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Some irritations remain. The frequent references to the author's other 
titles seem gratuitous, particularly when the author is so knowledgeable of 
the terms and concepts of other writers. This work does not consider those 
who wish to think beyond the local, those who wish to deepen their 
understanding by moving from the particular to the general. But Myers' 
major message is one of respect for the stories and the experiences which 
prompted them. Ifthis work adds to a broader acknowledgment of the role 
ofthe supematural and of legend, then it has a clear and valuable place. 

ROBERTJAMESSNUTH 
Southem Cross University, Australia 
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Many, if not most, of the :fmdings of folklore research in the earlier decades 
of this century, especially in folk-narrative studies, were published in 
German or in one of the Scandinavian languages, thus not being easily 
accessible in the English-speaking world. Fortunately this debilitating 
situation has, in the last twenty years or so, been alleviated, though not 
completely remedied, by the publication in English translation of the most 
important writings of some of the major exponents of that scholarship, 
like Kaarle Carl von Sydow, Vladimir Propp and Max Luthi. To this 
list has now been added a seminal work by one of the giants in the field, 
Danish scholar Axel Olrik's (1864-1917) Nogle Grundsaetninger for 
Sagnforskning (1921) which has been given the English title Principles for 
Oral Narrative Research by its translators Kirsten Wolf and Jody Jensen. 
As the English title signals, and as everybody who is familiar with Olrik:'s 
famous c:c:epic laws" knows only too well, the Danish term sagnforskning is 
not confined to the study of a genre which tends to be loosely rendered in 
English as legend, in spite of the absence of complete semantic congruity. 

As already indicated, the name Axel Olrik is probably best known as 
that of the originator of c:c:Olrik's Laws," especially as the result of the 
inclusion of an English translation of the original German article in which 
these c:c:laws'' were frrst propounded Cc:Epische Gesetze der Volksdichtung," 
Zeitschrift fur Deutsches Alterthum 51, 1909, pp. 1-12), in Alan Dundes' 
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anthology:. The Study of Folklore (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall:. 
1965, pp. 129-141 ) . It is often forgotten, however:. that Olrik, as he himself 
points out in a footnote, had previously given voice to these "laws:." although 
with different examples:. in a Danish article entitled "Episke love i 
folkedigtningen" in Danske Studier 5 (1908):. pp. 69-89:. and in an article 
"Folkedigtningens episke love'' in Nordisk Tidskrift for Vetenskap, Konst 
och lndistri (1908):. pp. 547-554, after hinting at them in a review of his in 
Danske Studier 4 (1907), pp. 141-142. It is the German article of 1908, 
however, that gave us such basic:. and by now eminently familiar, structural 
notions as the Law of Opening, the Law of Closing:. the Law of Repetition, 
the Law ofThree:. the Law ofTwo-to-a-Scene, and so on, concepts which in 
their very formulation presuppose their super-organic nature from which no 
self-respecting storyteller in oral tradition can escape. A much revised and 
well illustrated discussion of these c.: epic laws'' of oral narrative composition 
fonns the third chapter of the book under review (pp. 41-61):. under the title 
.:'The Structure ofNarrative.'' 

The main impact of this very belated translation should, one hopes:. be 
that the name of Olrik be freed from its limited and limiting identification 
with the formulation of the Hepic laws:." influential as these may have been 
over the years. This is:. after all, the man who, in the first decade of this 
century, founded the journal Danske Studier, founded the Danish Folklore 
Archive, was the co-founder of the Folklore Fellows, and founded the 
Society Danmarks Folkeminder (The Folklore of Denmark):. and who, after 
teaching Folklore at the University of Copenhagen from the beginning of the 
1890s, became the university's Professor of Folklore in 1913. The range of 
topics covered in this book (incomplete at the time of his death), as well as 
his extensive list of publications in the bibliography speak to the stature of 
this extraordinarily influential scholar. 

Having begun its existence as a series of lecture notes that were revised 
each time he gave the same course, Olrik's Principles were intended as .:ca 
comprehensive methodological exposition'' (p. xxiii) of the leading ideas of 
his time. Its six chapters, each divided into sub-sections, deal with such 
major issues as the concept of oral narrative, the character of oral narratives 
as sow-ces, the ccepic laws" governing such narratives, the cclife," transforma-
tion, "horizon," "localization," and survival of oral narrative, the historico-
geographical method, and an attempt at genre analysis. Unfortunately, the 
section on "Folk Legends'' which would have been of the greatest interest to 
students of the Contemporary Legend had not been written at the time of 
Olrik's death but one gets an inkling of what this section might have con-
tained in the Introduction in which the author tells us that the Legend is 
.:cshort, with a single plot, normally one episode and frequently culminates in 
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a character,s terse exclamation. Its two main forms are the origin legend and 
the anecdote,, (p. 3). Although the concept of Contemporary Legend was not 
known to Olrik, and he focuses throughout his book on "origin legends,,, the 
use, by scholars of the genre, of the term "legend'' appears to be fully 
justified by this earlier description. The term "myth," in contrast, to Olrik 
"designates', not form but content, and he describes it as "a narrative that 
concetnS supeiTiatural situations and whose main character possesses super-
human abilities" (p. 5). The current use of the term "Urban Myth" would 
therefore hardly have satisfied his definition. 

Though Olrik, s Principles investigates the wider issues of folk -narrative 
in general, it certainly repays close reading even if one's main interest lies 
in the genre from which this joumal takes its title. The attention he draws to 
superorganic structures and "laws" (we may prefer a less rigid term like 
''trends" or "characteristics") that govem them deserve fuller and more 
detailed examination as to their applicability to the form of Contemporary 
Legends. Such specific application apart, the book under review opens up 
for us a window on the mind of one of the great thinkers and shapers of our 
discipline, and for this we are grateful to all those who suggested and made 
possible its translation. 
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For a number of years, it appeared as if the so-called contemporary legends 
were particularly a folk-narrative phenomenon of the English-speaking 
world, but the publication of collections of such stories from other countries 
has put paid to that misconception. Bengt afKlintberg's research in Sweden, 


