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"Folklore and literaturen--the phrase links two 
fields of study, suggesting that they are similar 
enough to be meaningfully compared. Specialists in 
each field, however, tend to view the other with 
ignorance ar;d suspicion; as a result, "Studies" of 
folklore and literature more often resemble warfare 
than scholarship. The time has come to call a 
truce and seek out the reasons for the war. 

Even at the level of nomenclature a basic con- 
fusion exists. Both "folklore" and "literature" are 
vague terms which can be applied too broadly to allow 
for a useful comparison. "Folklore" denotes 
traditional forms of entertainment, such as ballads 
and folktales, but also includes unofficial customs, 
survival techniques, and beliefs current in any 
culture. "Literature" designates not only written 
art, but also anything that is written. Here I will 
set strict limits on both terms: this study deals 
exclusively with the artistic uses of folklore and 
literature. My purpose is to redefine the 
boundaries between oral and written narrative art. 

The problem of boundaries cuts far deeper than 
any dispute over the choice and meaning of a few 
key words. Folklorists and literary critics must 
share an equal measure of blame for the situation as 
it now stands, for as much as they have tried to 
establish oral entertainment as a category of art, both 
groups continue to approach the folktale, the ballad, 
and the oral epic as if these genres were distinctly 
different from art. In recent years this situation 
has grown dangerous: critics have paid lip service 
to the idea that oral and written art operate 
according to similar principles. Yet without informing 
their readers, the same critics have employed methods 
based on the assumption that the two processes have 
little in common. A look at the general trends of 
past scholarship will illustrate the problem. 



Historically, the study of folklore - and literature 
has focused on the identification of folklore in 
literature. Folklore in literature is a detective game: 
its object is to find traces of oral tradition buried in 
written art. It can be a worthy and demanding study in 
its own right--one which requires a thorough knowledge 
of both oral and written art traditions for its success. 
But i t  r e s t s  on an assumption t h a t  I challenge: t h a t  
folklore and literature are so distinct that they can be 
clearly separated in a single text. Folklore in 
literature studies are instructive here becausethey 
show how past critics who claim to find both oral and 
written art in a single work distinguish between the two. 
There are two basic forms to this detective game, each 
with its own set of rules. 

A. The Populist-Historical Approach. Some 
scholars sift through literary records in the attempt to 
isolate songs, rhymes, and stories which originated 
among the "folk." Such work can be of great importance 
in establishing the existence of oral narratives at 
certain times and places in the past. Literary sources 
often are the only means of providing historical depth 
for recently recovered items of folklore. 

In such studies, the folklorist uses the artist as 
an informant and treats the work of art as an historical 
document. The text is simply a fact; the author's style 
is unimportant. Any other written record--a newspaper, 
the transcript of a witch trial, a diary--can be used in 
much the same way. 

This search for sources is literary only in the 
broadest sense--as the study of documents which are read. 
Insofar as "literature" denotes the study of art, source 
studies are not literary; they either ignore the 
artistic aspect of the source entirely, or look upon art 
as an impediment, a destructive force which corrupts the 
purity of the lore and which must be weeded out before 
the lore is considered authentic. 

B. The Elitist Approach. Other critics, who 
define art as the product of only the.greatest literary 
minds, approach the study of folklore in literature with 
an opposite bias. Here folklore is unearthed simply to 
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be  d i scarded .  T r a d i t i o n  i s  a  l i f e l e s s  s k e l e t o n  which 
t h e  t r u e  a r t i s t  f i l l s  o u t  w i t h  f l e s h  and blood,  and 
i n t o  which he b r ea thes  t h e  l i f e  which j u s t i f i e s  t h e  
c r i t i c ' s  s tudy .  The a r t i s t  t rans forms  t h e  c o n t e n t s  
of f o l k l o r e  and t ranscends  t h e  l i m i t s  of t r a d i t i o n .  

With such an  argument, Margaret Schlauch lauded 
the  s u p e r i o r i t y  of Chaucer 's  "Man of Law's Tale"  t o  t h e  
f o l k t a l e  (AT 706) on which i t  i s  based: 

It remained f o r  Chaucer, however, t o  add t h e  
g r e a t e s t  q u a l i t y  of a l l :  t o  i n f u s e  i n t o  t h e  
q u a i n t ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  p l o t  t h e  pathos of 
s e n t i e n t  and s u f f e r i n g  human be ings ;  t o  
e l e v a t e  what was dead and convent iona l  i n t o  
t h e  realm of a r t  .l 

Schlauch made t h i s  pronouncement wi thout  having 
s tud i ed  t h e  s t y l e  of a  s i n g l e  o r a l  t a l e .  The f o l k  
a r t i s t  was judged i n f e r i o r  wi thout  a  t r i a l .  

The two approaches o u t l i n e d  above a r e  remarkably 
d i f f e r e n t  i n  t h e i r  b i a s e s ,  y e t  remarkably s i m i l a r  i n  
t h e i r  assumptions.  They s h a r e  a  s i n g l e  major premise 
which can be reduced t o  t h e  fo l lowing  equat ion:  

L i t e r a t u r e  - A r t  = Fo lk lo re  

Fo lk lo re  i s  anyth ing  bu t  a r t .  Both approaches d e f i n e  
w r i t t e n  a r t  a s  c r e a t i v e ,  v a r i e d ,  f l u i d ,  and ind iv idu-  
a l i s t i c ,  and c h a r a c t e r i z e  f o l k l o r e  a s  un invent ive ,  
r e p e t i t i o u s ,  s t a t i c ,  and communal. 

S ince  t h e  l a t e  n ine t een th  cen tu ry ,  growing 
numbers of f o l k l o r i s t s  have recognized t h a t  o r a l  per- 
formances a r e  a r t i s t i c  events w h i c h  d r a w  on t h e  
t a l e n t s  of g i f t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  .2 There a r e  poor 
s t o r y t e l l e r s  a s  s u r e l y  a s  t h e r e  a r e  poor w r i t e r s ,  bu t  
t h e  b e s t  f o l k  n a r r a t o r s ,  such a s  Eamon O ' B U ~ C ,  Pe ig  
Sayers ,  Nata l '  j a  0.  Vinokurova, ~ s u z s g n n a  ~ a l k 6 ,  
cannot be considered a r t l e s s .  

Once w e  have accep ted  t h e  premise t h a t  t h e  
b a l l a d e e r  and t h e  t a l e t e l l e r  a r e  a r t i s t s ,  j u s t  a s  t h e  
n o v e l i s t  and t h e  academic poe t  a r e ,  we can s e r i o u s l y  
ask  what d i s t i n g u i s h e s  w r i t t e n  from o r a l  a r t .  It is  



t ime t o  reexamine t h e  s c h o l a r l y  tests which have set  
t h e  f o l k  and t h e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s  a t  o p p o s i t e  ends  of t h e  
c r e a t i v e  rainbow. I s h a l l  now t a k e  a  c l o s e  look  a t  t h e  
e i g h t  c r i t e r i a  most o f t e n  used t o  b u i l d  w a l l s  between 
o r a l  and w r i t t e n  a r t ;  t h e n  I s h a l l  t r y  t o  de te rmine  i f  
t h e  boundar ies  marked by t h e s e  w a l l s  match t h e  c o n t o u r s  
of r e a l i t y ,  o r  i f  t h e y  e x i s t  on ly  i n  t h e  minds of men 
whose thoughts  have been compartmental ized by p r e j u d i c e .  

1. D e f i n i t i o n  5 Medium: Voice v s .  P r i n t .  -- - 
S c h o l a r s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  have t a k e n  t h e  most l i t e r a l  i n t e r -  
p r e t a t i o n  p o s s i b l e ,  and s imply have assumed t h a t  l i t e r a -  
t u r e  s i g n i f i e s  a  w r i t t e n  a r t w o r k ,  w h i l e  f o l k l o r e  r e f e r s  
t o  an  o r a l  one. T h i s  is  t h e  e a s i e s t  means of d i s -  
t i n g u i s h i n g  between t h e  two: i t  r e l i e s  s o l e l y  on 
p h y s i c a l  ev idence .  

I n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  and f o r  most of t h e  
t w e n t i e t h , f o l k  a r t  apd i l l i t e r a c y  were c o n s i d e r e d  insep-  
a r a b l e .  The t r u e  t e l l e r  o f  f o l k t a l e s  was supposed t o  be 
innocen t  of p r i n t ;  t h e  o n l y  means by which he  g o t  h i s  
a r t  was from t h e  mouths of o t h e r s .  Jakob G r i m m ,  C e c i l  
Sharp,  and hundreds of o t h e r s  w r i t i n g  more r e c e n t l y  
( i n c l u d i n g  A l b e r t  Lord) s t a n d  f i r m  i n  t h e i r  b e l i e f  t h a t  
t r u e  f o l k  a r t  be longs  o n l y  t o  t h o s e  who cannot  r e a d .  

I n  t h e  e y e s  of t h e  His tor ic-Geographic  s c h o o l ,  t h e  
p r i n t e r  w a s  t h e  enemy of f o l k l o r e ,  and t h e  F inns  d i s -  
c r e d i t e d  a l l  o r a l  t a l e s  based on w r i t t e n  ones .  K a a r l e  
~ r o h n ' s  F o l k l o r e  Methodology drew a  s t r i c t  l i n e  between 
f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  even i n  c a s e s  where p r i n t e d  
v e r s i o n s  had a  demonstrable  e f f e c t  on t h e  f o l k  s t o r y :  

Now and t h e n  a  h y b r i d  form o c c u r s  i n  which i t  is  
ex t remely  d i f f i c u l t  t o  s o r t  t h e  l i t e r a r y  a s p e c t  
from t h e  f o l k  a s p e c t .  For  l a c k  of more genu ine  
ev idence  t h i s  h y b r i d  form may s e r v e ,  b u t  i t  must 
by a l l  means be  checked w i t h  g r e a t  c a r e  and must 
be s e g r e g a t e d  t e m p o r a r i l y  . . . . 3  

Fol lowing t h e  p r e c e p t s  of Krohn, M a r t t i  Haavio produced 
a  t a l e  t y p e  s t u d y  f o r  which he  c o l l e c t e d  hundreds  of 
o r a l  v e r s i o n s .  But he  r e f u s e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  a l a r g e  
number of t a l e s  drawn u l t i m a t e l y  from p r i n t ,  even when 
t h e  t e l l e r s  cou ld  n o t  r e a d  and had g o t t e n  t h e i r  book 
s t o r i e s  from o t h e r  o r a l  t e l l e r s .  As a r e s u l t ,  ~ a a v i o ' s  



study was a  poor r e f l e c t i o n  of t he  t a l e  a s  it a c t u a l l y  
e x i s t e d  i n  o r a l  c i r c u l a t i o n .  

Within t h e  Finnish school ,  only Walter Anderson 
considered both w r i t t e n  and o r a l  sources t o  be of equal  
va lue  and scught  t o  s t r i k e  a  balance i n  h i s  s t u d i e s  so  
t h a t  both were seen  t o  be in sepa rab le ,  o rgan ica l ly  
r e l a t e d  p a r t n e r s  i n  t h e  o r a l  express ion  of Western 
s o c i e t i e s .  And only s i n c e  t h e  s t u d i e s  of P h i l l i p s  
Barry began t o  r e g i s t e r  i n  r eade r s '  minds has i t  become 
c l e a r  t h a t  f o l k l o r e  i s  no t  a  s teady  s t a t e ,  bu t  i s  a  
process  i n  which a  work of w r i t t e n  a r t  can become a 
work of o r a l  a r t  w i th  t he  passage of time. 

Folk n a r r a t o r s  themselves do no t  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e i r  
t a l e s  a s  w r i t t e n  o r  o r a l  i n  o r i g i n .  The i l l i t e r a t e  
Hungarian n a r r a t o r  zsuzsgnna ~ a l k d  r e t o l d  "book t a l e s t t  
which had been read t o  h e r ,  t ransforming the  o r i g i n a l s  
i n t o  ind iv idua l ly  s t y l e d  c r e a t i o n s  which met h e r  
community's s tandard  f o r  o r a l  performance. 5 Mrs. 
~ a l k b ' s  nephew, GyGrgy ~ n d r A s f a l v i ,  was one of the, 
best-read members of t h e  same community. Yet Andras- 
f a l v i ' s  l i t e r a c y  d id  no t  impair h i s  acknowledged t a l e n t  
a s  an  o r a l  a r t i s t . 6  Studying fo lks inge r s  i n  Maine, 
Eckstorm and Barry discovered t h a t  "the favorable  
r e s u l t s  i n  t r a d i t i o n  a r e  i n  d i r e c t  r a t i o  t o  the  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  and l i t e r a c y  of t he  s i n g e r s .  "7 Even i n  
t h e  most t r a d i t i o n a l  s o c i e t i e s ,  w r i t i n g  e x e r t s  i t s  
in f luence  on o r a l  performance. By ignoring t h i s  f a c t ,  
s cho la r s  have separa ted  two means of a r t i s t i c  communi- 
c a t i o n  which i n  r e a l i t y  a r e  c l o s e l y  in te r twined .  

Most c r i t i c s  now admit t h a t  l i t e r a r y  and o r a l  
a r t i s t r y  over lap ;  bu t  t he re  a r e  many who hold t h a t  o r a l  
and w r i t t e n  art are s o  fundamentally d i f f e r e n t  t h a t  no 
ind iv idua l  can poss ib ly  master both forms of expression.  
Alber t  B.  Lord emphat ical ly  s t a t e s :  

It i s  conceivable  t h a t  a  man might be an  o r a l  
poet  i n  h i s  younger yea r s  and a  w r i t t e n  poet 
l a t e r  i n  l i f e ,  bu t  i t  i s  not  poss ib l e  t h a t  he 
be both an o r a l  and a  w r i t t e n  poet  a t  any given 
time i n  h i s  ca ree r .  The two by t h e i r  very 
na tu re  a r e  mutually exc lus ive  .8 



Based on years of fieldwork, Lord's findings deserve 
consideration. However, no one has given the question of 
"ambidextrous" artistry the attention it deserves. It is 
well known, for example, that many of the most famous 
figures of the past--including Robert Burns, Abraham 
Lincoln, and Mark Twain--were praised for their great 
talents as both oral and written artists. In the most 
focused study of this subject yet printed, Sandra K. D. 
Stahl surveys the oral and written texts of a small-town 
storyteller whose talents are manifest in both forms of 
e~~ression.9 Stahl's study is important: one man's 
written and oral versions of the same story stand side 
by side here, allowing us to judge for ourselves the 
difference in dynamics which characterized the two media. 

Research is bridging the hypothetical chasm between 
written and oral artistry. It now seems clear that 
scholars have failed to find any continuity between the 
two media simply because they have failed to look for it. 

2. Fixity vs. Fluidity. Neither the ability to 
read nor the mastery of writing can of itself rob the 
narrator of his oral art. Nevertheless, there is one 
aspect of the written word which has a tremendous 
altering influence on oral tradition: fixity. Once 
printed, a written work never changes. As long as people 
care to read it, a book will have, word for word, the 
identical story to tell at each "performance." An oral 
text, however, is bound to vary, even when it is 
memorized, as ballads normally are. 

The intent of the oral artist may be to retell his 
story without variation, and he may in fact think he has 
done so. For example, when asked if they changed their 
tales from telling to tellin many of Lord's informants 
insisted that they did not. 18' Azadovskii speaks of cer- 
tain Russian narrators who strive for fixed texts, 
attempting to repeat a given story verbatim in every 
performance.11 The idea of fixity, and even the attempt 
at it, are therefore not unique to literature. 

All else aside, there remains the problem of the 
reality of fixity, and here no one can deny that, once 
accepted in an oral community, one version of a printed 
tale exerts an influence comparable to that of many oral 



vers ions .  Oral  a r t i s t s  and performers  w i l l  o f t e n  look 
upon a  p r i n t e d  t a l e  read  aloud a s  simply another  o r a l  
v a r i a n t  of a  f a m i l i a r  s t o r y ,  bu t  a s  they cont inue  t o  
hear  it repea ted ,  t h e  book t a l e  becomes f a r  more i n f l u -  
e n t i a l  than any s i n g l e  o r a l  performance. 12 

L i t e r a t u r e  e x e r t s  i t s  most t enac ious  hold on t h e  
conten t  of o r a l  n a r r a t i v e .  Form and s t y l e  do n o t  
t r a n s l a t e  s o  e a s i l y  from t h e  w r i t t e n  t o  t h e  spoken 
word. 13 A s  w r i t t e n  t a l e s  f i l t e r  i n t o  an o r a l  community, 
they tend t o  hamper t h e  o r a l  t e l l e r ' s  freedom t o  vary 
t h e  main o u t l i n e  of h i s  s t o r y .  Fo lk lo re ,  however, w i l l  
no t  s t o p  being f o l k l o r e  a s  i t  moves toward s t a b i l i t y  of 
conten t .  Oral a r t i s t r y  d i e s  when, and only when, 
p r i n t  i s  he ld  sacred .  

3.  Complexity. Another assumption o f t e n  made by 
scho la r s  i s  t h a t  f o l k  a r t  i s ,  f o r  some reason,  s impler  
than l i t e r a t u r e ;  t h a t  t h e  f o l k t a l e ,  t h e  b a l l a d ,  and 
t h e  o r a l  e p i c  a r i s e  from an impulse which i s  na ive  and 
l acks  a r t i f i c e .  Three d i f f e r e n t  groups of c r i t i c s  
use complexity a s  a  c r i t e r i o n  i n  s epa ra t i ng  t h e  
l i t e r a r y  a s p e c t s  from t h e  f o l k l o r i c  core  of a  given 
work. Depending on t h e  b i a s e s  and preconcept ions of 
t h e  c r i t i c ,  t h e  a l l e g e d  s i m p l i c i t y  of o r a l  a r t  can be 
a  v i r t u e  o r  a  v i ce .  

To t h e  e a r l y  Romantics l i k e  C r i m m  and Herder,  t h e  
s i m p l i c i t y  of f o l k l o r e  s i g n i f i e d  i t s  s u p e r i o r i t y  t o  
w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e .  Those who be l i eved  t h a t  c i v i l i z a -  
t i o n  had cor rupted  and obscured b a s i c  human va lues  saw 
i n  f o l k  a r t  t h e  r e l i c s  of a  b e t t e r  t i m e  and s i t u a t i o n ,  
when people c r ea t ed  an  a r t i s t i c  world which focused 
unswervingly on t h e  e s s e n t i a l  elements of l i f e .  The 
a r t  of t h e  f o l k  was n o t  marred by r e f e r ences  t o  s o c i a l  
mobi l i ty ,  p o l i t i c s ,  o r  t h e  va r ious  c u l t u r a l  baggage of 
highbrow s o c i e t y  which breeds  complex, bu t  decadent 
a r t .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, e l i t i s t  c r i t i c s  look on t h e  
s i m p l i c i t y  of o r a l  a r t  a s  t h e  product  of s imple minds 
incapable  of deep thought.  R e f l e c t i v e  (or  mimetic) 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  which seeks  t o  i m i t a t e  r e a l i t y ,  is  t h e  
product of s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  c i v i l i z e d  minds. I n  com- 
pa r i son ,  t h e  f o l k t a l e  is  a  crude e s c a p i s t  f an t a sy  
which does no t  conf ront  t h e  deepes t  ques t i ons .  Folk- 
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tales belong to children or to adults with childlike 
minds. With such definition of folklore in mind, Roger 
Sherman Loomis maintained that the Arthurian romances 
were much too well wrought and complex to have 
'I originated in the fancies of plowmen, goose-girls, 
blacksmiths, miswives, or yokels of any kind. "14 

There is a third, less-biased approach, which sees 
oral art as an evolutionary stepping stone toward 
written art. The Chadwicks, Veselovsky, and others have 
argued that oral art is simpler than literature only 
because it represents an earlier stage in the development 
of civilization. l5 Oral literature is not necessarily 
better or worse than literature, but it is simpler. 
~ndr& Jolles canonized this concept in Einfache Formen 
(Simple Forms), where he identified nine basic oral 
genres which develop spontaneously from the expressive 
needs of man. 16 As societies grew increasingly 
sophisticated, the simple forms gave way to written 
genres which met the.same expressive needs. 

"Simple forms for simple people": some of the best 
contemporary folklorists continue to live by this rule. 
As recently as 1969, Francis Lee Utley recommended 
teaching folklore to reluctant English students. 
According to Utley, oral art communicates the same themes 
as does "high art," but does so in a simple way which 
the undereducated can understand. After showing that 
"The Wife of Usher's Well" (Child 79) treats the same 
themes found in Elizabethan tragedy, Utley concludes: 
"Thus, by comparing a simple form fi.e., the ballaa in 
its variants with a complex Elizabethan tragic form, we 
may highlight irony and tragedy. . . . "17 Utley's 
observations are based on a faulty comparison. "The 
Wife of Usher's Well" may indeed seem simple when set 
next to a Shakespearean tragedy. As a rule, five-stanza 
ballads are simpler than five-act dramas. It is not 
the nature of folk poetry, but the nature of the ballad 
genre which makes this ballad simple. Any literary 
ballad--by Wordsworth, Goethe, or Auden--is bound to 
seem simple when compared to King Lear. On the other, 
hand, folktales can easily surpass King Lear in length 
and in complexity of action when told by great 
narrators in vital oral communities. zsuzsgnna palkg 
once told a version of "I Don' t Know'' (AT 314 and 
AT 532) which lasted nearly twelve hours, and which 



deeply moved h e r  audience,  l i v i n g  i n  t h e i r  memories f o r  
years .  18 

Readers who do no t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  d i s t i ngu i shed  
t a l e t e l l e r s  can reach g r e a t  complexity of p l o t  and an 
accompanying beauty of express ion  should consul t  t h e  
Highland Scots  t a l e s  c o l l e c t e d  by,Cam~bell of I s l a y  
o r  some of t h e  longer  t a l e s  i n  Sean ~ ' , ~ & i l l e a b h G n ' s  
Fo lk t a l e s  of I r e l and .  l9 I once read ~ ' ~ < i l l e a b h a i n ' s  
t r a n s l a t i o n o f  Eamon O'BurcTs Ceatach t o  a co l lege-  
educated audience;  foundering i n  t he  i n t r i c a c i e s  of 
t he  p l o t ,  my hea re r s  asked me t o  backtrack s e v e r a l  
t imes. Sure ly ,  t h e r e  a r e  some very complex a spec t s  
t o  wel l- told o r a l  a r t .  

C r i t i c s  of f o l k  a r t  may s t i l l  argue t h a t  complexity 
of p l o t  cannot compensate f o r  t h e  complexity of thought - 
found i n  mimetic ( r e a l i s t i c )  l i t e r a t u r e .  But i t  may be 
a very narrow-minded p re jud ice  on t h e  p a r t  of modern 
r eade r s  which assumes t h a t  t h e  e s t h e t i c  of r e f l e c t i o n  
is supe r io r  t o  the  e s t h e t i c  of ac t ion .  - The -- I l i a d ,  most 
Chaucer's w r i t i n g s ,  and much of t h e  work of such 
modern " r e a l i s t s "  a s  Hemingway and Stephen Crane a r e  
s i m i l a r l y  a c t i o n  o r i en t ed .  C r i t i c s  of t hese  works have 
n o t  found them wanting i n  complexity. I f  t he  same 
c r i t i c s  would suspend t h e i r  p re jud ices  and t ake  an 
i m p a r t i a l  look a t  some r e a l  fo lk ta les - -not  t he  s o r t  one 
f i n d s  i n  bedtime storybooks--they would d iscover  
equal  depths.  Assuming t h a t  complexity is found only 
i n  high a r t ,  we can only conclude t h a t  t h e r e  is much 
high a r t  i n  f o l k l o r e .  

4 .  S t y l e  and S t ruc tu re .  There i s  an  almost 
un ive r sa l  agreement t h a t  o r a l  a r t  d i f f e r s  g r e a t l y  from - 

w r i t t e n  a r t  i n  ma t t e r s  of s t r u c t u r e  and s t y l e .  Archer 
Taylor pronounced t h a t  l i t e r a r y  a t tempts  t o  d u p l i c a t e  
o r a l  s t y l e  have f a i l e d  miserably  due t o  au tho r s '  
ignorance of f o l k  a r t i s t r y  .20  More r e c e n t l y ,  Georg 
Vrabie has  come t o  s i m i l a r  conclusions:  w r i t e r s  cannot 
succes s fu l ly  i m i t a t e  f o l k  s t r u c t u r i n g  techniques.21 

The f o l k ,  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t ,  have not  even t r i e d  t o  
dup l i ca t e  l i t e r a r y  s t y l e .  I n  h e r  survey of 
t r a d i t i o n a l  Hungarian t a l e t e l l i n g ,  Linda ~ 6 ~ h  r e l a t e s :  
"When we examine t h e  in f luence  of t h i s  reading m a t e r i a l  
upon the  s t y l e  of t h e  f o l k t a l e ,  we can t r u t h f u l l y  s ay  
t h a t  i t  was unimportant." Thus, i n  ques t ions  of 
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structure and style, scholars find great, and perhaps 
impassable, chasms separating oral and written 
expression. 

What exactly are the differences? Here the scholars 
are less precise, and until recently their efforts have 
been thwarted by the fact that most folktales found in 
libraries were literary, and not folk, documents. More 
than 150 years ago, Wilhelm Grimm--despite the protests 
of his more scientific brother, Jakob--developed what he 
considered the authentic style of folk narration and 
proceeded to impose it on all the tales which eventually 
appeared in the Kinder- und HausmZrchen. The in£ lu- 
ence of this work has been so great that most folktale 
collections intentionally or unintentionally ape its 
style. Only a handful of nineteenth-century collectors 
(most notably Campbell of Islay) recorded tales verbatim 
from their informants. Until recently, twentieth-century 
collectors have been equally guilty of putting their own 
words into the mouths of the folk. Thus, there are three 
sorts of style which must be distinguished for comparison 
here: the literary, the oral, and the pseudo-oral style 
of Wilhelm Grimm. 

Scholars who have not had first-hand exposure to 
taletelling continue to assume that the Grimm sty,le is 
the oral style. Thus, such acute literary critics as - 
Scholes and Kellogg state that the oral tale is really a 
semiliterary form: 

The formal characteristics of oral narrative are 
somewhat modified in both ballad and folktale. 
These genres are influenced by an idea of a 
written literature . . . so that individual 
narratives are not actually composed anew with 
each performance. But with only minimal use of 
writing itself they have attained a fixity that 
goes beyond the formulaic diction of real oral 
composition. 2 3  

Here, Scholes mistakes the printed folktale for the tale 
told aloud. If he had examined the two oral variants of 
the same tale--say, "The Three Stolen Princesses" (AT 
301) as told by Imre ~Lkos in Hungary and the American 
versions collected from Jim Couch in Kentucky--he would 
have found astonishing differences.24 If the narrators 



of t h e s e  two t a l e s  subsc r ibe  t o  a  l i t e r a r y  i d e a  of how a 
t a l e  should be  t o l d ,  i t  is  c e r t a i n l y  no t  ev iden t  i n  
t h e i r  performances. Two ve r s ions  of "The Maiden wi thout  
Hands" (AT 706) which a r e  d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  i n  p l o t  
and s t y l e  were c o l l e c t e d  i n  Canada from t h e  same French- 
speaking n a r r a t o r . 2 5  I f  any uni fy ing  i d e a  of f i x i t y  l a y  
behind t h e s e  performances, i t  was a  s u b t l e  and 
i n e f f e c t u a l  one, f o r  t h e  two fecorded t a l e s  have almost  
no th ing  i n  common. 

Forced t o  de f ine  t h e  o r a l  s t y l e ,  most l i t e r a t i  
would l i s t  these  f i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :  r e p e t i t i o n ,  
s t ock  e p i t h e t s ,  s t o c k  c h a r a c t e r s ,  a  marked preference  
f o r  f an t a sy  over  r e a l i t y ,  and an emphasis on a c t i o n ,  
A r e  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t r u l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of a l l  
o r a l  a r t ,  o r  a r e  they t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of pseudo-oral 
a r t ?  

Examining t a l e s  t o l d  by t r u e  f o l k  n a r r a t o r s ,  we 
d iscover  t h a t  a l l  of t h e  f e a t u r e s  mentioned above can 
t r u l y  be  regarded a s  tendenc ies  of f o l k  express ion ,  
bu t  t h a t  t h e  use of such techniques v a r i e s  g r e a t l y  
according t o  t h e  t a s t e s  of t he  tel ler .  I n  t h e  mat te r  
of r e p e t i t i o n ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  c e r t a i n  n a r r a t o r s  (such as 
t h e  Russian ~ e d v e d e v ) ~ ~  s e e  t h e  essence of t h e  t a l e  i n  
i t s  i t e r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  and never f a i l  t o  r epea t  an 
episode a s  o f t e n  a s  is r equ i r ed  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h a t  
s t r u c t u r e .  I f  t h e  hero must f i g h t  t h r e e  dragons, 
Medvedev s e t s  t h e  scene  f o r  t h e  c o n f l i c t  t h r e e  t imes ,  
always i n  g r e a t  d e t a i l ,  and o f t e n  consciously r e p e a t s  
t h e  scene verbatim. Other n a r r a t o r s ,  such a s  t he  
S ibe r i an  Vinokurova, w i l l  avoid r epea t ing  themselves 
and w i l l  concen t r a t e  on r e a l i s t i c  scenes and d e t a i l e d  
p e r s o n a l i t y  ske tches  r a t h e r  than on d u p l i c a t i o n  of 
ep isodes .  A t h i r d  group, which inc ludes  t h e  Hungarian 
~ n d r a / s  A l b e r t ,  a r e  s o  i nven t ive  t h a t  t h e i r  t a l e s  o f t e n  
seem t o  l a c k  r e p e t i t i o n  a l t o g e t h e r .  In  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t  
of "Handsome ~ n d r a / s  ," Alber t  improvises s o  l oose ly  and 
a r t f u l l y  on h i s  n a r r a t i v e  frame t h a t  t h e  famed t r i n a r y  
f o l k t a l e  s t r u c t u r e  is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d . 2 7  It i s  a  
cha l lenge  t o  s e p a r a t e  t h e  s t y l i s t i c  nuances of  Alber t  
from t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n s  of t h e  most imagina t ive  
au thors .  

The use of s t ock  language and - s t o c k  - c h a r a c t e r s  a l s o  
v a r i e s  i n  o r a l  a r t i s t r y  wi th  t h e  t a s t e s  and t a l e n t s  of 
t h e  t e l l e r s .  An average n a r r a t o r  may con t inua l ly  r e p e a t  



the same words to describe heroes, villains, and actions 
in his story. However, such conventions are not them- 
selves a sign of artistic weakness: Giinther Grass used 
them in Dog Years, and William Faulkner used them to 
structure the last part of -- The Bear. Oral artistry 
varies as widely as does written artistry in its use of 
stock language. When an oral artist tells his story 
well, repetition helps create an esthetic unity, a 
quality which critics since Aristotle have deemed 
necessary for all art. The best oral artists use 
commonplaces, not as crutches to support crippled 
imaginations, but variously in different situations to 
underline the conflicts which they see as crucial to the 
themes of their stories. 

Critics repeatedly have found folk art inferior to 
literature because of the former's alleged enslavement 
to fantasy. The folktale is pictured as a world of 
escape where conflicts are not resolved, but are avoided. 
Again, the literary man is defining the folktale from 
the convenient vantage point of ignorance. 

Some folktales, particularly those classed as 
novellas in the Aarne-Thompson catalogue, are ready-made 
for realistic presentation. Set in an historically 
defined world and often free of any events of characters 
which might tax the listener's belief, these tales are 
mimetic in their outlines and can be rendered ultra- 
realistic with little effort. But the greatest oral 
artists do not need the help of a familiar world to 
depict familiar thoughts, deeds, and emotions. 
Narrators like ~ndra/s Albert may indeed specialize in 
fantasy and also, perhaps, in escape. Others, however, 
such as Vinokurova and Peig Sayers, invest their tales 
with a sense of emotional realism which transcends the 
world of fantasy and belies the charge of escapism. 
They people the unreal landscape of the Mzrchen with 
characters whose depths of experience and feeling pene- 
trate the veil of magic and speak to us in human terms. 

Fantasy does not have to be the vehicle of inferior, 
escapist thoughts. Shakespeare's critics unanimously 
consider The Tempest one of his greatest plays, though 
by superficial standards--set on an isolated island, 
populated by mythical beings, and controlled by super- 
natural forces--it can hardly be called realistic. If 
we admit that a great literary artist can transform 



fan tasy  i n t o  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y ,  we should be a b l e  t o  
accept  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  an  o r a l  a r t i s t  can do t h e  
same. Pe ig  Sayer 's  s t o r y ,  "The Man Who Was Rescued 
from Hell ,"  i s  no t  e a s i l y  mistaken f o r  an  account of 
something t h a t  may happen i n  t h e  everyday world; bu t  
t h e  c r i t i c  who can deny t h e  s t r e n g t h  of i ts  
emotional r ea l i sm has allowed t h e  ace rb i c  s t r a i n s  of 
e l i t i s m  t o  e a t  away h i s  b a s i c  power t o  fee1.28 

The l i t e r a t i  have indeed been c o r r e c t  i n  
c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  o r a l  n a r r a t i v e  a s  a c t i o n  o r i en t ed .  
Oral a r t i s t s  do not  need a  p l o t  t o  c r e a t e  a r t :  
thousands of p l o t l e s s  bu t  b e a u t i f u l l y  rendered love  
l y r i c s ,  f u n e r a l  laments,  and occas iona l  poems and 
songs have been recovered from t h e  f i e l d .  But when an  
o r a l  a r t i s t  announces t h a t  he is  going t o  t e l l  a  s t o r y ,  
t h e  audience expects  t o  hear  one--a s t o r y  wi th  a  
beginning, a  middle, and an end, a  s t o r y  wi th  a  
wholeness and an interconnectedness  which i s  p l eas ing  
i n  i t s e l f  .29 

There a r e  no s l i c e - o f - - l i f e  Mgrchen. The a c t i o n  
of t he  t a l e  i s  an  e s s e n t i a l  i ng red ien t :  i t  is  the  
v e h i c l e  of t r u t h .  The c h a r a c t e r  a c t s  a s  he i s ,  and 
he is  rewarded o r  punished i n  t ang ib l e  terms- 
according t o  h i s  a c t i o n s  o r  t o  h i s  "basic  na ture ,"  
depending on how you p r e f e r  t o  t r a n s l a t e  t he  symbolic 
language of t he  t a l e .  I have a l r eady  spoken about t h e  
a c t i o n  e s t h e t i c  i n  an e a r l i e r  s e c t i o n  of t h i s  paper 
( see  Complexity, p a r t  3 )  and f e e l  no need t o  lengthen 
my defense of t h a t  e s t h e t i c  here .  

The l i t e r a t i  have been l a r g e l y  c o r r e c t  i n  
observing t h a t  o r a l  a r t  has c e r t a i n  a spec t s  of 
s t r u c t u r e  and s t y l e ,  two of which ( r e p e t i t i o n  and 
a c t i o n  e s t h e t i c )  a r e  e s s e n t i a l ,  and t h e  remainder of 
which a r e  common. But, by and l a r g e ,  does not  
l i t e r a t u r e  sha re  t he  same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ?  I n  a  
recent  s tudy of popular novels ,  John Cawelti  f i n d s  
t h a t  formulaic  s tor ies - -myster ies ,  romances, Westerns, 
and the  l ike--contain a l l  f i v e  elements l i s t e d  above, 
which l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  gene ra l ly  a s c r i b e  t o  t he  
f o l k t a l e .  The dynamics of t h e  formula s t o r y  provide 
an  escape f o r  t h e  audience: 
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By giving narrative emphasis to a constant flow 
of action, the writer avoids the necessity of 
exploring character with any degree of 
complexity . . . . the use of stereotyped 
characters reflecting the audience's conventional 
views of life and society also aids the purpose 
of escapism. Formulaic literature is generally 
characterized by a simple and emotionally charged 
style that encourages immediate involvement in a 
character's actions without much sense of complex 
irony or psychological subtlety.30 

If we accept Cawelti's statements, a good deal of 
literature--perhaps most of it--corresponds precisely to 
the literati's definition of the folktale. What is more, 
this pulp literature is measurably inferior in character- 
ization and emotional realism to folktales told by 
accomplished oral artists. But these findings should not 
surprise us, the literary critic has based his 
definition of the folktale not on oral art, but on a 
certain kind of formulaic literature: the pseudo-oral 
folktale derived from Grimm and now found in bedtime 
storybooks throughout the world. 

I do not agree with Caweiti's thesis that action 
literature is escapist and simple-minded by nature. 
But his findings lead to an important conclusion: 
literary critics have maintained the superiority of 
writing through devious (even if unconsciously devious) 
means. By skimming the cream of written artistry, 
digging up the dregs of pseudo-oral art, and comparing 
the two, they have established a polarity between 
written and oral art that is grossly unrepresentative. 
The best written literature is certainly better than the 
worst folk art, but the comparison may be reversed. 
Chaucer's "Man of Law's Tale" (AT 706) is the creation 
of the most esteemed poet of fourteenth-century London. 
It may be artistically superior to  he Unbaptized Girl" 
(also AT 706) as told orally by Roderick MacLean in 
nineteenth-century Scotland. 31 ~ u t  by most modern 
critical standards, the Scots oral version is 
artistically superior to the same tale as told by John 
Gower, the second most highly esteemed literary artist 
of Chaucer ' s London. 32 



5. Tradition vs. Creativity. "Tradition is the -- 
one word which literary scholars most often associate 
with oral art. Tradition is most often understood to be 
a negative force signifying the monotonous, insensitive, 
verbatim repetition of stories and songs for 
generation after generation. Tradition is that quality 
of folk performance which is most often and most 
directly contrasted to art. 

Undoubtedly, tradition plays an integral role in 
oral art: it is the rule rather than the exception for 
a teller to use a plot which he has inherited from his 
cultural past. Most of the tales found in the Aarne- 
Thompson catalogue have been in constant oral circula- 
tion since medieval times,33 and Laws has shown that 
most of the ballads recovered in twentieth-century 
America are descended from British sources. 34 The 
ballad corpus of this country consists principally of 
items that were brought here about two centuries ago. 
The American ballad is certainly traditional. 

Yet we cannot consider tradition to be an ossifying 
force. Tradition itself is merely a frame whose 
inward parts are dynamic even when its borders are 
fixed. Eating three meals a day has been traditional 
in Western societies for thousands of years. Yet the 
content and duration of those meals, as well as the 
behavior which accompanies them, have been and remain 
in a constant state of flux. In the abstract, 
tradition maintains a neutral value. 

To return to the American ballads: Laws finds that 
about 20 percent of the American repertoire did indeed 
originate in ~merica. 35 Although these songs borrow the 
traditional plots, structures, and commonplaces found in 
the older British ballads, it is clear t h a t  the  subject 
matter, value systems, and methods of performance have, 
as often as not, been greatly changed. Even those 
ballads which originated in Britain are sometimes trans- 
formed almost beyond recognition by American artists. 
The Scots supernatural ballads, which treat fairies as 
living beings, lost their supernatural qualities when 
the singers crossed the ocean. Thus, the ballad-- 
perhaps the most fixed of all oral art forms--reflects 
the changing beliefs, values, and esthetics of each 
singer and his society. 
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Tradition is neither the enemy nor the antithesis 
of art. Even in its greatest examples, literature is 
also tradition-bound. Scholes and Kellogg find that 
the transmission of written art and the development of 
any given writer depend on a process nearly identical 
to that found in oral art: 

Artists learn their craft from their predecessors 
to a great extent. They begin by conceiving of 
the possibilities open to them in terms of the 
achievements they are acquainted with. 36 

There is some question as to whether art can exist 
in any form without tradition. A number of formulaic 
cues are necessary simply to set art apart from reality. 
When those cues are not given and the audience mistakes 
art for reality--as in the famous case of Orson Welles' 
radio broadcast of --- War of the Worlds--one is justified 
in asking if the result can be called art at all. Per- 
haps modern literary art has a wider inventive license 
than does oral art, but perhaps we are simply so inured 
to our traditional cues that we take them for granted. 
As Virginia Woolf once remarked, one of the primary 
qualities of any book is its tactility: it can be held 
in the hand; it physically resembles a package for ideas 
and dreams. Through such practices as bookmaking, as 
well as the more frequently discussed phenomenon of 
literary form, we use tradition to help us define 
literary art. 

Literature is as tradition-bound as folklore. The 
"laws" which govern the execution of a Greek play, a 
French neoclassical drama, or a Petrarchan sonnet are 
at least as rigid as the "epic laws" which help set the 
patterns of folktales.37 Though there has been a 
relaxing of traditional rules in the recent creations 
of elite artists--for example, the poems of Ezra Pound, 
or the fiction of James Joyce--such artists have 
removed themselves from a frame of reference which 
would allow the majority of contemporaries to under- 
stand them. There is no wide social base for under- 
standing Pound; by ignoring the traditions shared by 
most speakers of English, digging into classical 
literature for sources, and arranging his materials in 
an idiosyncratic way, he has created an art which must 
be intensively studied to be understood. Thus, art 



ceases  t o  communicate when i t  is  sepa ra t ed  from i t s  con- 
vent ions .  

The l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  o f t e n  argues t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  
a r t  t ranscends t h e  boundaries  of t r a d i t i o n . 3 8  This  may 
w e l l  be t r u e ,  bu t  Chaucer, f o r  example, d id  no t  
t ranscend t r a d i t i o n  by ignor ing  i t .  The p l o t s  and 
a c t o r s  of h i s  g r e a t e s t  poems f a l l  w e l l  w i th in  t h e  
express ive  boundaries  of h i s  n a t i v e  traditions--romance, 
dream v i s i o n ,  f a b l i a u .  S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  b e s t  t a l e t e l l e r s  
do n o t  deny t h e i r  patrimony, b u t  r a t h e r  u t i l i z e  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n s  a t  hand. They a l s o  can be s a i d  t o  
11 t ranscend" t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n s .  But n e i t h e r  Chaucer nor  
t h e  I r i s h  f o l k  n a r r a t o r  Eamon O'Burc is  any l e s s  
t r a d i t i o n a l  f o r  having used t h e  r u l e s  of h i s  genre 
more i nven t ive ly  than o t h e r  a r t i s t s  have. 

U n t i l  very r e c e n t l y  i n  human h i s t o r y ,  t h e  
l i t e r a t e  a s  w e l l  a s  t he  o r a l  a r t i s t  l i v e d  by t h e  
e s t h e t i c  t h a t  " f ami l i a r  s t o r i e s  a r e  always t h e  b e s t . "  
Most of Chaucer 's  Canterbury Ta les  a r e  borrowed i n  p a r t  
o r  i n  f u l l  from e a r l i e r  au tho r s  and t e l l e r s :  t he  
g r e a t e s t  medieval Engl ish a r t i s t  may never have 
invented a  p l o t  of h i s  own.39 For Chaucer, a s  f o r  t h e  
major i ty  of o r a l  a r t i s t s  i n  our  t ime,  c r e a t i v i t y  l a y  
no t  i n  t h e  i nven t ions  of new p l o t s  bu t  i n  t h e  master- 
f u l  r e t e l l i n g  of a  s t o r y  w e l l  known t o  i t s  hea re r s .  

Only r e c e n t l y  have au tho r s  and audiences craved 
t h e  c r e a t i o n  of new s t o r i e s .  And even i n  t he se  l a t t e r  
days,  t r a d i t i o n  has  n o t  disappeared;  i t  simply has  
assumed a  d i f f e r e n t  form. The Vic to r i an  nove l ,  t h e  
s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n  e p i c ,  t h e  w e s t e r n ,  t h e  well-made p lay  
of Sc r ibe  and Ibsen--al l  have c e r t a i n  a r t i s t i c  con- 
vent ions  and boundaries which d i c t a t e  t o  a  l a r g e  
e x t e n t  t h e  d i s p o s i t i o n  of t h e  "new" material which i s  
c a s t  i n t o  t h e  s t o r y  mold. I n w e s t e r n s  and mys t e r i e s ,  
t h e  same thematic  concerns and p l o t  con f igu ra t i ons  
crop up r e c u r r e n t l y ,  though each new product i s  
s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  one which preceded i t .  
The f i x i t y  of w r i t t e n  t e x t s  and t h e  r e s u l t a n t  
phenomenon of copyr igh t  have fo rced  a r t i s t s  of t h e  
w r i t t e n  word t o  seek  c r e a t i v i t y  on t h e  s u p e r f i c i a l  
l e v e l  of p l o t .  Now t h a t  l awsu i t s  have e s t a b l i s h e d  
t h a t  a  p l o t  invented by one man cannot be  used by 
another ,  w e  must expect  t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  w i l l  



c o n t i n u e  on i t s  c o u r s e  of t h e  las t  300 y e a r s  .40 

Thus, t h e  f a c i a l  v a r i e t y  of rqodern l i t e r a t u r e  makes 
i t  seem more c r e a t i v e  t h a n  o r a l  a r t .  But,  a s  any a v i d  
r e a d e r  of E l i z a b e t h a n  t ragedy  o r  modern s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n  
knows, t h e  number of p o s s i b l e  p l o t s ,  c h a r a c t e r  t y p e s ,  
and themes i s  f i n i t e  f o r  each genre .  A f t e r  a w h i l e ,  
t h e  r e a d e r  can no l o n g e r  d e r i v e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  s imply 
from t h e  p l o t s - - a l l  of  which h e  w i l l  be a b l e  t o  p r e d i c t - -  
and must t u r n  back t o  s t y l e  a s  a  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  judg ing  
t h e  work. The way i n  which a  s t o r y  is  t o l d  becomes more 
impor tan t  t h a n  t h e  b a r e  o u t l i n e ;  t h e  o l d  o r a l  e t h i c ,  
which s t r e s s e s  s t y l i s t i c  e x c e l l e n c e  o v e r  i n n o v a t i o n ,  i s  
r e a s s e r t e d .  

A r t  i s  n o t  what remains a f t e r  t r a d i t i o n  i s  sub- 
t r a c t e d  from a  s t o r y .  R a t h e r ,  t h e  v e r y  t e n s i o n  between 
t r a d i t i o n  and uniqueness  c r e a t e s  ar t .  The d i s c i p l i n e  
of t r a d i t i o n  and t h e  freedom of c r e a t i v i t y  a r e  e q u a l  
p a r t n e r s  i n  t h e  performance of b o t h  o r a l  a r t  and 
w r i t t e n  a r t .  

6 .  Authorship .  A l o n g  s t a n d i n g  and i n f l u e n t i a l  
c r i t i c a l  f a l l a c y  h o l d s  t h a t  t r u e  l i t e r a t u r e  is t h e  
c r e a t i o n  of a  s i n g l e  i n d i v i d u a l ,  w h i l e  t r u e  f o l k l o r e  i s  
a  communal composi t ion,  a r i s i n g  a s  i f  by magic from t h e  
c o l l e c t i v e  t h r o a t  of t h e  masses.  Some of t h e  g r e a t e s t  
f o l k l o r i s t s  of t h e  past--most n o t a b l y  t h e  G r i m m s  and 
F .  B. Gummere--held t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  t o  be v a l i d .  But 
i n  t h e  l a s t  f i f t y  y e a r s ,  t h e  communal t h e o r y  h a s  s t e a d i l y  
d e c l i n e d  i n  p o p u l a r i t y ,  and now i t  is n e a r l y  u n i v e r s a l l y  
agreed  t h a t  each b a l l a d  and f o l k t a l e ,  l i k e  each n o v e l ,  
h a s  a  s i n g l e  o r i g i n a l  a u t h o r ,  and t h a t  s i n g i n g ,  danc ing  
th rongs  do n o t  i n  f a c t  make a r t .  

It would be good i f  we cou ld  look  back on t h e  
communal t h e o r y  a s  an  i n s t r u c t i v e  memory, a d reaml ike  
remnant of t h e  s l e e p  of r e a s o n  which can i n s t r u c t  us  
who l i v e  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  t o  look  more c l o s e l y  a t  t h e  
f o l k  i n  t h e  f i e l d  b e f o r e  we draw sweeping c o n c l u s i o n s  
about  them. U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  however, as much a s  t h e y  
l augh  a t  Gummere and h i s  i d e a s ,  many of t h e  most 
s o p h i s t i c a t e d  modern c r i t i c s  s t i l l  r e l y  h e a v i l y  on a  
s l i g h t l y  modif ied v e r s i o n  of t h e  o l d  communal t h e o r y .  
They assume t h a t  f o l k  a r t  i s  f a c e l e s s  and s t a t i c ,  w h i l e  
l i t e r a r y  a r t  is  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  and c r e a t i v e .  
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For example, Scholes  and Kellogg argue t h a t  Homer 

a s  an  o r a l  poe t  and inform us t h a t  " the  g r ea tnes s  of 
Homer is  t h e  g r ea tnes s  of h i s  t r a d i t i o n , " 4 1  What does 
t h i s  mean? One can j u s t  a s  e a s i l y  say  t h a t  Shake- 
s p e a r e ' s  g r ea tne s s  l ies  i n  h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  o r  t h a t  t h e  
g r ea tnes s  of Aeschylus has  a s i m i l a r  source .  And i n  
a l l  c a se s  t h e r e  would be some degree  of  t r u t h  i n  t h e  
c la im,  because some t r a d i t i o n s  a r e  more r e a d i l y  
adaptab le  than  o t h e r s  t o  t h e  exp re s s ion  of c e r t a i n  i d e a s  
which one c r i t i c  o r  ano ther  may wish t o  l a b e l  "grea t . "  

But from what we have j u s t  determined about  t h e  
n a t u r e  of t r a d i t i o n ,  we a l s o  know t h a t  t r a d i t i o n  a lone  
does no t  produce g r e a t  a r t .  No l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  would 
s e r i o u s l y  main ta in  t h a t  Shakespeare was g r e a t  o n l y  be- 
cause h i s  t r a d i t i o n  was. Why, t hen ,  must t h e  f o l k  be 
t r e a t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y ?  

F o l k l o r i s t s  unwi t t i ng ly  have worked t o  r e i n f o r c e  
t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ' s  s t e r e o t y p e  of f o l k l o r e  a s  a 
f a c e l e s s ,  uniform t r a d i t i o n .  A s  p a r t  of t h e i r  r e cen t  
i n h e r i t a n c e  from anthropology,  f o l k l o r i s t s  have 
adopted t h e  s t and  t h a t  a l l  i t e m s  of o r a l  a r t  should be 
t r e a t e d  equa l l y .  This  o b j e c t i v e  view i s  praiseworthy 
i n  some r e s p e c t s :  i t  has  f o s t e r a l  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  of 
more a c c u r a t e  f i e l d  t e x t s  and has  revea led  much more 
of t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  s o c i a l  background than  had been 
known be fo re .  But i n  t r e a t i n g  " i t e m s "  of f o l k  a r t  
i m p a r t i a l l y ,  f o l k l o r i s t s  have e r roneous ly  assumed 
t h a t  t h e  f o l k  do t h e  same. This  assumption i s  o f f -  
base .  The f o l k  a r e  no t  i m p a r t i a l  about what they 
l i k e .  

J u s t  l i k e  r e a d e r s ,  o r a l  audiences  have 
e s t h e t i c  va lue s .  Even more than  a l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ,  
the f o l k  o r a l  c r i t i c  exerts an in f luence  on t h e  
a r t i s t ,  f o r  wi thout  a l i v e  audience t h e r e  can be  no 
f o l k  performance. Members of f o l k  groups pe rce ive  
c e r t a i n  s t o r i e s ,  c e r t a i n  songs,  and c e r t a i n  
n a r r a t o r s  a s  b e t t e r  than o t h e r s .  Though t h e  author-  
s h i p  of a given work cannot be a s  o f t e n  o r  a s  e a s i l y  
determined a s  t h e  au tho r sh ip  of w r i t t e n  a r t ,  t h e r e  
is  a v i t a l  concept of ownership i n  f o l k  a r t .  
Spec i a l  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  recognized a s  t h e  owners of 
c e r t a i n  t a l e s ,  and o t h e r  f o l k  a r t i s t s  w i l l  g ene ra l l y  
r e s p e c t  t h e  s u p e r i o r  a b i l i t y  of an  o r a l  a r t i s t  t o  
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t e l l  a  c e r t a i n  t a l e .  I n d i v i d u a l  n a r r a t o r s  can be q u i t e  
p r o t e c t i v e  o f  t h e i r  own works,  even t o  t h e  p o i n t  where 
t h e y  w i l l  n o t  a l l o w  r i v a l  n a r r a t o r s  t o  h e a r  them.4* 

The q u a n t i t a t i v e  methods used by c e r t a i n  f o l k l o r -  
is ts  tend  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  communal concept  of f o l k l o r e  
a s  s t a t i c  and i n a r t i s t i c .  A c a s e  i n  p o i n t  i n  N e i l  R .  
Grobman's r e c e n t  "Theory f o r  t h e  Sources  and Uses of 
Fo lk lo re  i n  L i t e r a t u r e . 1 ' 4 3  Grobman d e v i s e s  a  d e t a i l e d  
scheme f o r  de te rmin ing  t h e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  of an  i t e m  of 
f o l k l o r e  found w i t h i n  a  l i t e r a r y  work. According t o  
t h e  scheme, t h e  most v a l i d  t y p e  of l i t e r a r y  f o l k l o r e  
i s  t h e  " a u t h e n t i c  t r a n s c r i p t i v e  r e p r o d u c t i o n , "  a  
v e r b a t i m  r e n d e r i n g  of " t r a d i t i o n s  as t h e y  appear  i n  
t h e i r  n a t u r a l  c u l t u r a l  m i l i e u  w i t h  l i t t l e  a d a p t a t i o n  
o r  change.  " Grobman s t a t e s  : 

Examples of t h i s  a r e  r a r e l y  found i n  what i s  
g e n e r a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  t o  be " a r t "  l i t e r a t u r e .  
The most famous r e g i o n a l  w r i t e r s  such a s  Mark 
Twain o r  J e s s e  S t u a r t  do some degree  of 
embroider ing a s  do t h e  l e s s  famous r e g i o n a l  
w r i t e r s ,  e .  g . ,  Pau l  Green,  John Voelker ,  
J u l i a n  Lee Rayford,  and o t h e r s .  . . . 44 

The t a c i t  assumption h e r e  i s  t h a t  a u t h e n t i c  f o l k  a r t  i s  
s t a t i c :  Twain and S t u a r t  would be g i v i n g  us  a u t h e n t i c  
t e x t s  i f  on ly  they  d i d  n o t  "embroider" t h e i r  m a t e r i a l s .  
Grobman shou ld  have pondered t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of Twain 
o r  S t u a r t  embroider ing t h e i r  t a l e s  f o r  o r a l  t r a n s -  
miss ion  w i t h i n  t h e  f o l k  group i t s e l f .  Twain, a  
n a t u r a l  o r a l  and l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t ,  would change,  and 
probably  improve, any t a l e  h e  h e a r d ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of t h e  
c i rcumstances .  The a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  Twain's  f o l k  
a r t i s t r y  cannot  be den ied  s imply on account  of h i s  
c r e a t i v i t y  o r  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  t r e a t m e n t  of a  s t o r y  h e  
may have t o l d  o r a l l y  i n  much t h e  same way. Grobman's 
scheme f o r  i d e n t i f y i n g  f o l k l o r e  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  ( w r i t t e n  
i n  1975) p e r p e t u a t e s  t h e  f a l l a c y  t h a t  f o l k l o r e  i s  n o t  
a r t .  

The i d e a  of t h e  f a c e l e s s n e s s  of o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  
was c a s t  from o f f i c i a l  f a v o r  l o n g  ago,  b u t  i t  h a s  s o  
p e n e t r a t e d  our  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  no one can deny i t s  con- 
t i n u e d  i n f l u e n c e .  W e  must no l o n g e r  be  c o n t e n t  
s imply t o  admit  t h a t  t h e  o r a l  a r t i s t  i s  a n  a r t i s t :  we 
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must a l s o  s t a r t  t r e a t i n g  him a s  such.  

7 .  Composi t ional  t e c h n i q u e s .  By examining t h e  
a.ct of c r e a t i o n  i t s e l f ,  can we a r r i v e  a t  a more v a l i d  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between o r a l  and w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e ?  

A t  f i r s t ,  i t  was assumed t h a t  t h e  f o l k  themselves  
d i d  n o t  c r e a t e  a n y t h i n g ,  b u t  on ly  adopted t h e  c r e a t i o n s  
of s o p h i s t i c a t e d  a r t i s t s .  Such were t h e  b e l i e f s  of 
Thomas Percy and Walter  S c o t t ,  who claimed t h a t  t h e  
b a l l a d s  were o r i g i n a l l y  romances composed by pro- 
f e s s i o n a l  m i n s t r e l s ,  which eroded i n t o  s imple  songs  
when passed on t o  t h e  fumbling memories of t h e  f o l k .  
Only i n  t h i s  cen tury ,  w i t h  t h e  work of s c h o l a r s  l i k e  
P h i l l i p s  Bar ry ,  Milman P a r r y ,  and A l b e r t  Lord,  have 
f o l k l o r i s t s  embraced t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  i n  an  o r a l  
c u l t u r e ,  every  performance of a  t a l e  or song is  a  new 
c rea t ion- -o r  r e c r e a t i o n ,  i f  you w i l l .  

Lord ' s  o r a l  fo rmula ic  t h e o r y  h a s  made g r e a t  g a i n s  
i n  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s .  It h a s  l e d  many c r i t i c s  t o  t h e  
r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s  do indeed have some- 
t h i n g  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  unders tand ing  of a r t .  
Accordi.ng t o  Lord, each performance of a  Yugoslavian 
f o l k  e p i c  i s  unique,  f a s h i o n e d  spon taneous ly  by t h e  
f o l k  a r t i s t .  I n  o r d e r  t o  compose under such circum- 
s t a n c e s ,  t h e  a r t i s t  must master a vocabulary  and a  
s y n t a x  of t r a d i t i o n a l  e x p r e s s i o n s  which a l l o w  him t o  
p u t  h i s  s t o r y  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  g r e a t  speed.  A f t e r  y e a r s  
of a p p r e n t i c e s h i p ,  f i r s t  a s  a p a s s i v e  l i s t e n e r  and 
t h e n  a s  a  f l e d g l i n g  per fo rmer ,  t h e  accomplished o r a l  
a r t i s t  can c r e a t e  a  powerful  e p i c  song on s h o r t  
n o t i c e .  45 

Lord ' s  conc lus ions  have been applied--sometimes 
t o o  a r b i t r a r i l y - - t o  such f o l k - l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n s  a s  
Beowulf and t h e  B r i t i s h  b a l l a d s  .46 H i s  theory  h a s  
added much t o  o u r  unders tand ing  of t h e  p r o c e s s  of f o l k  
c r e a t i v i t y ;  b u t  because  i t  o f t e n  has  been a p p l i e d  by 
misunders tanding c r i t i c s ,  t h e  o r a l  f o r m u l a i c  t h e o r y  
may l e a d  us t o  draw imaginary d i s t i n c t i o n s  between 
f o l k  a r t  and l i t e r a r y  a r t  as c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s e s .  

What f o l k l o r i s t s  and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  do n o t  seem 
t o  r e a l i z e  i s  t h i s :  i n  a l l  b u t  one of i t s  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  
t h e  Parry-Lord t h e o r y  can be  a p p l i e d  w i t h  g r e a t  s u c c e s s  



t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e .  Every a r t i s t  
must l e a r n  t h e  formulae ,  themes,  and s t r u c t u r i n g  d e v i c e s  
of h i s  t r a d i t i o n .  

Shakespeare  had t o  l e a r n  how t o  compose a l i n e  i n  
iambs and how t o  c r e a t e  rhyming c o u p l e t s  t o  end t h e  more 
impor tan t  s p e e c h 6  of h i s  p l a y s .  Many of h i s  more common 
e x p r e s s i o n s  and c h a r a c t e r  t y p e s  are drawn d i r e c t l y  from 
p r e c e d i n g  p l a y s  w i t h  l i t t l e  o r  no m o d i f i c a t i o n  by t h e  
p l a y w r i g h t .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  grammar of t h e  E l i z a b e t h a n  
s t a g e  d i c t a t e d  t h a t  p l a y s  be  b u i l t  a c c o r d i n g  t o  such  
fo rmulae ,  and a l l  Shakespeare ' s  con temporar ies  had t o  
master t h e  same a r t .  Shakespeare  a l s o  had t o  l e a r n  a  
c e r t a i n  s o r t  of p l o t ,  which cor responds  t o  t h e  "composi- 
t i o n  by theme" p r a c t i c e d  by Yugoslavian e p i c  s i n g e r s .  
Each t ragedy  had t o  have f i v e  a c t s ,  w i t h  a r e v e r s a l  of 
f o r t u n e  i n  Act 111, a p a r t i a l  r ecovery  i n  Act I V ,  and a 
d e v a s t a t i n g  denouement i n  Act V .  Each comedy r e q u i r e d  a" 
s u b p l o t  m i r r o r i n g  t h e  main p l o t ,  though i n  a  more 
f a r c i c a l  v e i n .  S i n c e  t h e  E l i z a b e t h a n  conedy s t r u c t u r e  
was a r e c e n t  development i n  h i s  t i m e ,  Shakespeare  o f t e n  ' 

had t o  combine two o r  more s o u r c e s  t o  shape  h i s  comedies 
a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  r u l e s  p r e s c r i b e d  f o r  him. For Shake- 
s p e a r e ,  a s  f o r  any p e r s i s t e n t  c r e a t i v e  a r t i s t ,  t h e  
mastery  of s t r u c t u r i n g  t e c h n i q u e s  grew w i t h  e x p e r i e n c e ,  
and h i s  combinat ion of comic s u b p l o t s  was f a r  more 
s u c c e s Q u l  toward t h e  end of h i s  c a r e e r  t h a n  i n  i t s  
beg inn ing .  

Most of t h e  g r e a t  a r t i s t s  of E n g l i s h  l i t e r a r y  
h i s t o r y  have composed t h e i r  s t o r i e s  f o r m u l a i c a l l y .  For  
Chaucer and Mi l ton ,  a r t  l a y  f i r s t  i n  a submiss ion t o  t h e  
f o r m u l a i c  r u l e s  of p o e t r y  and genre .  The d i s c i p l i n e  
r e q u i r e d  f o r  t h e  s u c c e s s  of a r t  i s  reached p r i m a r i l y ,  
and perhaps  e n t i r e l y ,  from t h e  r e p e a t e d  a p p l i c a t i o n  of 
t r a d i t i o n a l  r u l e s .  

And though t h e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  h a s ,  i n  t h e o r y ,  f a r  
more t ime  t o  c r e a t e  h i s  a r t i s t i c  p roduc t  t h a n  does  t h e  
o r a l  a r t i s t ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  n o t  n e a r l y  s o  g r e a t  as 
one would at f i r s t  e x p e c t .  Once a  l i t e r a r y  w r i t e r  h a s  
mastered f o r m u l a i c  compos i t ion ,  h e  can proceed w i t h  
i n c r e d i b l e  speed.  I n  t h e  f e v e r  p i t c h  of c r e a t i o n ,  
Ba lzac ,  Dickens ,  and Dostoevsky wro te  a lmos t  as q u i c k l y  
a s  t h e y  cou ld  t a l k ,  and a p p a r e n t l y  d i d  s o  w i t h  no 
measurable  r e l a x a t i o n  o f  a r t i s t i c  q u a l i t y .  To ex tend  



t h e  comparison t o  Baroque music--another h igh ly  
formulaic  "wr i t  ten" a r t  f orm--one can c a l l  upon Bach 
(who wrote  a c a n t a t a  a week) and Handel (who wrote  - The 
Messiah i n  twenty-three days) t o  t e s t i f y  t o  t h e  f a c t s  
t h a t  formulaic  conpos i t ion  is  n o t  unique t o  t h e  f o l k ,  
and t h a t  r ap id  formulaic  composition i s  no s t r a n g e r  t o  
g r e a t  a r t .  

On t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of t h i s  a r t i f i c i a l  boundary, t h e  
spon tane i ty  of o r a l  performance has been g r e a t l y  
exaggerated.  Anyone who imagines t h a t  t h e  l i n e s  of a 
Yugoslav e p i c  simply pop i n t o  t h e  s i n g e r ' s  head a s  he 
opens h i s  mouth t o  perform, and t h a t  t h e  words and 
themes simply l eave  h i s  head when he s t o p s  s ing ing ,  i s  
sad ly  mistaken. Lord has  shown t h a t  even t h e  most 
t r a d i t i o n a l .  of o r a l  bards  do indeed memorize c e r t a i n  
passages--often t h e i r  own creations--and r epea t  them 
verbat im i n  each performance of a given work. Each 
s i n g e r  has  h i s  own s tock  of exp re s s ive  formulae,  
drawn from yea r s  of experience and experimentat ion,  
which he remembers from song t o  song. A s  a case  i n  
p o i n t ,  cons ider  Avdo ~ e d e d o v i c ,  whom Lord considered 
t h e  g r e a t e s t  of t h e  Yugoslav s i n g e r s .  On one occas ion ,  
Par ry  and Lord asked Avdo t o  l i s t e n  t o  another  s i n g e r  
perform an e p i c  which Avdo had never heard be fo re .  
Then, without  warning, t h e  s c h o l a r s  asked him i f  he 
could s i n g  t h e  new song. Avdo produced a magnif icent  
epic--twice a s  long a s  t he  t a l e  he had heard and much 
s u p e r i o r  t o  i t  a s  a work of a r t .  But obviously Avdo 
d id  no t  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  e x a c t l y  a s  he had heard it-- 
nor  d i d  he t r y .  He remembered and r e t o l d  t h e  p l o t  
o u t l i n e  of t h e  new song. I n  embroidering t h e  s t o r y ,  
he  used a l l  t h e  persona l  e s t h e t i c  devices  which he 
had developed i n  yea r s  of s i ng ing .  He borrowed one 
scene a f t e r  another  from h i s  e a r l i e r  works, f l e s h i n g  
o u t  t h e  ske l e ton  of t h e  new p l o t  w i th  formulae and 
passages which he  himself had c r ea t ed  and performed 
many t i m e s  before .  The r e s u l t  can ha rd ly  be c a l l e d  
spontaneous composition; r a t h e r ,  i t  i s  t h e  product 
of yea r s  of p r a c t i c e ,  exper ience ,  d i s c i p l i n e ,  and 
t h e  c r e a t i v e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  r u l e s .  
Avdo had rehearsed  h i s  "new" song f o r  f o r t y  yea r s  .47 

Formulaic composition--written a s  w e l l  a s  oral--  
cont inues  today. Agatha C h r i s t i e ,  acknowledged a s  one 
of t h e  g r e a t e s t  modern mystery w r i t e r s ,  was a l s o  one 
of t h e  most p r o l i f i c .  The speed wi th  which P.  G .  
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Wodehouse wro te  h i s  comic n o v e l s  o f  manners d i d  n o t  
d e t r a c t  from t h e i r  q u a l i t y .  Today, a s  i n  every  o t h e r  
a g e ,  f o r m u l a i c  composi t ion can be  w e l l  o r  p o o r l y  done; 
b u t  i t  remains an  i n t r i n s i c  q u a l i t y  of a r t - -no t  j u s t  
o r a l  a r t ,  b u t  a l l  a r t  o f  any v a l u e .  

The d i f f e r e n c e  between o r a l  and w r i t t e n  compos i t ion  
does  n o t  l i e  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l i t y ,  t h e  p r e s e n c e  of fo rmulae ,  
o r  t h e  speed of composi t ion.  The r e a l  boundary rests i n  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  o r a l  a r t i s t  c r e a t e s  h i s  work b e f o r e  a 
l i v e  a u d i e n c e ,  w h i l e  t h e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  composes i n  
s i l e n c e .  

8. Audience. Most of t h e  boundar ies  p r e v i o u s l y  
s e t  up t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  f o l k l o r e  from l i t e r a t u r e  do n o t  
i n  f a c t  e x i s t .  Among t h e  c r i t e r i a  examined h e r e ,  o n l y  
t h r e e ,  a s  most ,  a r e  v a l i d :  (1) The most obvious  
d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h e  f i x i t y  of t h e  w r i t t e n  t e x t ,  which 
g i v e s  i t  a t e n a c i t y  no s i n g l e  o r a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  can 
match. The two o t h e r  c r i t e r i a  can be used on ly  t o  
d i s t i n g u i s h  o r a l  a r t  from t h e  w r i t t e n  a r t  of t h e  l a s t ,  
t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s :  (2 )  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  a n  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n  
must have a  unique p l o t ,  and ( 3 )  t h e  tendency of t h e  
w r i t t e n - n a r r a t i v e  a r t i s t  t o  s u b o r d i n a t e  t h e  e s t h e t i c  o f  
a c t i o n  t o  t h e  e s t h e t i c  of r e f l e c t i o n .  These l a s t  two 
c r i t e r i a  a r e  new t o  l i t e r a t u r e  s i n c e  Shakespeare ' s  day 
b u t  can t r u t h f u l l y  be s a i d  t o  i n d i c a t e  a  v a l i d  
d i f f e r e n c e  a t  t h i s  t ime. They a r e  n o t  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  
c a u s e s  of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e ,  b u t  merely a r e  symptoms of t h e  
pr imary cause .  I t  i s  t o  t h e  aud ience  t h a t  we must t u r n  
t o  f i n d  t h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  boundary between t h e  p r i n t e d  
and t h e  spoken work o f  a r t .  

Here i s  a  d i f f e r e n c e  which i s  t r u l y  enormous and 
which i s  t r u e , n o t  s imply f o r  one p e r i o d  of h i s t o r y  o r  
one given l o c a t i o n ,  b u t  f o r  a l l  t imes  and p l a c e s .  The 
o r a l  n a r r a t i v e  cannot  e x i s t  w i t h o u t  an  aud ience .  T h i s  
aud ience  o f t e n  de te rmines  which s t o r y  t h e  n a r r a t o r  w i l l  
t e l l ,  how long  t h e  s t o r y  w i l l  b e ,  and whether  t h e  t e l l e r  
w i l l  b e  p e r m i t t e d  t o  f i n i s h  h i s  t a l e  a t  a l l .  For t h e  
f o l k  a r t i s t ,  a r t i s t r y  c o n s i s t s  n o t  simply i n  e s t h e t i c  
t r a i n i n g ,  b u t  i n  s o c i a l  t r a i n i n g  as w e l l .  H i s  a u d i e n c e  
h a s  a  g e n e r a l i z i n g  e f f e c t  on h i s  method of composit ion--  
t h e  s t o r y  must l i t e r a l l y  p l e a s e  everyone.  The t a l e  w i l l  
be  comprehensible  t o  a l l ,  embracing i s s u e s ,  c o n f l i c t s ,  
and s c e n e s  which can be r e a d i l y  recognized  and s h a r e d  by 



everyone who h e a r s .  No m a t t e r  how deeply  i n t o  
p e r s o n a l  ph i losophy  t h e  n a r r a t o r  may wish t o  p robe ,  
no m a t t e r  how much of hi.mself h e  may wish t o  r e v e a l ,  
h e  must f i r s t  and foremost  g a i n  t h e  unders tand ing  and 
a p p r o v a l  of h i s  l i s t e n e r s .  The c e l e b r a t e d  a c t i o n  
e s t h e t i c  of t h e  t a l e  i n s u r e s  such a  performance.  The 
f a m i l i a r  s t o r y ,  t e s t e d  by g e n e r a t i o n s  and shaped i n  
t h e  h e a t  of t h e  s o c i a l  c r u c i b l e ,  i s  t h e  on ly  p l a c e  t h e  
a r t i s t  can s t a r t ;  and i t  is  t o  t h e  time-honored t a l e s  
t h a t  he  w i l l  r e t u r n  a g a i n  and a g a i n .  

A s  h e  grow i n  competence, t h e  n a r r a t o r  l e a r n s  t o  
b e t t e r  r each  t h e  d e p t h s  of t h e  community and t o  
i n v o l v e  himself  w i t h  i t ,  s o  t h a t  h e  t a k e s  on a  s o r t  of 
ownership of t h o s e  t a l e s  which h e  t e l l s  b e s t .  Th i s  
ownership is  a  mutual d e c i s i o n  d i c t a t e d  b o t h  by t h e  
s k i l l  of t h e  t e l l e r  and by t h e  v a l u e s  of a  v e r y  
c r i t i c a l  a u d i e n c e ,  P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  t h e  o r a l  a r t i s t  owns 
o n l y  what h e  s h a r e s  w i t h  h i s  l i s t e n e r s ;  t h e  t a l e  i s  h i s  
o n l y  i n s o f a r  as i t  is  t h e i r s ,  

Some s t u d e n t s  of f o l k l o r e  and l i t e r a t u r e  now a r e  
t r y i n g  t o  b r i d g e  t h e  gap between t h e  two ar t  forms 
through t h e  use  of communications models. Most 
a p p l i c a t i o n s  o f  such models t o  o r a l  a r t  have f a i l e d  
mise rab ly  because  they  have s t r e s s e d  t h e  i d e a  o f  i n t e r -  
a c t i o n  w i t h o u t  heed ing  t h e  i d e a  of s o c i a l  cons ens^^^ 

p- 

T t  i s  f a s h i o n a b l e  now t o  propose t h a t  f o l k l o r e  and- 
l i t e r a t u r e  a r e  s i m i l a r  o r  i d e n t i c a l  because  they a r e  
b o t h  forms of i n t e r p e r s o n a l  communication. I n  a  
r e c e n t  a r t i c l e ,  Dow and Sandrock c l a i m  t h a t  P e t e r  
Rosegger ' s  n o v e l  Erdsagen may b e  cons idered  f o l k l o r e  
because  

Rosegger ( t h e  a u t h o r / e n c o d e r )  i s  i n t e r a c t i n g  
d i r e c t l y ,  i . e . ,  f i r s t h a n d ,  i n  a one-to-one 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  aud ience  ( r e a d e r l d e c o d e r ) ,  
i n  o r d e r  t o  i n i t i a t e  t h e  l a t t e r  i n t o  a  s e t  of 
v a l u e s  which he  c o n s i d e r s  t o  be  d e s i r a b l e ,  . . . 
I f  " f i r s t h a n d "  i s  i n t e r p r e t e d  t o  a l l o w  f o r  t h a t  
dynamic i n t e r p l a y  between two o r  more minds, no 
m a t t e r  how they  a r e  b rought  t o g e t h e r ,  . . . 
t h e n  we have new grounds f o r  s p e c u l a t i o n s  abou t  
f o l k l o r e  i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  49 



Dow and Sandrock's speculation is ultimately groundless. 
First, their interpretation is so vague that "folklore" 
becomes meaningless in this context. By the saine 
reasoning, chlorophyll can be considered folklore, 
because it is the pro.duct of a one-to-one relationship 
between the sun (author/encoder) and a flower (reader/ 
decoder). Second, as general as it is, the model 
violates a basic rule of folklore communication. Oral 
art is intensely interactional, but it is - not a one-to- 
one relationship aimed at teaching personal values. The 
oral performance is a highly structurd phenomenon in 
which the teller, if he wishes to be heard at all, 
must adopt the stylistic devices of his society to lead 
his audience on a fictional voyage which they have 
charted for him. Though the most gifted narrators put 
much of themselves into their tales by universalizing 
their own feelings, they can only be sure they have 
made themselves understood insofar as they share the 
general values of the society. The situation is inter- 
active, but the nature of the interaction is stylized 
and impersonal. 

The physical dynamics of folk art performance are 
so intense that a mass of conventions are needed simply 
to keep art from boiling over into an explosive reality. 
The teller cannot physically distance himself from his 
audience in the way a writer does. At the same time, 
the tales themselves--as Freud, Benedict, Alan Lomax, 
and others have shown50--embody many of the central 
conflicts of the culture from which they arise. They 
frequently involve topics such as incest, fratricide, 
cannibalism, and unnatural cruelty--acts which are 
detested by the culture but which the particular systems 
of tensions in the group lead them to contemplate, at 
least subconsciously. When stories dealing with such 
taboo actions are told to an assembled group, how 
could they be told except with the techniques of 
fantasy? Physical distancing is not possible in an oral 
performance, so the fictions of objective style and 
faraway places and times must be substituted. And 
even then, the narrator, as a carrier of such stories, 
is often subjected to -. social distancing; once he has 
left the house where he has told the tale, he may be 
excluded from the company of those who most admired his 
performance.51 



When w r i t e r s  composed, n o t  f o r  unseen r e a d e r s  b u t  
f o r  l i v e  audiences--as Chaucer and Shakespeare  did--the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  between o r a l  and w r i t t e n  a r t  was v e r y  c l o s e  
indeed.  Today, t h e  w r i t e r  who is s e n s i t i v e  and 
r e s p o n s i v e  t o  h i s  d i s t a n t  aud ience  can approximate  t h e  
s t r u c t u r e s ,  s t y l e s ,  and meanings of o r a l  a r t .  But w i t h  
t h e  development of c l o s e t  dramas,  c l o s e t  n o v e l s ,  
c l o s e t  art; an  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  of e s t h e t i c  h a s  
developed.  %is e l i t e  e s t h e t i c  h a s  been e n d l e s s l y  
p r a i s e d  by c l o s e t e d  c r i t i c s ,  b u t  one wonders i f  t h e  
''new art"  h a s  a s  much s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  
a s  c r i t i c s  c la im.  

The w r i t e r  of r e c e n t  y e a r s  h a s  had no v i s i b l e  
aud ience  f o r  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of h j s  works. The "I" which 
i n t r u d e s  i n t o  h i s  work i s  an  e f f o r t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  c o n t a c t  
w i t h  t h e  aud ience  h e  w i l l  never  see--an aud ience  which 
does n o t  s e l e c t  him, b u t  which h e  himself  s e l e c t s .  H i s  
next-door ne ighbor  may never  r e a d  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  book; 
and even i f  he  does ,  h e  may d i s l i k e  i t  i n t e n s e l y .  On 
t h e  o t h e r  hand, such c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  may never  even e n t e r  
t h e  a u t h o r ' s  mind. He may c o n f e s s  and p o r t r a y  on paper  
a c t s  which h e  might never  t e l l  a l o u d ,  o r  which h i s  
ne ighbors  may never  a l l o w  him t o  t e l l .  The s o c i a l  
f u n c t i o n  of h i s  a r t  h a s  been degraded e n t i r e l y .  
I n s t e a d  o f  t e l l i n g  t a l e s  t o  h i s  f r i e n d s  i n  o r d e r  t o  
make s h a r e d  work more b e a r a b l e  or s h a r e d  l e i s u r e  more 
f u l f i l l i n g ,  t h e  new a u t h o r  w r i t e s  s t o r i e s  which a r e  
r e a d  on ly  by i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  and o f t e n  r e a d  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  a s  an  excuse  t o  avo id  t h e  company of 
f r i e n d s  and ne ighbors .  By p r o c e s s ,  w r i t t e n  a r t  i s  
d i s t i n c t l y  a n t i s o c i a l .  

The c e l e b r a t e d  mimetic q u a l i t y  of g r e a t  a r t  l i t e r a -  
t u r e ,  i t s  " t r u t h  of s e n s a t i o n "  a s  expressed  i n  h i g h l y  
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  works,  i s  i n  f a c t  no more h i g h l y  
developed t h a n  t h e  e s t h e t i c  of t h e  f o l k t a l e ;  r a t h e r ,  i t  
i s  t h e  imaginary replacement  of a van i shed  community, 
a  s i g n e d  paper  document which r e c o r d s  t h e  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  
of s o c i e t y .  The "I" of t h e  mimetic a u t h o r  i s ,  f o r  a l l  
who r e a d  h i s  works,  o u r  on ly  conpensa t ion  f o r  t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  we are a l o n e .  
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