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Introduction

At the ISFNR conference in Tartu, Estonia (July 26-31 2005), one of the workshops
was called 'Computer Mediated Communication - How Stuff Works?' chaired by
Maria Yelenevskaya. During the discussion it was established that computer-
mediated communication is already an important source for folk narrative research,
and that the importance will only increase in the future. Folktales can be found on
websites and in online databases, tales are told in discussion fora, jokes (either as text
or as Photoshopped images) are sent by e-mail or Short Message Service, and
contemporary legends circulate on Facebook and Twitter. On the one hand the
internet makes it easy for us to find the stories we are looking for, but on the other
hand we all have experienced that stories that we could find yesterday seemed to
have vanished today - just like in oral tradition. So for contemporary research it is
necessary to collect those stories ourselves as well.

At the General Assembly of the ISFNR the birth of a committee on folktales and
computer based communication was announced by Maria Yelenevskaya and several
members had already volunteered to participate. On Maria's request, I later on
agreed to coordinate the first steps of what I would like to call the Committee
'Folktales and the Internet' — Internet taken in the broadest sense of the word: being
the huge web of digital communications that is still expanding every day.
During the General Assembly in Athens in 2009 the members of the ISFNR

expressed their support for the committee and several new members joined the

group.


http://www.meertens.knaw.nl/cms/nl/medewerkers/142473-theom
mailto:Theo.Meder@Meertens.knaw.nl

Ambition of the Committee

The ambition of the committee is to use the Internet both as a source and as a tool. On
the one hand the Internet is becoming an ever expanding source of narratives. Special
collections for ethnologists, philologists and cultural historians are the folktale
databases that work with the international Type-Index by Aarne-Thompson-Uther, and
the Motif-Index by Thompson and other appropriate metadata to identify and enable to

compare stories. Here are the European databases being used today:

Database Country/Region Number of | Founder
tales

Dutch Folktale The Netherlands 43,000 Theo Meder
Database
Flemish Folktale Flanders (Belgium) 48,000 Stefaan Top
Database
Archive of Portugal 3,500 Paulo Correia &
Portuguese Legends Isabel Cardigos
Rondcat Catalonia (Spain) 6,000 Josep M. Pujol t

& Carme Oriol Carazo
Georgian Folklore |Georgia 29,000 Elguja Dadunashvili
Database
Danish Folktale Denmark 30,000 Tim Tangherlini
Database (+ 2nd)
Sagnagrunnur Iceland 10,000 Terry Gunnell
WossiDiA Mecklenburg (Germany) | 350 Christoph Schmitt
French Folktale France 100 Anne Garcia-Fernandez
Database (see Anne Garcia-Fernandez

et al. 2014)

All these databases at least function as a national or regional archive of cultural heritage
(oral tradition). In the second place these databases can be used as a research tools by
scholars and students. Enriching the narrative texts with metadata (when and where
was the story told, collected by whom? Is it an internationally known folktale?) enables

researchers to perform more diachronical and synchronical research into oral variation



http://www.wossidia.com/?q=en/WossiDiA
https://notendur.hi.is/terry/database/sagnagrunnur.htm
http://etkspace.scandinavian.ucla.edu/etkSpace/index.php
http://etkspace.scandinavian.ucla.edu/danishfolklore/#
http://etkspace.scandinavian.ucla.edu/danishfolklore/#
http://titus.fkidg1.uni-frankfurt.de/database/folkarch/query.htm#inpform
http://titus.fkidg1.uni-frankfurt.de/database/folkarch/query.htm#inpform
http://www.sre.urv.cat/rondcat
http://www.lendarium.org/
http://www.lendarium.org/
http://www.volksverhalenbank.be/
http://www.volksverhalenbank.be/
http://www.verhalenbank.nl/
http://www.verhalenbank.nl/

and stability, into local story communities and repertoires. Once a database is
established, all kind of extra research tools could be programmed: visualisations like

word clouds, geographical dispersion, timelines, diagrams and clustering tools.
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Dispersion of collected fairy tales in the Dutch Folktale Database

Another wonderful future tool would be an international harvester that can perform
queries in all the existing databases simultaneously, and with that feature improving
international comparative research. An important condition would be that all the
databases (at least in part) use the same kind of metadata, for instance the ATU Type-
Index. However, an International Type-Index of Legends doesn't even exist; this would
be another goal to strive for as well.

So here are the ambitions of the committee 'Folktale and the Internet' in a nutshell once

more:

1. Study the World Wide Web as a means for narrative communication

2. Collect and preserve analog and digital folktales in online databases

3. Enrich the folktale databases (as digital archives of traditional oral heritage)
with ample and internationally approved metadata

4. Develop digital tools for research (visualisation tools for geographical

dispersion, word clouds, timelines, clustering tools)



5. Develop an international harvester with a sophisticated search engine for
comparative research on big data

6. Make an International Type-Index of Legends (starting with Europe)

I hereby would like to invite more ISFNR members to join - just by sending me an e-
mail.

Dr Theo Meder (Amsterdam, December 14, 2014)
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