particularly with springs — the places where underground water surfaced, where the shadow's work became visible — and this association would persist through all the later mythological development.

They spoke, in this early period, the language of the earth — not the grammatical language of human communication but the structural language of geology and hydrology: the language of water finding its level, of stone responding to pressure, of warmth and cold exchanging territory through the seasons. Human beings, when they eventually arrived in this landscape, could not speak this language directly. But they could learn to recognize it. The entire tradition of Bosnian folk wisdom about weather, about water sources, about the right and wrong times to plant and harvest and travel — this is the accumulated record of generations of humans learning to read a language they could never fully speak.

The Making of Time

The Bosnian cosmological tradition has a distinctive approach to time that distinguishes it from most Western mythological frameworks. Time, in this tradition, is not linear — it does not flow from creation through history toward some final conclusion. Nor is it purely cyclical, turning through seasons and ages in an eternal return. It is something more like layered: different time-streams coexist, running at different speeds, occasionally intersecting in ways that produce the experiences the folk tradition describes as encounters with the supernatural.

The vile, for example, exist in a time that circles back on itself. A vila encountered at a particular spring in the present moment is the same vila who was encountered there a hundred years ago and who will be encountered there a hundred years hence. She is not immortal in the sense of having lived continuously through all that time — she exists in that specific location at that specific quality of light and season, and the three encounters are the same encounter experienced from three different points on the linear timeline of human history.

This is why, the tradition explains, it is impossible to have a conversation with a vila in the normal sense of a conversation — a dialogue that builds, that accumulates context, that moves from one subject to another in response to what has been said. The vila speaks from her own time, which is a time of repetition and return. She says what she says at that spring in that season, and she will say it again, and she said it before. Human speech, with its linear structure, its before and after, its ability to revise what has been said — all of this is not available to her. She is not stupid or limited. She is simply different in kind.

For humans, this layered quality of time creates both opportunity and danger. The opportunity: by going to the right place at the right time in the right state of mind, a human being can access wisdom that ordinarily belongs to a different time-stream — can speak, however briefly, with the accumulated intelligence of the landscape rather than just the intelligence of the present moment. The danger: the same conditions that make such contact possible also make it possible to lose track of which time-stream you are in. The folk tradition is full of stories of people who went to a sacred spring or a high meadow or a ruined fortress and came back not knowing whether they had been gone for an afternoon or for forty years.

Time, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, is not something you can take for granted. It is something you have to pay attention to, check against the evidence of the physical world — the height of the sun, the growth of the plants, the faces of the people who knew you when you left. The landscape is older than human time. It does not always cooperate with human schedules.

✦  ✦  ✦

The cosmological framework established in these earliest stories — the dual creative principles, the landscape as sacred body, the layered quality of time, the pre-human beings as both older and younger than the world they inhabit — provides the foundation for everything that follows in Bosnian mythology. Every subsequent legend, every hero's journey, every cautionary tale about what happens when you treat the landscape as merely physical resource rather than living presence, draws its meaning from this original architecture. To understand Bosnian folklore deeply, it is necessary to spend time here, in this beginning, letting the landscape take on the quality of intelligence that the tradition insists it possesses.

Chapter Two

The First Fire and the First Flood

Every mythological tradition that has thought seriously about origins arrives eventually at the same pair of catastrophes: the fire that burns everything and the water that drowns it. Bosnia and Herzegovina is no exception, but what distinguishes the Bosnian treatment of these universal themes is the role played by the landscape itself. In most traditions, fire and flood are things that happen to the world. In Bosnian mythology, they are things the world does — expressions of the landscape's own inner life, its periodic need to clear the accumulated residue of previous ages and begin again.

The First Fire, in the tradition, was not a punishment. This is important. Many flood and fire myths around the world are moral stories: divine beings grow disgusted with human behavior and cleanse the world. The Bosnian First Fire was not motivated by moral judgment but by the same logic that drives a forest fire in the physical world — the accumulation of dry material, the buildup of things that had served their purpose and needed to be released. The world of the first age had grown full. Every cave was filled with the bones of previous creatures. Every valley was choked with the debris of previous landscapes. The mountains had reached their maximum height and could grow no further. Something had to give.

The fire, when it came, came from below rather than from above. It erupted from the volcanic zones in what is now the Dinaric karst, and it moved through the accumulated dry matter of the first age with what the stories describe as a purposefulness that distinguished it from ordinary fire. It burned toward specific places. It left other places untouched. The pattern of what it burned and what
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