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Until recently, the (U Folklore Archives were in danger of becoming apocryphal.
a mythical beast or a ereature of legend. That is, everyone seemed to have heard of them,
but no-one had actually seen them. Once, a folklorist waylaid me in (he airport on the
way to an AFS meeting to ask, "is it true that the Folklore Archives have been th;own in
the dumpster?” Whereupon another added, T heard they had been shrink-wrapped.”
Clearly, the legend process was at work. I am here to say yes, Virginia, there is an 1U
Folklore Archives. They were never dumped. although they were shrink-wrapped.
Alter a famed past that dates back to the 1950s, and after thirteen years wandering in the

wilderness, the Archives are now back, and will be open for business again in a matter of

weeks.

WHAT'S IN THE FOLKLORE ARCHIVE
20 file cabinets containing some 200,000 field collection transcriptions callected between

1930 and 1980:

custom/belict 26%
proverb 20%
legend 16%
Jokes 13%

folksong 10%



limericks 7%
folk speech 6%

fraternity/sorority studies 2%

Most material is in paper format; there are also a few photographs and a few audiotapes.
The date of the earliest field data in the Archives may bc unmatched by any other folklore
collection,

Within the Archives there are a number of special collections such as the Joseph
T. Hall Limerick Collection; the Roger Mitchell Collection of Micronesian Folktales
(1960s}; the Calumet Region Collection (1975-77): the Gladys Marie Fry Collection of
African Proverbs (1960s); and the Elli Kaija Kongas Collection of Finnish-American
Folkiore. Other spectal collections include folktales and songs from Belize:; Tawi

folktales from India; and Kennedy folklore.

HISTORY

The Archives were established by Richard Dorson in 1957, beginning with the
Michigan State University Collection of 1,000 student field transcriptions prujects from
his American Folklore course at MSU (1947-56). Dorson brought these transcripts with
him to Indiana, but the MSU Archives holds copies.

‘Thereafter the [U Archives were under the care of the 1U Folklore Tnstitute and
statfed by a combination of graduate student assistants and some paraprofessional staff,
In 1980 the Institute received an NEH grant to create a computerized catalog for the

Archives. This was an ambitious project, perhaps ahead of its time; the mainframe



computer database that was created is now obsolete, almaost certainly rendering the
catalog inaccessible,

The Archives were closed in 1990 because there was no staff to run them. In
1992 they were physically moved to the Archives of Traditional Music, but still lacked
staff. Over the next four or five years the associate director of the ATM, Mary Bucknum,
made heroic efforts to obtain grant funding to improve access, but in vain.
Around 1998 the ATM could no longer spare the shelf space that housed the Folklore
Archives, and so they were moved into a campus warchouse (where the file cabinets

were, in fact, wrapped tightly with shrink wrap to preserve them in good condition).

OUR PROBLEM, AND A SOLUTION
At this point the Folklore Archives were on the brink of becoming an orphan.
There was a lot of good will, but no-one had the money or skilled staff needed to open
the archives and keep them open.  In the meantime, we received a small but steady flow
of requests from people who wanted to use the Archives, like the following email |
received in December 2000:
I was a student at [ndiana University during 1988, 1989, and 1990, During that
time, [ did a folklore field work project for an Introductory Folklore class where
my grandmother was the subject. Now, many years later, having moved, gotten
marricd, cte., | have lost my copy of that project. My grandmother now suffers
from Alzheimer's disease and is in a nursing home, therefore, the information she
gave to me...is not only priceless, but irretrievable from any other source.... [ was

hoping you could possibly help me with tracking down that report...



1 replied to this person, as to all the others, that while the Folklore Archives were salc and
secure, neither | nor anyone else had access 1o them at present.  This leiter and the others
like suggest that one of the most important constituencies for ethnographic archives are
not schelars and tieldworkers, but the folk—members of the communities from whom the
material was gathered and recorded.

Clearly, this was a deplorable situation, but tatk did not turn to action until two
years ago, when the 11J Folktore Institute received a proposal from Indiana State
Untiversity to merge our archives with theirs, creating the Hoosier Folklore Society
Archives. This proposal would have meant physically moving the collection to Terre
Haute, effectively removing it from its IU home. The prospect of tosing such a unique
resource finally goaded us into action.

We had failed in our efforts to tind funding or other resources te re-open the
Archives as they formerly were—a separate entity with its own physical space on campus
and a separate staff. Space and money are equally hard to come by, and with each
passing vear in shrink-wrapped oblivion, the relevance of the Archives became less and
less persuasive with funding agencies and university administrators. The solution we
have found works because it relies upon partnerships between existing campus units—in
this case, the Department of Folklore and Ethnomusicology, the Schoo! of Library and
Information Science (SLIS). and the University Archives,

Our partnership with S1.IS began as a separate endeavor, bt it supports the
Archive proposal extremely well. We have established two graduate dual degree

programs between folklore and SLIS; the MA/MLS and the MA/MIS. The MLS



program includes a specialization in special collections (rarc books and archives), in
which the archiving courses are taught by the University Archivist. Students in this

specialization normally include an internship in their program of study.

Solution

As of Fall 2002, we have placed the Folklore Archives under the care of the University
Archives—which means it will bencfit from the expertise of a professional archivist and
trained Archive staff, as well as the resources of the University Archives. Like much of
the University Archives collection, the Folklore Archives will be shelved in the Libraries’
new, state-of-the-art Auxiliary Library Facility (ALF). On request, any part of the
collection will be delivered to a secure location on campus where researchers may
consult it.  This arrangement will ensure that the archives are preserved and stored in a

state-of-the-art environment with ideal temperature and humidity controds tor paper and

A-V material, and using archival guality materials,

The collection will be represented with two types of finding aid: 1} a collection level
MARC record in the Librarics’ online catalog: and 2) a detailed inventory of records in
the collection that will also be mounted on the web. In other words, instead of a
dedicated physical space that is reserved just for the Folklore Archives, they will have a
“virtual” presence on the web. University Archives staff will be able 1o answer queries
that are received, and the Archives has a reading room for users, a published schedule of

hours when researchers can consult the collection.  Researchers wishing to use the



Folklore Archives will now recetve the same level of service as users of other University

Archives holdings.

WHAT HAPPENS NOW

The Folklore Archives material will be transterred into a superior storage space with
other Archives and library collections. The Archives® card catalog has been moved o
the main University Archives home on camps, where it is accessible to Archives staff.
With this initial move. the Archives staff is ready to respond to reference and research
queries concerning the Folklore Archives. Al present, archives staff and graduate
student assistants arc examining and refine the existing arrangement scheme, reviewing
finding aids, and filling in any gaps in the documentation. The goal is 10 make the
Archives as accessible as possible as soon as possible; we do not envision it to be a

closed or restricted collection.

In the near futurc. Archives staff will create detailed finding aids using the Encoded
Archival Description {EAD) standard and mount them on the University Archives web
site, whence they will be accessible by rescarchers from around the world. In the more
distant future, we hope the Folklore Archives will become a central repository for
unpublished primary source materials in the field. If vou have suggestions in this area,

please contact the Archives.

Contact: Phil Bantin, University Archivist

Indiana University Archives



Bryan Hall 201
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Bloomington IN 47403
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