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The Metamorphosing Field of Chaoxianzu
Oral Litera ture

Peace B. Lee

The Chaoxianzu are ethnic Koreans who live in China as one of
China’s 55 ethnic minority groups.1  Defining Chaoxianzu oral tradition is
not a simple task.  In characterizing oral literature, Chaoxianzu and Korean
scholars place emphasis on the process and mechanics of oral transmission,
with its vernacular origin, composition in performance, and artistic
qualifications as important key features (Gang 2002, Gim 1999).  However,
oral performance practices in the field of oral traditions do not fully conform
to that description.  Chaoxianzu collector-scholars (such as Piao Changmo)
are confronted with the dilemmas in which actual “oral” literary practices
that exhibit influences from printed texts and/or other media conflict with
academically construed oral literature.

In general, Chaoxianzu academic approaches to their oral traditions
can be broadly categorized into three types.  The first is the tradition of
active collection and textualization of oral literatures by native investigators.
Second are motif-indexes formulated by scholars (such as Jin Dongxun) and
based on textualized oral literatures; these have supported various
comparative studies between Chaoxianzu oral literatures and those of other
Chinese ethnic groups.  Third, in what is perhaps the most important
category, Chaoxianzu scholars are experimenting with different approaches
to develop a theoretical groundwork for their oral traditions.  Chaoxianzu
scholars are, from prior experience, aware of the danger in blindly following
the theoretical approaches of the West, which cannot reflect the historical
and social contexts of the indigenous traditions.

Within China, the scholarly study of Chaoxianzu oral literature is in a
transitional phase, carefully testing and combining different theoretical and

                                           
1 This article uses the romanization system current in South  Korea, the Chinese

Pinyin system (in the case of the Chinese word “Chaoxianzu”).  In the case of some
personal names, the individual author’s own romanization preference is followed.
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methodological approaches drawn from both domestic and Western origins.
Scholars from different hemispheres have explored oral tradition-related
fields during the past few decades.  Jin Dongxun (Gim Donghun in Korean)
and Piao Changmo (Bak Changmuk) have taken the lead in studying their
own ethnic group’s oral literature and culture.  Piao Changmo’s collection
(Bak 1996) contains numerous stories that reflect Chaoxianzu characteristics
and history.  Park Heh-rahn, a native South Korean scholar living in
America, has examined the relationship between the nation-state narratives
of the People’s Republic of China and the Chaoxianzu narratives of their
own history, and the influences of nation-state narratives on the subjectivism
of Chaoxianzu (1996).  Korean scholars of folklore and folklore-related
fields, such as Im Jaehae and Gim In-hee, are helping to bridge the gap
between the West and the Chaoxianzu oral literary field through analyzing
Western approaches such as performance theory and actively engaging in
fieldwork among Chinese minorities.  Western scholars, such as Mark
Bender, Vibeke Børdahl, and Louisa Schein have carried out fieldwork on
local oral traditions in a number of areas in China.  Although their research
does not directly include Chaoxianzu oral traditions, their studies have
contributed to facilitating a scholarly dialogue between China and the West.

As an “immigrant nationality,” the Chaoxianzu are experiencing
transformation at many levels of their society.  Included in these changes is
the shift in responsibility for acting as tradition-bearers from the immigrant
generation to the younger generations of Chaoxianzu born in China.  One of
the many possible directions in the field of Chaoxianzu oral literature studies
is to closely follow and examine the effects of social changes on Chaoxianzu
oral literature.  Other possible interesting future directions include an
expansion of the above-mentioned comparative studies.  Research in the
images of “self” and “other” expressed in oral traditions within the Korean
diaspora (including the unique perspective of North Korea) may provide a
key to understanding and resolving the different political and historical
agendas within Korean communities.

Ohio State University
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Tibetan Oral Epic

Yang Enhong

In the field of Tibetan oral epic studies there is concern over that fact
that the tradition of King Gesar, which has been preserved among illiterate
artists and audiences and handed down orally and aurally, has waned and
could disappear from modern society.  Like the Greek and Indian epics
before it, King Gesar appears to be losing its status as a living oral tradition
while being retained in written form.  Oral tradition differs strongly from
literary and artistic creation, serving as a dynamic repository for the wisdom
belonging to an entire culture.

Because performers of King Gesar are gradually disappearing one by
one, there is a pressing need for research among these singers.  In Tibetan
epic studies the types of areas being probed are as follows:
 1. The best Tibetan Gesar performers, called divine singers, could
recall the whole story, a feat requiring hundreds, even thousands, of hours.
Because only a few singers are able to accomplish this feat, we would like to
investigate this phenomenon from the perspectives of sociology,
anthropology, oral-formulaic theory, and so on.

2. How could these singers learn such long versions of the story?
Where and how did they acquire the whole story?

3. When the same episode is performed by a single artist, how does it
change with respect to time, place, and various audiences?

Institute of Ethnic Literature
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
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Oral Tradition in Lithuania

Lina Bugiene

Here in Lithuania, it would be difficult to separate the idea of what is
oral tradition, which is most commonly understood as folklore (in the sense
of German Volkskunde), from its studies and research.  Throughout history
the role of orally transmitted folklore in our country has been especially
prominent.  Folklore was regarded as a unique expression of the “national
soul,” and allotted special importance during the national liberation
movements that were taking place in Lithuania not only in the wake of
German Romanticism at the end of the nineteenth century, but also in the
second half of the twentieth century.  The folk singing tradition was
considered especially essential for (and by) the Lithuanians; for example, the
national liberation movement “Sajudis” promoted the so-called “singing
revolution,” which dovetailed with Gorbatchov’s Perestroika.

That is why, probably, the scholarly ideas of what is (or should be
considered) oral tradition stayed petrified along the lines inherited from
Romanticism—much longer than they should have, anyway.  The criteria of
authenticity, archaism, and ethical and aesthetic values were crucial in
determining whether a particular fragment of folklore was to receive
scholarly attention, that is, whether it would be recorded, archived, studied,
and published.  Striving to search out and rescue the folk treasures, which
were conceived as disappearing or dying out, was imperative for the major
part of the fieldwork conducted up to the very end of the twentieth
century—perhaps understandable for a people accustomed to being on the
verge of extinction for centuries, but that’s another question.  Moreover, this
quest for archaism defined to a considerable extent the folk’s ideas about
their own traditions, and the content of those traditions as well.

Yet from the 1990’s onward the situation has been visibly altering.
First, the elderly people from the countryside are no longer considered the
prime sources of oral folk tradition.  Other social and age groups, different
folklore “genres,” the role of folklore in everyday situations, and
transformations and paraphrases of the tradition have also become the focus
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of students and researchers, who in turn have been influenced by modern
methodological and theoretical trends penetrating from abroad.

With society and people’s lives becoming more “open,” and with the
spread of mass media, the conditions for the existence of folklore are
changing rapidly, causing some traditional genres to sink into oblivion and
others to change and adapt to the present situation.  For example, the once-
popular folk legends telling of supernatural beings such as devils, witches,
mythical animals, and nature spirits are being replaced by stories about
inhabiting ghosts, UFOs, or just some vague unidentified forces.  In
addition, all kinds of anti-legends and anti-proverbs are devised and gain
popularity.  Of course, all these changes did not occur during the last decade;
they certainly took longer to “ferment.”  Yet with scholarly attention
suddenly focused on them, it all looks like a breakthrough.

In short, the most monumental change in the field related to folklore
in Lithuania could be defined as “modernization” of the core idea of
folklore.  This fundamental concept has ceased to be envisaged as something
very ancient, inherited from our forefathers, and consequently perhaps a
little boring for the young, and is turning into a living and evolving thing,
created here and now.

Institute of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore
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Translating Lithuanian Poetry

Jonas Zdanys

Translators of Lithuanian poetry hear the resonances of the ancient
dainos as we work to re-create in the new language the music, images, and
metaphorical themes of the old.  The dainos—literally translated,
“songs”—are the earliest incarnation of the Lithuanian lyric tradition, folk
poetry of prehistoric origin that celebrates the drama and cycles of daily life.
Filled with mythological elements and an integral part of Lithuania’s pagan
mythology, dominant in that country until well into the sixteenth century, the
dainos focus on family and community and endow the manifestations of
nature—of which family and community are part—with an active divinity
believed to influence all aspects of animal, plant, and human existence.

That oral tradition has been the shaping influence on the country’s
written poetry.  Though written poetry in Lithuania has had many
articulations—encompassing symbolist, romantic, avant-garde, literary
expressionist, formalist, and neo-romantic strands—at its core it echoes with
the deepest yearnings and expressions of the dainos, sustaining a firm sense
of organic unity with the world, deep feeling for the authority and
consequence of the earth’s simple things, and marked spiritualization of
depicted objects.

Translators of Lithuanian poetry face the question of how to work
with those echoes, with the strong undercurrents of an ancient lyric structure
and thematic impulse of the original text; how to convey what is a subtextual
but powerful sense of culture and place; and how to make vivid in the new
language the evocative mythologies of the old.  Translators also face the fact
that the voice of the dainos, though certainly given life by both women and
men, is distinctly feminine in orientation.

These concerns are continuing sources of aesthetic experimentation
and triggers of linguistic and literary revision by translators.  They became
especially clear for me as I worked on Five Lithuanian Women Poets, my
translation of poems by Lithuania’s leading contemporary women poets.
There were special pleasures in working on those poems and rendering them
in English, especially because I had committed to make a space for the bold
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maturity of voice and vision of those poets, to allow the confidence and
verve of their most recent work to come through at their most urgent and
immediate.  While I have translated many individual women poets before,
my work on the book was the first time I had taken on a focused project of
such sort and scope.  One of the principal matters I came to terms with in
that effort was learning something of how that feminine voice might be
rendered authentically through the vehicle of a male sensibility.  I was
challenged, there, by the tensions of differing worldviews and by a
fundamental appreciation of how men and women poets and translators see
and render the world differently—through variegated image and
metaphorical run—even when working in the same language.
Understanding elements of content and form and how they work separately
and together in a poem was essential to re-creating those women’s voices.
This was a challenge, too, because English is a language and a poetic
tradition much farther removed from its oral roots than Lithuanian.

Capturing and sustaining the resonances of the dainos in my finished
versions was a fundamental goal.  This entailed understanding the role, both
stated and implied, of the old and deep roots of modern Lithuanian poetry
and working to incorporate the expectations and special flavors of that oral
tradition into the new, translated text.  The reward of fulfilling the task, I
think, is a deep and satisfying understanding of how poetry shaped by an
oral tradition rings, at its core, with a telling and definitive humanity.
Questions about how to meet those challenges most fully, how to convey
that sense of the deeply human, render the resonant feminine voice, and
convey and invigorate the old mythologies remain, for all of us who translate
Lithuanian poetry, the core of our continuing aesthetic and structural
explorations in the work.

Connecticut Department of Higher Education
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The Perspective from Folklore Studies

Pertti Anttonen

Coming from the field of folklore studies, I understand by oral
tradition the oral transmission and communication of knowledge,
conceptions, beliefs, and ideas, and especially the formalization and
formulation of these into reports, practices, and representations that
foreground elements that favor their replication.  The formalized verbal
products of oral tradition range from lengthy epic poems, songs, chants, and
narratives to proverbs, slogans, and idiomatic phrases, coinciding thus with
the conventional categories of folklore.  Yet, instead of confining the
concept to the genres of folklore only, I would prefer seeing oral tradition as
a conceptual entrance point into the observation, study, and theorization of
the transmission and argumentation of ideas, beliefs, and practices, including
the construction of various political mythologies in the organization and
symbolic representation of social groups.

As formalized texts, oral tradition calls for the study of poetic
patterning, structure, and intertextuality.  As performance, oral tradition calls
for the study of cognitive conceptualization and modeling, memorization,
and variation.  As argumentation, oral tradition calls for the study of social
function, meaning, identity construction, construction of history and
mythology, claims of ownership, and the politics of representation.  As
tradition, oral tradition calls for the study of transmission, replication and
copying, and de- and recontextualization.  I find all of these approaches
fundamentally important and mutually complementary.  If there is a new
direction to be taken that would further complement them, I think it should
concern the concept of tradition itself, which has tended to be used as an
explanation, instead of being that which is explained.  Although I understand
that interest in oral tradition usually means interest in the specimens of oral
tradition,  the scholarly  study  of oral tradition  cannot do without  analytical
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reflection on the theories of tradition and traditionality that are applied in the
selection, construction, and representation of such specimens.

University of Helsinki,
Institute for Cultural Research
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Stumbling with/over Scripts: Vignettes

Daniel Avorgbedor

Isn’t it doubly stimulating to read about “oral tradition” and “orality”
by entrusting it to the print medium?  Acts associated with media of
communication surely reflect the ontological status of the verbum: plural
voices, pluralistic voicing, and the inevitable symbiosis of routes and genres.
Yes, this is the primary constitution of the “oral,” no matter in which
specific (?) discipline we locate or discourse it.

Ethnomusicology, my primary field of specialization, has long
claimed “the study of music of oral tradition” for itself by ignoring “others.”
Well, as scholarship and the production of knowledge in various spheres of
life have intensified and diversified, we are constantly reinventing ourselves,
tongues, and the field of ethnomusicology.  In my high school days, I
learned the songs of the Beatles and Temptations mainly through their sheet
music, the printed matter (and also through “afternoon jumps” or dance
sessions).  In actual fact, some girlfriends brought the scores to me to play
on the piano for their enjoyment.  In our field methods and techniques, we
(that is, investigator, informant, objects/subjects of the study) probe and
respond, employing the primordial oral means.  A few of us are preoccupied
with the study of “new art music” by Chinese, Japanese, Australian, Korean,
African, and African-American composers; not so much because of the
perforce and persistence of orality, but because the boundaries, materials,
tools, and hypotheses of the contemporary ethnomusicologist are resilient
and voluptuous.  The glare and lure of the oral are now often overshadowed
by the multivocal nature of the objects of study, and by the increased
momentum of the production of knowledge (and quality, of course) on what
were formerly assumed to be predominantly oral musical traditions.

O.K., let’s agree for a while that the music culture of the Anlo-Ewe,
for example, is predominantly oral.  To what extent can we apply the old
canons about oral traditions?  My father was the “bookkeeper” for his
performing and social groups.  He had attended adult (night) education
classes in his late youth and could read and write in his local language.  He
wrote and read records of defaulters, etc.  Then there was his close friend,
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simply known as “Teacher” because he had served as tutor for some of the
“night” classes.  But Teacher is a man of oral tradition, par excellence, and
he worked hard to foster the cultivation of Anlo-Ewe music and dance.  He
also made important contributions by keeping song incipits (that is, writing
down first lines of the group songs ever learned in the oral mode.  Only on
rare occasions he would bring out his scripts and quote a few headings, just
to remind the song leader, during performances.

In my study of the proscribed performance genre known as haló
(1994), the privileges of literacy were usually co-opted to challenge,
chastise, demean, and outperform an opponent group.  Such privileges were
carefully encoded in scripted statements on company or group banners that
were displayed as additional visual and “oral” stimulators.  The tradition of
reading readable banners and scripted satire continues to be a central feature
of contemporary rural and urban Anlo-Ewe musical traditions (Avorgbedor
1998).
 Of memory and continuities: Well, my grandfather was a town elder
who kept vital town records.  He did not read or write, but was able to do
two things: read his old, key-wound clock through his visual identification
and association with the chimes and the positions of the clock arms.  He was
able to read his own name off not just any envelope addressed to him but
that one from his son, in particular.  (His son, my uncle, has nice
handwriting, and the high frequency of the communication between the two
allowed his father to develop automatic reading.)  So, when a seasonal ritual
had to be performed for Mamaya, one of the town spirit guardians, my father
brought from my grandfather’s vaults a half-worn-out manuscript in which
my dad had recorded, in fountain pen and ink, details and procedures for the
ritual.  This one time my dad read out the manuscript to the gathering, who
listened attentively.  There were a few times he stumbled and fumbled,
mainly because of the age of writing, and also due to the fact he was
beginning to forget some of his night-class lessons or skills.  Of course, this
recourse to the readable carries many implications and reflects particular
tendencies and needs associated with predominantly oral and postcolonial
cultures in transition.

These events or anecdotes related here took place between 1955 and
1967.  Today more Anlo-Ewe individuals can read and write, but the quality
of their participation in the “music of oral tradition” has less to do with
literacy levels than with new socioeconomic opportunities.  The levels,
frequency, and significance of the print medium or writing have not really
changed much in regard to the constitution, identification, and experiences
of the Anlo-Ewe “music and dance of oral tradition.”  Such random notes
and anecdotes do tell us not only about the conditions of the performative
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(which is always being redefined), but also the actors, investigators, our
audiences, and how we negotiate what is relevant or advantageous in our
research  enterprises  in  ethnomusicology and related  disciplines,  as  far  as
“. . . of oral tradition” is concerned.

Ohio State University
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Some Reflections on the “Poetry Slam of Radivoje Ili¶”:
Thoughts on the Interplay of the Oral and Visual

Joel M. Halpern

As a retired academic anthropologist, I recently have spent much time
trying to put together some archival fragments of my professional life.  In
this connection I came across some dozen photos taken in the village of
Ora£ac, Serbia.  My wife, Barbara Kerewsky Halpern, a linguistic and
medical anthropologist, and I, a sociocultural anthropologist, have spent
approximately fifty years studying this community, beginning in 1953.

Our last visit was about ten years ago.  This particular series of
photographs was taken in 1975, at which time we shared our researches with
John Foley.  The photographs were of a guslar or oral bard, Radivoje Ili¶, in
which he, by means of a series of graphic gestures, was proceeding to
explain his role in conveying the traditions of the oral epics.

There is now a very considerable literature on this topic thanks to the
generations-long efforts of Milman Parry and his successor at Harvard,
Albert Lord.  These names are well-known to the readers of this journal, not
least through the publications of John Foley.  There is thus little need for me
to expand on their research here.  But what struck me in reviewing these
photos, now more than a quarter of a century old, is the way they pace the
oral recitation—just as, in a similar way, the Poetry Slam photos on the Oral
Tradition Web site (www.oraltradition.org) pace these more recent
recitations.

To say that the spoken word goes with the visual image is merely to
remark on what has been most obvious during the century that we have had
motion pictures and, before that, still photographs (now approaching two
centuries).  But there is, of course, a grammar to the moving image and even
to the analysis of the still photograph just as there is a linguistic order to the
recitation, preserved in the edited texts.  But going from these obvious
coexistences to the complex ways in which oral tradition is communicated
not only through the spoken word but through the visual image, the gesture,
can be a most complex matter.  Still photographs, of course, freeze the
moment while film or video introduces movement.  I would hope that in the
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future we can place more emphasis on these interrelationships between the
visual and the oral.  In doing so we need, of course, to pay close attention to
the audience as well as the performer.  The audience is sometimes part of the
performance, but they are also, especially with traditional oral bards, quiet
and receptive and this can be seen on their faces.

A favorite photo of mine, derived from my fieldwork and which I
placed on the cover of one of my books, depicts a grandson listening
entranced to his grandfather, the guslar, reciting an oral epic.  In my view,
the two merge into one in this photo.  Unfortunately, this once-key bond has
now been severed in too many cultural settings.  But hopefully the student of
oral tradition can also become a kind of archeologist by reconstructing what
once was with a composite strategy—not only by listening to old recordings
but also by carefully examining those photos, drawings, and paintings that
still exist.  I hope that the interrelationship between them may interest future
researchers.

University of Massachusetts-Amherst
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Continual Morphing

Lee Haring

In the cultures of the Southwest Indian Ocean, oral tradition is carried
on by all groups but acknowledged by only some.  For example, in
Mauritius, the Franco-Mauritians, descendants of colonists living unto
themselves on the sugar estates, imagine themselves to have no identifiable
oral tradition, attributing it instead to the descendants of African and
Malagasy slaves (referred to in the census as the “General Population”).
Traditions of these people, called Kreol, are part of a common stock shared
among their counterparts in Seychelles, Réunion, Madagascar, and even the
Comoros (see Haring 2002).  Where cultural policy encourages the writing
of oral narratives in Kreol, as in Seychelles, the boundary between oral and
non-oral is really a territory where oral and written are fighting it out (as the
Russian critic M. M. Bakhtin said in a different context).  In those islands,
oral tradition studies are dormant.  The most interesting new direction is the
growth of writing in Kreol (and Malagasy too, in Madagascar).  Folktales in
the islands characteristically are mixtures; nowadays, their overlapping
channels of communication are mixtures too.  So oral tradition studies will
become, instead, studies of boundary-crossing, channel-switching, and code-
switching, to descry the manufacturing of traditions.

Moving among these mixtures, the oral will still be privileged.
“Readers always want—it’s a Romantic preoccupation, never existed before
the nineteenth century—authenticity.  They somehow believe that if
someone signs a text, that text was secreted by that body” (Serge Gavronsky,
interviewed in Wechsler 1998:83).  Seekers of the oral have a similar belief.
For them, orality is the mark of authenticity.  They believe that if someone
has spoken a text, it has Benjamin’s aura, the “presence in time and space,”
the “unique existence” of the poem or epic (Benjamin 1968:220).  Yet “oral”
is a crude word for the channel through which communication occurs.
Performance-oriented observers must attend not only to a physical medium,
but also to psychological elements, such as rapport or self-presentation, to
sociolinguistic rules restricting communication, and to the continual
circulation of money, people, technology, information, ideologies, and
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images around the world (see Appadurai 1990).  The world we imagine
ourselves to remember as “oral tradition” undergoes continual morphing.

Brooklyn College
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Frame Tales and Oral Tradition

Bonnie D. Irwin

Frame tales, medieval literary works in which characters become
narrators by telling stories of their own, owe a great debt to oral tradition and
transmission.  Oral tradition provides much of the raw material for these
texts, while at the same time providing medieval audiences and modern
readers cues for understanding them.  Frame tales depict oral storytelling
events in such a way as to give modern scholars some hint of how they
might have taken place.  The Thousand Nights and a Night portrays an
intimate storytelling event between husband and wife; the Decameron shows
how people use stories to entertain and to forget life’s tragedies, and the
Canterbury Tales depicts how people tell stories to pass the time.  Thus
influence flows both ways, in and out of the frame, from and toward an
understanding of medieval orality in Europe and western Asia.

In this context, oral narrative tradition means the process by which
stories are composed and performed for an audience.  In a frame tale, the
writer creates an audience in the text, providing a bridge between actual oral
storytelling traditions and a literate genre that aims to depict those traditions.
Moreover, framing structures also underlie manuscript versions of epics and
ballads, leading one to believe that composers of frame tales borrowed more
than just the concept of storytelling traditions from the oral performance
culture.  Many of the stories these fictional characters choose to tell are
traditional stories, appearing in many different cultures and contexts.
Medieval oral performers themselves may have constructed frames to unify
their performances.  The stories, structures, and performance contexts in
frame tales all emanate from medieval orality.

Because frame tales in their manuscript form are clearly the work of
literate traditions as well, the achievement of oral tradition scholars most
important to their study was the dismantling of the chimera of the “great
divide” between orality and literacy.  The idea of a free flow of influence
between voice and text, performance and presentation, establishes a basis
from which a modern audience can read and interpret frame tales.  The
energy created by the interchange among oralities and literacies may also
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explain in part why frame tales were particularly popular in the medieval
period and began to fade not long afterward.  Frame tales thrived in this
particular verbal environment, but later ceded their position to the novel as
verbal artistry became more and more literary.  Oral tradition studies enable
scholars to escape the endless search for intertextual routes for the
transmission of medieval tales and concentrate more on what those tales
might mean.  By focusing on performance and culture, we may approach
frame tales and the tales interpolated within them in such a way as to
understand what they might have meant to medieval audiences.  Manuscripts
provide us with the traces of the past; oral tradition studies bring those traces
to life.

Eastern Illinois University
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Oral Poetry in the Foreign Language Classroom

Catharine Mason

So much of foreign language study has been based on a strictly
semantic approach to language.  A mastery of the basic building blocks of
language—phonemes, words, phrases, clauses—is indeed dependent upon
an understanding of dictionary definitions, grammar rules, and syntactic
formulas.  It is hardly my intention to argue that these lessons are not
essential to foreign language study.  Rather, I will seek to show that this
semantic-oriented view and practice of language must be accompanied with
a more pragmatic approach that includes performance criteria in verbal
expression.  Much of the theoretical, or rather methodological, groundwork
for this approach has been laid down by Dell Hymes, especially in his
seminal study of ethnopoetics entitled In Vain I Tried to Tell You (1981).
Hymes’s interpretation of performance competence allows us to better
identify forms of expression as well as performers themselves whom a given
community will consider competent.  His notion of “breakthrough into
performance” opens up the study of verbal art as a full-fledged event, as
opposed to a series of sounds and phrases that are to be captured on a page
that is studied as an end in itself.  Finally, his method of verse analysis
provides practical guidelines for making oral texts accessible to scholars of
all sorts.

In my classroom we begin with an audio or an audio-visual text that
has already been analyzed for its verse form and stylistic features.  At the
outset of an initial observation of the performance, we discuss sound
patterns, rhythm, intonations, vocal textures, and any sign of meaning that
may be gleaned from the musicality of the text.  Unusual pronunciation
patterns are explained in the oral reconstruction of the text, and we listen to/
watch the performance again.  This second listening allows for a certain
satisfaction on the part of the students as they reinforce their initial
“intuitions” and discover the learned forms (grammatical, phonetic,
rhetorical, and others).  Lastly, a written transcription of the text is provided
and a more thorough stylistic analysis is undertaken.  Reading the text
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allows us to match up sounds that have been difficult to decipher with
semantic references that students may or may not be familiar with.

If all goes well, the students are now in a position to encounter the
performance as poetry.  After a third and final observation of the
performance, they often ask questions about the cultural dimensions of the
poet’s way of speaking and begin to get a feel for the performance arena as it
is reconstructed in class discussion.  They are asked to give their opinion on
the text, to identify the aesthetic qualities of the performance.  Simply put,
why do they like it?  And they always do!

The study of oral poetry is indeed very gratifying for both teacher and
student.  The poetic function, as a universal category, is accessible to
interlocutors using a foreign language, and a study of this function facilitates
immediate comprehension as well as a more profound appreciation of the
culture with which the language is connected.  The use of videotaped
performance is not at all the same as a firsthand experience of such an event,
but it provides an intimate and stimulating encounter with an individual who
is both master of the language being studied and a creative speaker.  The
discovery of oral poetic form requires attentive observation that enhances
comprehension and crosscultural efforts, two key objectives of foreign
language study.  Both teacher and student become audience members, and
interpretation becomes a collaborative effort as opposed to a one-way form
of instruction.
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Oral History

Amy Shuman

Straddling the fields of oral literature and historical documentation,
oral history focuses on ordinary and momentous social events.  Oral
historians confront issues concerning both the validity of oral transmission
as history and the responsibility toward their informants.  The field also
encompasses advocacy-based approaches developed by organizations such
as The U.S. Work Progress Administration Federal Writers’ Project.
Initiated in 1935, this project collected oral testimonies, life stories, and
folklore of ordinary people.

Oral history projects often are designed to collect the stories not told
in official historical documents, and the distinction between official and
marginalized stories drives at least some of the work.  Thus, some oral
history studies have an explicit social change agenda.  Oral historians rarely
remain neutral regarding their relationships with the people they study and
the possible uses of their work.

Michael Frisch (1990) proposes the idea of “shared authority” to
address the question of the relationship between the historian and the person
interviewed.  Oral historians view the practice of making histories as a craft
shaped by cultural and political conventions.  Frisch describes a continuum
with individual authorities at one end and communal collective memories at
the other.  Oral historians both document events and create records of how
events are conceptualized, represented, and interpreted by the people who
experience and observe them.  They are committed to the complex, often
seemingly contradictory nature of events on the ground (see, e.g., Portelli
1991).

As the field of narrative research has proliferated, infiltrating
humanities and social science disciplines such as literature, rhetoric,
women’s studies, anthropology, and even medicine and law, problems in the
world are increasingly described through the lens of personal trauma stories.
The documentation of the stories of disenfranchised and traumatized groups
and individuals results in the encounter between politics and history.  At
issue is whether the circulation of these stories assists the individuals
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involved in healing, in changing their status, or in creating social change.  If
the increasing circulation of such narratives only confirms the marginal
social status of the narrators rather than creating individual or social change,
then all that has been accomplished is an act of display that further distresses
the already tormented.

Some answers that oral history scholars suggest are “shared authority”
(Frisch 1990); “reflexivity,” a merging of the subject and object of research
(Myerhoff 1992); or “conversational narrative” jointly created by the
interviewer and interviewee (Grele 1994).  What differentiates oral history
research from other narrative trauma research is that oral history often
begins with the premise that the research itself presents a potential conflict
over interpretation.  While oral history is not the only field to acknowledge
that research relations are social power relations, it addresses the crisis of
interpretation rather than the crisis of representation.  Oral historians,
drawing on their advocacy-based research inheritance, continue to assess the
human consequences of their work.

Ohio State University
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A Plea for an Interdisciplinary Approach to the Study
of Arab Oral Tradition

Saad A. Sowayan

In reviewing the history of scholarship in the field of oral literature,
we find that the theory of oral-formulaic composition and performance is
one of its most outstanding landmarks.  The application of this theory in its
traditional conception as proposed by Milman Parry and enunciated by
Albert Lord is rather sterile and restricted, however, in that it applies only to
the poetic genre looked at strictly from a formal literary perspective.  It is a
surface-structure-oriented theory with very meager intellectual yield, not to
mention being prone to gross misapplication.  Examples of such limited
approaches and misapplications are the works of James Monroe (1972) and
Michael Zwettler (1978) on the tribal poetry of Pre-Islamic Arabia.

Jack Goody, Eric A. Havelock, Walter Ong, and others have tried to
broaden the anthropological and psychological implications of the theory to
include not only an oral mode of composition but also an oral mode of
thinking and the processes of oral discourse in general.  The discussions
since then have shifted to focus on the oral stage versus the writing stage of
Culture and what effects the introduction of script has on the individual and
on the society as a whole.  The emphasis now is on the examination of the
structure and working of human memory and cognition and the means
through which oral societies store, organize, and retrieve knowledge, pass on
their traditions, and maintain cultural continuity through successive
generations.  What started as an insular theory of textual criticism is now
turning into an interdisciplinary enterprise.  The scholarship of oral literature
has crossed academic boundaries to straddle many disciplines, ranging from
aesthetics to linguistics to communication to psychology to anthropology to
folklore, and many more.  This broadening of the academic base has been
very fruitful in bolstering the theories and methods of the field.  Yet there is
another direction that the field needs to reach out toward and investigate
more thoroughly, namely the connectedness of literature to the rest of
culture in oral societies.
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It was Karl Polanyi (1944, 1959) who first pointed out that in pre-
market societies, the economy is embedded in other social institutions and,
hence, cannot be analyzed as a separate realm.  Organizations carrying out
production are dependent on and derived from other sets of social relations.
Productive units are undifferentiated and tend to be multipurposed, so that
economic behavior is not its sole or governing purpose but just one aspect of
its total activity.  Therefore, in studying traditional economies it is vital to
examine the non-economic aspects, such as kinship system, ethnic
composition, religious ideology, political organization, and other social
forces.

This is what anthropologists call the holistic approach, which can be
fruitfully applied in the study of small-scale traditional and so-called
“primitive” societies.  It is these kinds of societies where specialists in oral
literature usually do their research.  Specialists such as Havelock and Ong
keep alluding constantly to the encyclopedic nature of oral literature, a fact
realized by the ancient Arab philologists who called Pre-Islamic poetry “the
register of the Arabs,” meaning that it contains information on their history,
genealogy, world view, cultural values, and entire way of life.  In other
words, oral literature, like the economy, is embedded and enmeshed with the
rest of culture in traditional societies.  Therefore, literary criticism and
exegesis turn out to be not just linguistic and literary, but mainly
ethnographic.  Literary studies and ethnographic studies merge and intersect
in this case.

Studies by Wallace L. Chafe (1982) and David R. Olson (1977) have
stressed that use of language associated with literacy is “autonomous” in that
meaning is in the text: whatever is needed for comprehension is included in
the words of the text, which can carry meaning all by themselves.  In
contrast, the use of language associated with orality is “nonautonomous” in
that meaning is in the context, in the simultaneous transmission of
information over paralinguistic, gestural, postural, tonal, and other channels,
as well as the contribution of background information on the part of the
hearer.  This is because speakers and writers have different relations to their
respective audiences, the former detached and the latter involved.  The same
thing can be said about oral literature.  Just as we can hardly comprehend a
conversation outside its situational context, so we cannot understand or
appreciate an oral literary piece devoid of its cultural context.  In studying
the total cultural ambience of an oral literary text, we come to understand
fully not only its content and meaning, denotative and connotative, but also
its function, which is usually not strictly artistic and aesthetic, as is the case
in the literary texts of script cultures.  For example, a speech by Pericles is
not intended to be strictly a literary piece; the aesthetic merits of the speech
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are not meant to stand alone, but rather to enhance its public functions.  A
poem composed by a Bedouin chief is not just a poem.  It would be
considered frivolous and unbecoming for a respectable chief to compose a
poem just for its own sake.  It has to have a dignified purpose and serious
intent—to defend a case, lay a claim, exhort to action, declare war, celebrate
a victory, sue for peace, and so forth.  Oral literature is, in a sense, like crude
oil in that there are so many derivatives you can extract from it, but only if
you have good refineries; in the present instances this means sound
methodology and a sophisticated theoretical orientation.  If you do not enjoy
oral tradition as art, you can treat it, for example, as a linguistic corpus or, à
la Jan Vansina (1965), as a historical document reflecting or refracting social
facts.

There are good examples of the application of this holistic approach in
the works of Lila Abu-Lughod (1986), Steven Caton (1990), Saad Sowayan
(1992), and Marcel Kurpershoek (1994, 1995, 1999, 2002) on oral tribal
poetry in the Arab World.  In these works we find linguistic, aesthetic,
ethnographic, psychological, sociological, and historical analyses blended
together to illuminate the true significance of the poetic texts and to
determine their proper place and function in the intricate web of the total
culture.  Such a multidimensional and eclectic approach is not meant to play
down the aesthetic values of oral literature but rather to highlight them
against the whole cultural milieu.  The object is to look at oral literature
from a wider perspective and to treat it with the seriousness it deserves as a
potent social, political, and ideological force in traditional societies.

King Saud University, Riyadh
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“Oral Tradition”  in a Technologically Advanced World

Timothy R. Tangherlini

In the field of folklore, the study of “oral tradition” cannot be an
either/or proposition.  Rather, the responsible study of oral tradition
recognizes the interdependence of both of these concepts: while “oral”
clearly modifies “tradition,” there is an equally important coloring of  “oral”
by “tradition.”

“Oral” indicates both speech and reception, and implies face-to-face
interaction.  With its coloration by “tradition,” “oral” also indicates a degree
of informality.  It does not refer to scripted expression, but rather unscripted
expression, marked by improvisation and characterized by variation.
Although it is tempting to use Woody Allen’s desultory characterization of
“tradition” as “the illusion of permanence” (1997), it is more worthwhile to
view tradition as process—a clear expression on the part of tradition
participants of a “will to permanence.”  Tradition exists wherever the
members of a group intend, either explicitly or implicitly, for their oral
expression(s) to persist.  This acknowledgement of a “will to permanence”
(rather than alleged permanence or age) shifts the focus onto the emergent
nature of oral tradition in performance, and aligns well with significant
advances in oral tradition studies (Lord 1960; Hymes 1975; Bauman 1977).

There are several key research areas that need to be explored in the
coming years.  One of the great advantages presaged by the information
technology boom is an ever-increasing access to properly encoded digital
archives and texts.  Working in a digitized realm allows one to answer broad
questions concerning such things as vocabulary, language usage, and
repetition in a manner far more sophisticated than before.  One can more
fully engage a type of ethnophilology in which lost voices hidden in the
archive or in early texts can be recovered, and one can ask questions that
seemed impossible to answer or even pursue before.  These textual and
archival tools have great promise: they will help us identify the contours of
oral tradition in older texts, they will help us discern previously
unrecognized patterns in the archives, and they will help us shape new
research questions.  The digital archive will also move us away from a
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primarily text-based environment to one that incorporates the aural and
visual components of traditional performance by storing sound and video
recordings.

We need to explore more fully the relationship between “oral
tradition,” “place,” and historical processes.  “Oral tradition” must be
considered within the context of political developments—including
colonialism, the postcolonial world, the impact of globalization, and the
emergent hybridities that mark the traditions of diasporic populations.  We
must also explore the manner in which people use oral tradition to reshape
their physical and social environments (Bhabha 1994; de Certeau 1985).
Moving toward this new “historic-geographic” method is an important and
necessary endeavor.

Finally, exciting developments in the field of neurology present an
intriguing locus for the type of transdisciplinary work that will mark the
future academy (Rubin 1995; Bookheimer 2002).  How does storytelling
map in the brain compared to conversation?  Are there differences in the
functional MRI of an epic singer and an audience member as they hear or
remember a scene?  Does a person who becomes an active tradition
participant early on in life have a different method of physically storing
“tradition” in the brain than other language functions?

University of California-Los Angeles
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Oral Tradition and Folkloristics

Ülo Valk

For a folklorist it is difficult to think about oral tradition other than
through the perspectives provided by our discipline. It is oral communication
that links people into those small groups who create and re-create folklore,
while reading is a solitary activity.  Walter Ong has shown how literacy has
penetrated our oral discourses, but it is also possible to see elements of
orality in written texts (1982).  A folklore performance that has been
transformed into an archival unit still remains a manifestation of oral
tradition.  The main problem in reading these texts lies in our ability to
discern them as a part of the tradition, which remains invisible.  Oral
tradition always implies going beyond the borders of individual creation and
single performances; it means relying upon the words that have already been
spoken and on a dialogical relationship, as noted by Mikhail Bakhtin (1986).
Our object of research is not the text as a singular unit but its relationships
with the rich phenomena beyond its written form, such as the generic,
situational, cultural, and performative contexts.  If we are able to perceive
and study these contexts, we can also comprehend the textual meanings that
are not explicit at first glance.  Text is a gateway into these realms, ruled by
tradition.

There are certain key concepts in folkloristics that mark it as a
distinctive, autonomous scholarly discourse, such as “tradition,” “group,”
“variant,” “type,” and so on.  I find it better not to fossilize them in
international folkloristics as technical terms but to reconsider them time and
again, that is, to maintain the discussion rather than establish normative
definitions.  One of the last great projects of the late Lauri Honko was to re-
interpret the concept of “variant,” which led to shifts in theory, to “organic
variation” as opposed to “phenomenological variation,” to mental text and
textualization, to the corpuses of thick materials that are created through
“collecting of the repertoires of one or several informants in one
community” (2000:15-16).  Such endeavors to revitalize traditional concepts
are essential for world folkloristics.
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“Genre” is another fundamental issue in folkloristcs, both as a
medium of oral communication and a key to understand its past and present
forms.  A crucial step has been made from genre as a tool of archival
classification to understanding it as a form of artistic expression and of
verbalization of a special worldview or a modality of verbal thinking.  Just
as “text” has led to discussing the matters of “textualization,” the same
processual understanding leads us to see “genrification” as a certain kind of
activity.  There is a shift from taking “genre” as a noun towards
understanding it as a verb.

Finally, I mention two more remarkable developments in folkloristics.
Intertextual approaches are in full harmony with other attempts to escape the
search for origins and basic structures as the building blocks of a stable but
illusory knowledge in our field (Tarkka 1993).  Intertextuality and the
dialogical principle of Bakhtin open up undiscovered domains of meaning in
oral traditions.  Secondly, we need critical analyses of the history of
folkloristics, such as those by Regina Bendix (1997) and Diarmuid Ó
Giolláin (2000).  Their works help us understand how the traditions of
folkloristics have been created. Similarly to psychoanalysis, the process of
deconstruction can be painful but it illuminates the past and liberates our
minds in order to proceed.

University of Tartu, Estonia

References

Bakhtin 1986 M. M. Bakhtin.  Speech Genres & Other Late Essays.
Austin: University of Texas Press.

Bendix 1997 Regina Bendix.  In Search of Authenticity: The Formation
of Folklore Studies.  Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press.

Honko 2000 Lauri Honko.  “Thick Corpus and Organic Variation: An
Introduction.”  In Thick Corpus: Organic Variation and
Textuality in Oral Tradition.  Ed. by Lauri Honko.  Studia
Fennica Folkloristica, 7. Helsinki: Finnish Literature
Society.  pp. 3-28.

Ó Giolláin 2000 Diarmuid Ó Giolláin.  Locating Irish Folklore: Tradition,
Modernity, Identity.  Cork: Cork University Press.



ORAL TRADITION AND FOLKLORISTICS 141

Ong 1982 Walter J. Ong.  Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing
of the Word.  London: Methuen.

Tarkka 1993 Lotte Tarkka.  “Intertextuality, Rhetorics, and the
Interpretation of Oral Poetry: The Case of Archived
Orality.”  In Nordic Frontiers: Recent Issues in the Study of
Modern Traditional Culture in the Nordic Countries.  Ed.
by Pertti J. Anttonen and Reimund Kvideland. Turku:
Nordic Institute of Folklore.  pp. 165-193.



Oral Tradition, 18/1 (2003): 142-143

Basque Bertsolaritza

Linda White

What is oral tradition within Basque literature?
Prior to 1879, only 102 books were produced in Euskara and only four

of those were literary (Lasagabaster 1990:2), as opposed to treatises on the
language, sermons, and so forth, so in essence written Basque literature is a
twentieth-century phenomenon.  The forms of oral literature were abundant
prior to the emergence of the written forms, and the art of the bertsolari
(“Basque troubadour”) formed the basis for much of the early written poetry.
Bertso paperak (“paper verses”) were printed with the name of the melody
to which they should be sung, for example.  The Spanish Constitution of
1978 gave Euskara and other minority languages of Spain equal status with
Spanish within their respective regions.  That development was a boon to the
language as a whole and generated a renaissance in the oral art forms.  The
bertsolaris began competing in organized competitions that were televised
and broadcast via radio, allowing superior competitors’ names to become
household words and making the champions celebrities.  This also prompted
some to complain of a loss of cosiness and cohesiveness as compared to
performances during the Franco era (Garzia, Sarasua, and Egaña 2001:147).
The rebirth of the pastorale, the outdoor community theater productions of
lyrics and dance passed on from generation to generation, has generated a
desire for new story lines that reflect more current issues.  Although modern
life has necessitated a shortening of the theatrical presentation and several
towns now cooperate to produce a pastorale event (whereas in the past a
single town would traditionally host it and provide the cast and crew), it is
also true that thousands may now attend a pastorale instead of the few
hundred from neighboring villages who once formed the audience.

A burgeoning written literature makes apparent a greater gap between
oral and written traditions, but within Basque culture the oral arts hold a
much more enthusiastic place in the hearts and minds of the people, who
have as yet failed to become avid readers of works in Euskara (Olaziregi
1998).
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What are the most interesting new directions in oral tradition studies
within Basque literature?

Aulestia’s work went to great lengths to establish that bertsolaris
were, in fact, not troubadours at all.  While troubadours reconfigure lines
acquired over the span of a career to tell an old and familiar tale, bertsolaris
extemporize, creating new verses on the spur of the moment about topics
assigned to them at the moment of creation.  The last decade has been an
interesting mix of historical approaches to discussions of bertsolaritza, such
as works by Aristorena (1992) and Amuriza (1996), along with new entries
in the critical field that tackle theoretical questions.  In the latter category,
Garzia, Sarasua, and Egaña (2001) move beyond discussions of the socio-
cultural relevance of bertsolaritza and address the co-textual factors, that is,
the relationship between the artist and the audience, with regard to shared
and disparate elements of the performance and its reception.  They represent
a unique mix of the new technologies and the traditional art form, as Garzia
hosted a television program that featured bertsolaris in performance and
both Sarasua and Egaña are celebrated bertsolaris themselves.  Their
discussion of poetic strategies and memory/memorability move the Basque
critics into a new arena.

University of Nevada, Reno
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