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The academic study of folklore  i n  Br i ta in  owes i ts  heritage, as Professor 
Dorson reminds us, t o  the  Br i t i sh  i n t e r e s t  i n  an t iqu i t i es  from the sev- 
enteenth century onward. National sentiment, as ear ly  as the  reign of 
Elizabeth I, played a major ro l e  i n  the quest f o r  evidence of England's 
h i s to r ic  past ,  a quest which l a t e r  was t o  evolve i n to  an organized aca- 
demic invest igat ion of such a wide range of phenomena t h a t  i t s  nine- 
teenth century devotees would, i n  a l l  likelihood, no longer recognize 
it. This i s  a most for tunate  development. 

One of t he  major charac te r i s t i cs  of nineteenth century folklore  scholar- 
ship was i t s  atomistic approach t o  the  study of t r ad i t i ona l  survivals. 
Th is  is evident not only i n  the  plethora of collectanea but a l so  i n  the  
scholarly def ini t ions  of folklore,  which consisted primarily of lists 
tha t  p a r a l l e l  the c l a s s i c a l  poetic catalogues of ships and flowers i n  
t h e i r  lengthcand detai1,Even today many of t he  contributions t o  the  "def- 
i n i t i o n  game" s t i l l  r e t a i n  much of the  e a r l i e r  "pebble-countingt' a t t i t ude  
toward the  f i e ld .  It is  only very recent ly  t h a t  f o lk lo r i s t s  themselves 
have come t o  see t h e i r  own f i e l d  as a dynamic and extremely important 
aspect of human behavior. For some inexplicable reason, scholars i n  
other  areas, such a s  anthropology and psychology, came t o  t h i s  realiza- 
t i o n  much e a r l i e r  and began t o  examine folklore  a s  an i n t eg ra l  par t  of 
human l i f e  . 
Professor Dorson's voluminous contribution t o  folklore scholarship, 
The Br i t i sh  Folklorists:  A History, w i l l  no doubt become a standard - 
reference work f o r  s t u d e n 6  i n  folklore.  For t h i s  reason it should be 
careful ly  examined by students of the  f i e ld ,  w i t h  close a t t en t ion  paid 
t o  i t s  form as well a s  i t s  content. For it is Professor Dorsonts s ty le ,  
even more than the  content of h i s  work, which reveals h i s  posi t ion as 
a proponent of the  continuing t r a d i t i o n  of an atomistic approach t o  the 
study of expressive culture.  One cannot c r i t i c i a e  the  author f o r  any 
lack of d e t a i l  i n  h i s  work. Indeed, almost twenty years of h i s  l i f e  were 
dedicated t o  discovering the  f a c t s  behind the  b i r t h  and growth of folk- 
l o r e  in  Britain.  However, it is precise ly  within t h i s  abundance of de- 
t a i l  t h a t  even the  enthusias t ic  reader may occasionally f i nd  himself 
mired. The over-all development of the  disc ipl ine  of folklore  is  of- 
t en  l o s t  t o  t he  reader i n  the  profusion of in te res t ing  but minor names, 
t i t l e s ,  and quotations. 

Another s t y l i s t i c  pecu l ia r i ty  i n  the  book creates  a d i f f i cu l t y  i n  the 
mind of t h i s  reviewer. It seems as  i f  t he  author's many years of inves- 
t iga t ion  have somehow influenced h i s  s t y l e  of writ ing i t s e l f .  Unlike 
t ha t  of h i s  previous works, the prose of - The Br i t i sh  Folklor is ts  ap- 
pears couched i n  the  l i t e r a r y  s t y l e  of the nineteenth century, a fac tor  
which of ten  creates ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  t h i s  reader, a problem of dis t in-  
guishing between the  author 's  own commentary and t h a t  of hi8 subjects. 
A s t r i k ing  example of t h i s  confusion occurs a t  the  beginning of the  chap- 



t e r  on "The Overseas Folklor is ts"  : 

Unlike Austral ia and Africa, the  homes of savages, India 
offered the  specia l  charm of an ancient high cul ture  
lurking behind the nineteenth-century r e a l i t i e s  of Hindu 
v i l l age  cas tes  and aboriginal  h i l l  t r ibes .  (pp. 333-3341 

Is it P r o f e s ~ o r  Lbrson o r  the  nineteenth century f o l k l o r i s t s  who espouse 
the a t t i t ude  t ha t  indigenous Australians and Africans a r e  savages and 
tha t  India ' s  ancient  culture is  charming? The author makes no dis t inc-  
tion. I n  fac t ,  the  book i s  fraught with ornate and overgenteel phrases 
that  a r e  now regarded a s  the  hallmarks of Edwardian l i t e r a tu r e .  The 
question t ha t  a r i ses ,  then, is  t h i s :  has the  author attempted t o  re tu rn  
himself t o  the  period under discussion and narra te  it as  a contemporary, 
or  has he wri t ten  a modern c r i t i c a l  history? One is l e f t  i n  doubt. 

A f i n a l  s t y l i s t i c  comment i s  i n  order. I n  h i s  understandable enthusiasm 
fo r  revealing the  personal i t ies  of the men who made fo lk lore  an object  
of study i n  Britain,  the author appears t o  have l o s t  something of h i s  
sense of proportion. Granted t h a t  the  book is  en t i t l ed  The Bri t i sh  Folk- 
l o r i t s :  A History and not B r i t i sh  Folklore: A History, but  one neverthe- 
l e s s  expgcts--- j u s t i f  iably, t h i s  reader f eel;---that the  bookf s p k h a r y  
focus be t he  "b i r th  and growth of the  idea of folklore  and the  magnetism 
i n  t h a t  idea  f o r  many powerful minds i n  diverse callings.. ." (p. i r )  ra- 
ther  than the  b i r t h  and growth of t he  men who studied it and t h e i r  mag- 
netism f o r  each other. While it i s  undeniably imperative t o  understand 
t h e  motivatio~ls of and re la t ionships  among the  Br i t i sh  fo lk lo r i s t s ,  it 
is a l so  equally important t o  understand how the ideas of these  men were 
re la ted  t o  t h e  i n t e l l e c tua l  framework i n  which they lived. I n  choosing t o  
make h i s  work primarily a his tory  of the  personal i t ies  i n  Br i t i sh  folklore  
research, t he  author has sacr i f iced the  important and illuminating ex- 
amination of folklore  i n  r e l a t i on  t o  other, more recogniaed, i n t e l l e c tua l  
pursui ts  of t he  period. While the  f i r s t  paragraph of the  first chapter 
informs the  reader t ha t  W i l l i a m  Thornst 

successors explored the subject  with an i n t e l l e c tua l  vigour , 
and b r i l l i ance  t h a t  excited a l l  England i n  the  l a t e r  Victor- 
i an  dacades (p, 11, 

the  author uses l i t t l e  of h i s  wealth of deta i led information t o  elucidate 
and substant ia te  t h i s  point. Of the  r e l a t i ve ly  small cl ique t h a t  consti- 
tu ted the  "great  team" of fo lk lo r i s t s ,  none were permanently connected 
with univers i t ies ,  as  Professor Dorson points out. (p. 204) Who then, be- 
s ide  amateur fo lk lo r i s t s  and those anthropologists who had studied folk- 
l o r i c  mater ia l  even before the  work of the  "great team," were r ea l l y  "ex- 
cited" by the  work of these  men? The author deals ra ther  extensively with 
Walter Scot t  and W. B. Yeats, but these  artists, steeped i n  t h e i r  cultur-  
a l  t rad i t ions ,  were exceptions t o  the  ru le  i n  nineteenth century l i t e r a -  
ture. Fleeting mention is  made of Matthew Arnold, regarding h i s  par t  In 
the establishment of a cha i r  of Ce l t i c  Studies a t  Oxford, but  l i t t l e  is  
said  of the  re la t ionship  between the  fo lk lo r i s t s ,  Arnold and the  Cel t ic  
Revival. 

This is  not t o  say, however, t ha t  Professor Dorson has t o t a l l y  ignored 
the social. and p o l i t i c a l  context surrounding the  Brit ish fo lk lor i s t s .  
On the contrary, he presents an excel lent  and fascinating pic ture  of the  



oontroversy surrounding Edward Clodd's p res iden t ia l  addr66ese t o  the  Folk- 
Lore Society i n  1895 and 1896. Here t h e  somewhat suspect theories of evo- 
lutionism and the doctrine of survivals  came face-to-face with the r ight-  
eous force of Victorian Christ ianity.  New f r iends  and new enemies were 
made; among the l a t t e r  was William Gladstone, whose fourth term as  Prime 
Minister had jus t  ended. Gladstone I s  resignation from the  Society, writ- 
ten i n  1896, reveals much of the tension t ha t  exis ted a t  the  time between 
the academic proponents of evolutionism and t h e i r  non-academic contempor- 
aries.  

It i s  i n  t h i s  area of nineteenth century evolutionary theory t ha t  Pro- 
fessor Dorson excelis ,  both as an h i s to r ian  and as a c r i t i c .  H i s  e a r l i e r  
work on the  subject  (cf. "The Eclipse of Solar Mythology," JAF, 68 
[1955J, 393-416) is  here expanded i n to  an examination of m o r i a n  evol- 
utionism and i ts e f f ec t  on the  Br i t i sh  fo lk lo r i s t s  and t h e i r  work. Even 
though the examination is  primarily a r e i t e r a t i on  of the  author 's  e a r l i e r  
a r t i c l e ,  it is  nevertheless in te res t ing  and informative t o  the  student of 
folklore. 

Even the  enthusias t ic  f o l k l o r i s t  (and Professor Dorson is evidently one) 
must objectively---albeit sadly---recognize the  f a c t  t ha t  fo lklore  scho- 
l a r sh ip  i n  Br i ta in  faded a f t e r  1918. I n  fac t ,  it ceased t o  be considered 
an academic pursui t  worthy of an independent posi t ion in  most B r i t i s h  uni- 
v e r s i t i e s  u n t i l  r e l a t i ve ly  recently,  But it was the  regeneration of cultur- 
a l  i den t i f i c a t i on  i n  Wales, Scotland and Ireland, and not simply a sudden 
new i n t e r e s t  i n  the scholar ly  pursui t  of the subject ,  t ha t  was responsible 
f o r  the  estabiishment of such i n s t i t u t i ons  as the  I r i s h  Folklore Corn- 
mission (19351, the  Welsh Folk Museum (19461, t h e  School of Scot t ish  Stud- 
i e s  (1950) and the  Ulster  Folk Iduseurn (1958). However, Professor Dorson 
conveniently pigeon-holes the  fading of folklore  s tudies  i n to  h i s  two page 
epilogue, reducing it t o  a t r ag i c  concomitant of World War I. Is t h i s  
r e a l l y  the  case? There is  no doubt t h a t  other r e l a t ed  d i sc ip l ines  flour- 
ished i n  t h i s  period. Malinowski's work at  the  London School of Economics 
i n  the  ea r ly  1920's i s  j u s t  one example. I n  l imi t ing  himself t o  a two-page 
discussion of - what happened t o  fo lk lore  s tudies  a f t e r  the  war, Professor 
Dorson has conveniently avoided the  more important question of why: folk- 
l o r e  ceased t o  be considered scholarship and has ye t  t o  be resurrected i n  
England (as  opposed t o  t he  r e s t  of t he  United Kingdom). 

However, a more c ruc ia l  i ssue i s  a t  stake i n  t h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  explain the  
demise of folklore  s tud ies  i n  Bri ta in .  For i n  casually mentioning that ,  
"With t he  gradual shrinkage of Empire the  splendid colonial  laboratory 
of folklore  dwindledt' 4401, Professor Dorson has raised,  perhaps un- 
wit t ingly,  a ra ther  disturbing question, one f o r  which h i s  chapter on 
"The Overseas Folklor is ts t '  provides no answer. This is the  question of the  
ac tua l  re la t ionship  between folklore  scholarship and imperialism i n  B r i -  
t a i n  a t  the  tu rn  of t he  century, I n  what appears t o  be a ra ther  naive corn- 
ment, the  author s t a t e s  tha t :  

Two powerful motives impelled t he  overseas fo lk lor i s t s :  a 
des i re  t o  t e s t  i n  a l iv ing  laboratory the  new anthropological 
hypothesis of Tylor concerning primitive man, and a wish t o  i m -  
prove colonial  government through a systematic knowledge 
of subject  peoples, I n t e l l e c tua l  and administrative ends thus 
happily coincided, with fo r tu i tous  r eu l t s  f o r  folklore col- 
lec t ing.  (p. 333) 


