
ON ALAN DUNIIES t "DEVOLUTIONARY F'RENISEn : A COMMENT 

Professor Dundesl recent  paper about t h e  devolutionary remise ig folk- 
lo re  i n  the Journal  -- of t h e  Folklore I n s t i t u t e  (VI, 1 fi969_7, 5-19) hag 
many fasc inat ing aspects. His main t h e s i s  is  t h a t  changes brought about 
i n  folktales,  legends, ba l lads ,  and o t h e r  forms of f o l k  t r a d i t i o n  are 
not necessari ly proofs of  decay. Professor Dundes might have found excel- 
l e n t  ammunition i n  a recent  paper by U t h i  "Urform und Zielform i n  
Sage und ilrchenfl(Fabula, 9 Band, pp. 41-5b). fn t h i s  paper the  author 
demonstrates t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  bes t  versions of a legend o r  a f o l k t a l e  
are of ten  of recent  origin.  They a r e  mostly the  r e s u l t  of a very long 
development i n  fo lk  t r a d i t i o n .  

In the so-called legend of t h e  scythe, a horse is  constantly harassed by 
a werewolf o r  a nightmare. The farmer puts  a scythe upon the  back of the  
horse. Next morning the farmhands f i n d  t h e i r  master dead by t h e  s ide  of  
the horse. He himself was t h e  being t h a t  had been r id ing  the  horse i n  
the night. There a r e  many o the r  versions of t h i s  legend, but  t o  a modern 
mind a t  l e a s t ,  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  va r ian t  i s  the  b e s t  one. And Professor 
L h h i  is  of the  opinion t h a t  t h i s  vers ion is  of recent  origin.  There 
are several hundred va r ian t s  of t h e  f o l k t a l e  of the  hidden l i f e  (~a -Th  
302). A Russian version t e l l s  t h a t  t h e  g ian t  is  k i l l e d  only when the  
egg where h i s  l i f e  i s  hidden i s  thrown on t o  h i s  head. There i s  a 
great group of f o l k t a l e s  and legends i n  which t h e  dominating motif i s  
that  a man, a woman o r  a supernatural  crea ture  is  k i l l e d  by himself. 
The d i f ferent  forms of  t h i s  theme a r e  very  o f t en  of recent  or ig in .  They 
don't always represent  what the  o lde r  Finnish scholars  ca l l ed  t h e  "ur- 
form." I think t h a t  Professors h n d e s  and Lfithi may agree on v i t a l  points  
here. 

We cannot, however, suppress the  f a c t  t h a t  changes i n  fo lk lo re  a r e  some- 
times f o r  the  worse. Deta i l s  a r e  fo rgo t t en  and misunderstandings a r i se .  
This happens a l l  the  time. The famous Norwegian Draurnkvaedet ("The 
Dream Lay") from t h e  middle ages te l ls  of a v is ionary  who i n  ecs tacy 
v i s i t s  the beyond. However, t h i s  l a y  was col lec ted  only i n  t h e  last de- 
cades of the  nineteenth century, This bal lad  had been exposed t o  what 
the Germans c a l l e d  "zersingen." It was only a b e a u t i f u l  ruin,  Many of the  
variants  were only fragments, o thers  were f u l l  of  misunderstandings. 
Commonplaces from other  ba l l ads  had penetrated t h e  va r ian t s  of t h i s  
song (see Knut Liestbl ,  "haumkvaedet," A Norwe i a n  Visionar Poem from 
the Middle Ages; Studia Norvegica N - ~ l a v ~ ~ ~ r a u m k v a e d e t  ' og gamleistevet 0. T ~ T & D L ~ ' ~ ~ ~ ~  ,' Norveg, V 195 77-104. 

English summary.). Many s imi la r  examples may be adde bu I hope t o  
have made my point. 

A question t h a t  Professor h n d e s  does not r a i s e  is: How have these  changes 
which have been mentioned here been brought about? To answer t h i s  some- 
what d i f f i c u l t  ques t ion properly we must concentrate on the  t e l l e r s  and 
singers. We must s tudy t h e i r  methods more closely. I want t o  remind my 
readers of a book t h a t  by ncw has turned out  t o  be a c l a s s i c  of i t s  kind. 
namely Linda De*ghls ~ g r c h s n ,  Ersahler  und ~ r z ~ h l p e m e i n s c h a f t .  Darges- 
t e l l t  an der  u n g a r i s ~ l k ~ r ' = n ~  --- r l i n ,  lY62*). She has in- 
vestigated a f o l k  group i n  Kakasd, Hunga~y. This s p e c i a l  f o l k  group had 
preserved very much of t h e i r  o l d  ways. Degh found t h a t  t h e  t e l l e r s  of 
t h i s  group regarded themselves as c rea t ive  a r t i s t s .  They had i n  stock a 



l o t  of motifs tha t  they put in to  the i r  folktales  when it pleased them to  
do so, It happened often tha t  a person to ld  h is  folktales  different ly 
from time to  tine. And the most renowned t e l l e r s  had t h e i r  own repertoires 
that were considered the i r  own property, Their social  background, t h e i r  
experiences, t h e i r  outlook, whether it was religious o r  not, colored 
their  renderings of the folktales.  We must learn t o  know the t e l l e r s  
and the i r  milieu t o  evaluate the ta les ,  Behind the curves, the s t a t i s -  
t ics,  the frequency analyses tha t  show the interplay of motifs and changes 
i n  the structure of the folktales  there.are  human beings, there are  
gifted and less  talented t e l l e r s .  I f  we get a firmer grasp of t h i s  as- 
pect of the problem of changes i n  folktales and legends, we sha l l  be 
better equipped t o  understand the dynamics of these changes as  we meet 
them i n  folk tradition. Many t rad i t ion  bearers were proud of the i r  a r t ,  
They liked t e l l i ng  ta les ,  as we know from Ireland, Changes are  not al-  
ways the resul t  of misunderstandings, but are  sometimes made uninten- 
tionally by the t e l l e r s ,  From what we know now, changes i n  folktales and 
legends may be f o r  the bet ter  and fo r  the worse, So many complicated fac- 
tors are involved and one can hardly discuss them i n  a short  comment. 

Ronald Grambo 
Kongsvinger , Norway 

 ransl slated as Folktales and Societx, Bloomington, 1969. ) 

OUR RIGHT READERS WRITE 

Gentlemen: 

I Thank you f o r  your l e t t e r  of February 20 and the copy of FOLKLORE 
FORUM 111, 5; September, 1969J. It was an interest ing issue and 
the comments on Dr. Kirk were most curious, a f ine  example of short- 

I sighted interpretations combined with enlightened observations. Best 
wishes t o  you. 

Cordially, 
William Odell 
Assistant t o  Russell Kirk 

P. S, Dr ,  Kirk has been away lecturing incessantly but s t i l l  was 
able t o  give your l i t t l e  "cornrnunication" attention. 

CORRECTION 

We neglected t o  note tha t  the or iginal  manuscript, with f u l l  informant 
data, of ItThe Riddle Repertoire of a Massachusetts Elementary School,'' 
by Meryl Weiner (FOLKLORE FORUM, 111, 1 )  has been deposited i n  the In- 
diana University Folklore Archives, 

I 


