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Dear ISFNR Members, 
 

The world of folk narrative is constantly changing and 
evolving – both in terms of materials and scholarship. 
The research of our members in different parts of the 
world keeps a track of the changes and continuities and 
presents it analytically in many languages. While none of us can access the knowledge 
being produced everywhere, our Society endeavours to rise above the linguistic 
divide and bring forth scholars from everywhere. The ISFNR Lecture Series: Voices from 
Across the Globe that started in April 2022 has been a successful effort in this direction 
and it will grow in the coming years. One lecture every two months, excluding the 
months of July and August, we have listened to fascinating research papers from all 
the five continents. The second year has started with a bonanza – three presentations 
in one long session from folklorists in Ghana. If you missed the lecture you will find 
the recording on the ISFNR YouTube channel. Continue to join the forthcoming 
lectures and make the exchange of knowledge vibrant with your intervention.  

The editorial team of the newsletter looks forward to receiving news and 
information concerning researches, publications, conferences, and PhD dissertations 
in you place of residence and work and will be happy to publish the same.  

 
With best wishes, 

 

Sadhana Naithani  

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Editor’s Note 

The pandemic had countless unforeseen consequences, such as driving a virtual turn 
that has impacted on lives around the world. On the backdrop of the isolation 
experienced by so many during that period, several complementary projects have 
been implemented to enhance connectivity and engagement, which include the online 
lecture series, renovation of the Society’s website, which will appear on a new 
platform later this year, and renewing ISFNR Newsletter, beginning from the current 
number.  

An international society such as ours is brought together by shared interests, but 
it is only through communication that we are transformed from an assembly of people 
into a community. Since 1959, ISFNR has centrally built its community around 
periodic conferences, a practice that has been expanded and diversified through our 
several committees. However, there are gaps of four years between our main events, 
with an interim conference in between. The online lecture series offer an opportunity 
to connect more frequently, but they are not a channel for general information sharing. 
ISFNR Newsletter is being renovated to share this function with the website, and we 
hope that you will participate in this channel of communication by sharing 
information about your work, thoughts, recent events, and publications that are 
relevant to members of our Society.  

Ger!ur Sigur!ardóttir of the University of Iceland will be taking over the position 
of Editor-in-Chief of the Newsletter. Ger!ur will work in collaboration with the Vice 
Presidents of ISFNR to facilitate global representation of information relevant to 
members of the Society. Because the work of layout on top of editorial responsibilities 
was earlier a problem for getting numbers of ISFNR Newsletter published on a regular 
schedule, we will streamline this process with document templates that will be made 
available on the renewed website along with instructions how to use them. The 
templates are files into which you will be able to directly enter your announcements, 
calls for papers, descriptions of research and events, introductions to traditions or 
performers, and so on. Collaborating in the work that goes into an issue of ISFNR 
Newsletter is essential to maintaining it at this level when we do not have resources to 
hire a full-time professional. We look forward to your contributions and participation 
in this renewed communication channel and its future development. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Research Article 

Frog, Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies 
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The term scribal performance was coined to describe how medieval and ancient copyists 
could vary poems in the copying process based on their knowledge of the respective 
oral tradition. The concept has focused on the linguistic level of verbal art and much 
discussion has been linked to so-called Oral-Formulaic Theory, exploring variations 
that may be linked to oral practices, such as exchanging one formula for another. 
Scribal performance began coming into focus and developing in different directions 
especially beginning from around 1990 (see Ready 2019: ch. 4). The following pages 
offer perspectives from ongoing research on scribal performance in seventeenth-
century copies of eddic poems on mythological and heroic subjects – poems that were 
originally written down almost 400 years earlier. I have elsewhere offered some 
comments on aspects of scribal performance in these copies at the level of meter and 
line-internal phraseology (Frog 2022a). Such variations are a classic topic of scribal 
performance. Here, however, I focus on scribal performances that manage regularity 
in narration, structures of presentation, or that take responsibility for narrating the 
tradition to their audiences. The spotlight is on the dynamism with which some 
copyists handled the traditions they mediated. 

Eddic Poems in the Seventeenth Century 
In very broad strokes, ‘eddic’ poetry refers to poetry in forms and variations of the 
common Germanic alliterative meter as it evolved in the Old Norse language – i.e. in 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Scandinavia. The poetry was documented predominantly in Iceland during the 
thirteenth century, and is especially known for the narrative poems on non-Christian 
mythological and heroic subjects (e.g. Gunnell 2005; Clunies Ross 2005). Iceland 
became a Christian land by law in AD 1000, and why non-Christian mythological 
poems were written down by medieval Christians remains debated (for my own view, 
see Frog 2022b), but this question is incidental to the seventeenth-century reception of 
the poems. In 1220 or shortly thereafter, Snorri Sturluson wrote a mythography in his 
treatise on the art of vernacular poetry called Edda (to which the mythology was 
relevant), which incorporates quotations from a number of eddic poems. A scattering 
of complete poems are preserved individually, compiled with other texts such as 
Snorri’s Edda or even integrated into larger prose works, but the majority of poems is 
preserved in manuscript GKS 2365 4to, commonly called the Codex Regius. This 
manuscript appears to bring together, perhaps for the first time, one collection of 
poems on mythological subjects and a second of heroic poems (Vésteinn Ólason 2019: 
235–242). Another collection of mythological poems is preserved as only a few leaves 
(i.e. pages) of the manuscript AM 748 I a 4to, where it was copied together with a 
version of Snorri’s Edda (separated as AM 748 I b 4to) (Finnur Jónsson 1896). The 
poems in these collections are copies of copies. Although only two collections have 
reached us, it is apparent (and unsurprizing) that written versions of poems tended to 
be copied rather than written out anew, and that these written versions of poems were 
copied, organized, and reorganized in collections. 

The Codex Regius was presumably preserved in a library of a Church institution 
in Iceland through the end of the Middle Ages. The Kalmar Union united the 
Scandinavian kingdoms until Sweden withdrew in 1523; Norway then tried to do the 
same and was subjugated by Denmark. Iceland, which had been subjugated by 
Norway already in the thirteenth century, was then a possession of Denmark. The 
breakup of the Kalmar Union paired with the spread of the Reformation: the 
dissolution of Catholic Church institutions presumably set collections of eddic poetry 
on the move in the middle of the sixteenth century as medieval libraries’ collections 
scattered into private hands. Across the rest of the century, the geopolitical situation 
in Denmark and Sweden developed alongside the Reformation’s valorization of the 
vernacular, which would dovetail with a rise in antiquarian interests spreading 
through Europe. The outcome was the gradual emergence of heritage-construction 
projects that became state-centralized (e.g. Almgren 1931; Klein 2006: 58). The interests 
and enterprizes in heritage construction echoed outward from the political centers and 
began to manifest locally in Iceland beginning from the end of the sixteenth century 
(Lassen 2018: 219–221), and Snorri’s Edda was copied from a medieval manuscript 
already in the 1590s (Faulkes 1985: 9). These developments gained momentum and 
produced social networks of local actors across the seventeenth century (Springborg 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

1977), and Icelanders became involved also in the national heritage-construction 
projects.  

The roles taken by Icelanders in these projects are bound up with language 
history. In the thirteenth century, Danes, Icelanders, Norwegians, and Swedes all 
spoke forms of the same language in a (somewhat fragmented) dialect continuum. 
The Icelandic language was historically very conservative while Danish and Swedish 
underwent marked changes in phonology and morphology. By 1600, Icelanders could 
still read the medieval texts, whereas speakers of Danish or Swedish could not do so 
without special learning. As Annette Lassen notes, “[v]irtually every early edition of 
Old Norse texts was prepared by Icelandic scholars, including the accompanying 
translations” (2018: 219–220). 

In the first decades of the seventeenth century, a scattering of individual eddic 
poems had become known through different manuscripts, but they had not been 
elevated in the heritage-construction projects of the kingdoms. In Iceland, a theory 
had emerged that Snorri’s Edda, introduced above, was based on an earlier work 
(Einar G. Pétursson 1998: ch.1). This idea is unsurprizing since Snorri’s Edda was 
written in prose with innumerable quotations of poetry, so it resembled a seventeenth-
century commentary on a medieval work of or filled with poems. Already in 1623, a 
self-educated Icelander Jón Gu!mundsson the Learned (1574–1658) identified this 
earlier work as being a work by Sæmundr the Learned (1056–1133); indeed, Einar G. 
Pétursson highlights that Sæmundr’s work is never characterized as ‘lost’, and that 
Jón may have already encountered a collection of eddic poetry that he identified as 
being the work in question (1984: 284–286).  

Another self-educated Icelander, Björn Jónsson of Skar!sá (1574–1655), quotes 
lines from the poem Hávamál (‘Things Said by the High One [=Odin]’) already 1626 
(Einar G. Pétursson 1984: 272; Haukur "orgeirsson 2015: 132). During this same 
period, the Danish scholar Ole Worm (1588–1654) had begun networking with 
Icelanders, especially with the help of "orlákur Skúlason (1597–1656) (Einar G. 
Pétursson 1998: 30–36). "orlákur was ordained Bishop of Hólar in 1628, where he then 
employed scribes and was borrowing manuscripts to copy with the aim of 
establishing a library for antiquarian research (Springborg 1977: 63–64).  

Another figure who was closely involved in this work was Brynjólfur Sveinsson 
(1605–1675) who was vice-rector of the Roskilde Cathedral School in Denmark from 
1632–1638 before being ordained Bishop of Skálholt in 1639, where he retained strong 
connections with Denmark and was named Royal Danish Historian in 1650. Bishop 
Brynjólfur sought to acquire manuscripts rather than only copy them, and he became 
the owner of the extant Codex Regius collection of eddic poems in 1643 (in detail, see 
Springborg 1977; Einar G. Pétursson 1998: ch.1.).  

It is unclear who may have owned the Codex Regius before 1643 (cf. Louis-Jensen 
& Stefán Karlsson 1970). One quire (gathering of manuscript leaves) had evidently 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

already been lost, and with it the end of the poem Sigrdrífumál, yet the poem is 
complete in seventeenth-century copies, of which the earliest must have been made 
before  Bishop Brynjólfur acquired the manuscript (Einar G. Pétursson 1984). Björn of 
Skar!sá’s quotations from Hávamál in 1626 come from another contemporary copy, 
which Haukur "orgeirsson describes this as The Reshuffled Hávamál (p.c.), because the 
passages as known from the Codex Regius are reorganized, rephrased, many are 
omitted, and one added (Haukur "orgeirsson 2015). Björn quotes this version again in 
1642 (Einar G. Pétursson 1984: 272; Haukur "orgeirsson 2015: 132). In 1641, Jón the 
Learned also wrote works quoting and referencing a number of eddic poems, one of 
which (Sólarljó!) is not contained in the Codex Regius and another of which may have 
been quoted from an independent medieval copy which no longer exists (Einar G. 
Pétursson 1998: 422–434). Overall, it seems evident that one or more collections of 
eddic poems were being circulated in the networks of self-educated Icelanders at least 
as far back as the 1620s. 

Bishop Brynjólfur seems to have changed everything. His high standards for 
exactitude in copying these manuscripts became legendary (Haukur "orgeirsson & 
Teresa Dröfn Njar!vík 2015: 156). Like Jón Gu!mundsson, he subscribed to the idea 
that Sæmundr the Learned had composed a work before Snorri’s Edda, which by the 
1640s was also being called Edda. In 1623, he acquired the Codex Regius manuscript, 
which aligned with his expectations and could even have been introduced to him as 
Sæmundr’s work (Faulkes 1977: 74; Haukur "orgeirsson & Teresa Dröfn Njar!vík 
2015: 157–158). He dubbed the collection Sæmundar Edda (‘Sæmundr’s Edda’) and had 
the manuscript copied into a ‘more complete’ version of Sæmundr’s Edda that included 
additional poems.1  

Bishop Brynjólfur propagated the significance of ‘Sæmundr’s Edda’ to the learned 
community both in Iceland and abroad, circulating his reconstruction of the work 
through handwritten copies.2 His first manuscript is not preserved, and the corpus of 
seventeenth-century copies of eddic poems is largely made up of copies of Brynjólfur’s 
Sæmundr’s Edda and selections taken from it (Haukur "orgeirsson & Teresa Dröfn 
Njar!vík 2015: 158–163). Brynjólfur had a fundamental role in heritagizing the eddic 
poems and also in establishing the still-current convention of referring to them 
collectively as an Edda (Haukur "orgeirsson & Teresa Dröfn Njar!vík 2015). The two 
Eddas were distinguished by authorship (Snorri’s Edda / Sæmundr’s Edda), relative 
age (Younger Edda / Elder Edda), and later by form (Poetic Edda / Prose Edda). Of course, 
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Sæmundr’s connection to the eddic poems was debunked already in the nineteenth 
century. In the twentieth century, the idea associated idea of the two Eddas’ relative 
age was debunked: Snorri’s Edda came first. At the same time, the poems were 
acknowledged as entering into writing for the most part separately and their 
organized arrangement in the Codex Regius, which contrasts with that of the later AM 
748 I a 4to collection, as probably attributable to the individual scribe. The poems seem 
never to have been viewed collectively as a ‘work’ before the seventeenth century, and 
the reference to collections and their translations as an Edda through the present day 
belongs to the longue durée of Bishop Brynjólfur’s impacts.  

Bishop Brynjólfur’s critical concern for exactitude seems to have been linked to his 
earlier career at a school in Denmark and impacted on the copying milieu in Iceland. 
The demands for exactitude combined with an ideology of the texts as heritage 
artefacts and led people to present variant readings and occasionally variant spellings 
as marginal notes. Such notes were then reproduced in the margins of later copies, 
and are especially common in copies of V!"#$%&.3 In the eighteenth century, this 
practice included indicating the different manuscripts from which variants derive (as 
in Nks 1109 fol.). Bishop Brynjólfur’s propagation and promotion of the extant 
medieval manuscript being Sæmundr’s Edda had clearly conferred new value on the 
poems that they had not previously been seen to have and had evidently resulted in a 
boom of copying activity that makes possible the current study of variation. 

Scribal Performance and the Reanimation of Eddic Poems 
The oral traditions of both the mythological and heroic eddic poems had collapsed by 
the seventeenth century, opening a gap of three to four centuries between the 
medieval poems and the seventeenth-century copies. The copyists were learning the 
tradition through reading the poems in conjunction with their knowledge and 
understanding of contemporary poetry. In the Middle Ages, vernacular poetry was 
not normally written out with the metrical cuing devices used for Latin verse, such as 
placing each metrical unit on its own line (e.g. O’Keeffe 1990: 1–3). This was also the 
case for eddic poems, which were written out like prose. Punctuation and 
capitalization marked boundaries of verse groups commonly called stanzas, half-
stanzas, and similar units, while the line structure had to be inferred from the rhythms 
of the language. In seventeenth-century in Iceland, a folktale genre known as 
sagnakvæ!i was still being performed in a meter historically derived from the eddic 
meter called fornyr!islag (A!alhei!ur Gu!mundsdóttir 2013). This poetry also had 
historical continuities in its formulaic phraseology (Haukur "orgeirsson 2013; 
forthcoming). Knowledge of these traditions provided a lens for engaging with the 
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medieval texts in fornyr!islag, although the meter had evolved somewhat with 
language change. However, the same lens was used by some copyists to interpret the 
other central eddic meter called ljó!aháttr, which had no seventeenth-century 
counterpart. Ljó!aháttr alternates lines of two metrical types, and some copyists tried 
to interpret these lines through fornyr!islag, which impacted on how that imagined the 
meter (Frog 2022a: 8–11).  

Analysis of the material dimensions of the aforementioned post-medieval copies 
of eddic poetry includes considerations of the use of scripts, text size and spatial 
organization, ornamentation, and colour. Rather than adopting the more or less 
continuous prose of the medieval manuscripts, seventeenth-century copyists 
customarily laid out eddic poems in groups of lines as paragraphs or with large spaces 
between them within otherwise continuous text (cf. O’Keeffe 1990), although some 
poems were also laid out in verse lines (e.g. AM 754 4to). Punctuation and word 
spacing were integrated into the seventeenth-century scribal repertoire as a means of 
rendering the rhythms of lines visible, something not (prominently) done in the 
medieval manuscripts. These practices suggest that metrical reading of the poems was 
a common part of Icelandic scribal competence by the 1640s. 

Scribal performances and reanimations of this poetry can be viewed on a spectrum 
from transformations of the medieval poems like those found in The Reshuffled 
Hávamál to meticulous copies that keep closely even to the orthography of the 
exemplar. Haraldur Bernhar!sson frames a person’s ideology relating to what is being 
reproduced in terms of engagement with a living text as opposed to a relic text, 
stressing that the text is mediated through the mind of the reading and reproducing 
scribe (2022). An engagement with a living text involves treating the poem as a thing 
used in contemporary language practices, for instance in public reading (cf. Coleman 
1996). An engagement as a relic text treats the text as an artefact made of language, 
correlating exactitude with value in reproduction. Rather than a simple binary, these 
can be viewed as forming a spectrum, on which The Reshuffled Hávamál is at an outer 
extreme. Haukur "orgeirsson argues that the only way to account for its extensive 
reorganization and omissions, its rephrasing of passages that draws on formulaic 
phraseology known from a second poem (Hugsvinnsmál), and the incorporating of a 
full passage known from a third (Sigrdrífumál) is that someone learned the poem from 
a medieval manuscript and then wrote it down from memory (2015).4 If Haukur 
"orgeirsson’s argument is correct, a temporal gap was opened between reading and 
writing: rather than reading a stretch of text, processing it as living language, and 
reproducing it in writing before advancing to the next stretch of text, someone read 
the whole text, engaged it as living language, and only wrote it down later. Scribal 

 
$!L;91!-+BC>7.(!1;)C=/!<7!177.!-B-9.1(!(;7!<-82/+)6!):!(;7!=).B!;91()+G!):!(;7!:=C9/9(G!):!)+-=9(G!-./!=9(7+-8G!9.!
>7/975-=!-./!6)1(F>7/975-=!X87=-./W!O)(!C.=927!9.!<+)-/19/7!<-==-/1!):!6+9.(!8C=(C+7!7=17E;7+7!9.!cC+)67D!6)7>1!
8)C=/!759/7.(=G!>)57!:+)>!)+-=9(G!()!E+9(9.B!)+!:+)>!E+9(9.B!()!)+-=9(G!E9(;!6C<=98!+7-/9.B!9.!<7(E77.W!



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

performance still occurred in writing from personal knowledge, and it seems probable 
that learning the poem and writing it down again was linked to it having uses beyond 
private reading. Even at the most conservative end of the spectrum, the breakthrough 
into performance (Hymes 1975) can be observed in meticulous copies where 
punctuation and word spacing reflect reading with vocal or mental performance (Tsur 
1992: ch. 2) – i.e. articulating the words as lines of poetry and rendering the rhythms 
visible (O’Keeffe 1990). Even copyists who approached the poems as relic texts often 
reanimated them in such ways, if only to a small degree (e.g. in Lbs 1562 III 4to). 

Bishop Brynjólfur’s demand for exactitude seems to echo across the centuries in 
the copying of variant readings as marginal notes. Copyists also compared variants 
and selected the wording they preferred, adding the alternative among the marginal 
variants (e.g. Stock papp 15 8vo). Of course, copyists could also simply ignore the 
marginal notes or exchange marginal variants for the wording in the main text 
according to their preferred interpretation (e.g. Nks 1867 4to). Adding variant 
readings in the margins is not here considered to be a form of scribal performance; the 
notes are an apparatus to facilitate the reader’s interpretation. These notes are 
comparable to marginalia that, for instance, identifies a word as a name of the god 
Odin or adds a cross-reference to a relevant chapter in the edition of Snorri’s Edda 
published in 1665 (Resen 1665; e.g. ÍB 299 4to).  

Whether looking at medieval or later manuscripts, minor variations in wording 
are often difficult to evaluate in terms of scribal performance (Orton 2000). However, 
several examples point to copyists picking up on eddic poetry’s inclination to non-
variation and applying it in the copying process. In oral verbal art, an ‘inclination to 
non-variation’ reflects an ideology that, when repetition is salient, words and phrases 
and perhaps complex sequences are presented in ‘the same’ way each time (Frog 2021: 
43). Engaging with this principle accounts for cases in which a variation in one line of 
a poem is matched by the same variation when the phrase, name, or whatever it is 
occurs again. There are a few cases where such systematizing is particularly apparent. 
For example, the eddic poem Vaf"rú!nismál (‘Things Spoken by Vafthrudnir’) presents 
a knowledge competition between the god Odin and a giant Vafthrudnir organized in 
three series of questions and answers. In the first and third series, each question opens 
with a repeating sequence of three lines, a type of macro-parallelism (Urban 1989) also 
found in other dialogues and historically characterized by an inclination to non-
variation (Frog 2021: 45–49). The second group also opens its twelve questions with 
three-line macro-parallelism, but the questions here are numbered and the number in 
the first line determines which formula is used for alliteration in the second, 
something which can also vary the third on the basis of its semantic content. The 
second and third lines thus vary between alternatives (2021: 55–60). In the 
seventeenth-century version of the poem titled Val"rú!nismál (‘Things Spoken by 
Valthrudnir’ – i.e. Val- rather than Vaf-), which I describe as The Shorter Vaf"rú!nismál 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

(e.g. AM 747 4to), a copyist numbers the questions but reuses the line sequence from 
the first two questions (which have the same alliteration) for the fourth through to the 
ninth questions as well as the eleventh (e.g. Nks 1871 4to). Some regularizations of this 
kind can seem a bit arbitrary. For instance, later versions of this poem exhibit the 
systematic change of -lm- to -ml- in Bergelmir (> Bergemlir) and related names. 
Alongside the use of non-variation of this kind, serial progressions may be 
regularized. In one branch of these copies, a copyist accidentally skipped the number 
in the sixth question and renumbered every consecutive question accordingly, ending 
with eleven questions rather than twelve (e.g. Lbs 1199 I 4to). These examples 
illustrate that at least some copyists were personally taking responsibility for the 
representation or performance of the tradition in these texts. 

Regularization is also found at the level of the rhythms of stretches of text. All 
seventeenth-century copies of Baldrs draumar (‘Baldr’s Dreams’), for example, are of 
the version I distinguish as The Longer Baldrs draumar. The poem in question centers 
on a dialogue between Odin and a dead seeress. The medieval poem in the fornyr!islag 
meter is commonly edited as if it is composed in regular units of four short-line couplets, 
with the exception of one passage that has an extra couplet. The dialogue of the poem 
has a repeating series of two couplets opening each question, much like those discussed 
in Vaf"rú!nismál. These repeating series of lines were often heavily abbreviated by 
medieval copyists, usually by writing out the first word and then abbreviating each 
word thereafter until the sequence was recognizable – which meant that the more 
times it was repeated, the shorter the abbreviations became. Whoever recomposed The 
Longer Baldrs draumar evidently did not understand the extended abbreviation used 
for the final question, which did not include abbreviations for any words in the second 
couplet. The person interpreted the passage as one couplet short and added a pair of 
lines to make its length uniform (found in all seventeenth-century copies).  

Regularization is also found at the level of turns of dialogue in Alvíssmál (‘Things 
Said by Alvíss’). This poem presents a dialogue between the god Thor and the dwarf 
Alvíss with a consistent rhythm of one passage per speaker, each of regular length – 
except in one place where Thor speaks two consecutive passages. At some point, a 
copyist composed an additional passage of speech for the dwarf and inserted it 
between the two consecutive sequences attributed to Thor, regularizing the 
conversational turns (e.g. AM 738 4to). These examples point to scribes having a 
structural awareness beyond the level of individual lines, leading to scribal 
performances that make perceived or presumed structures more uniform. 

In this context, The Shorter Vaf"rú!nismál may be mentioned again. The three 
groups of questions in the medieval Vaf"rú!nismál are interpreted today as organized 
with the first group posed by the j!'#(( Vafthrudnir to Odin, the second group by 
Odin to Vafthrudnir, and then the third also by Odin to Vafthrudnir. Questions in the 
first group each open with ‘Say, Gagnrathr [=Odin], …’. Questions in the second then 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

regularly name the Vafthrudnir as the addressee. The repeating introduction to 
questions in the third group, however, include only the pronoun ‘I’ and the addressee 
remains unnamed. Bearing this in mind, one notes that the extant medieval 
manuscripts containing this poem have marginal abbreviations that note the changes 
in speaker (Gunnell 1995: chs. 3–4). Interestingly, these marginal notes are absent in 
the main manuscripts considered to derive from Bishop Brynjólfur’s first Sæmundr’s 
Edda (following Haukur "orgeirsson & Teresa Dröfn Njar!vík 2015). Without 
knowing the poem, a reader would likely infer that the change in the opening lines of 
this third group of questions indicates a change in the questioner. Here, the speaker 
roles only become explicit in the final answer to the final question, which would 
contradict this previous expectation by revealing that Odin has actually been asking 
these questions as well as the preceding series. Recognizing that the questioner of both 
the second and third series is the same speaker can give the impression that one turn 
of the giant has been left out, or that something has simply gotten mixed up. 
Interestingly, the puzzle is avoided in The Shorter Vaf"rú!nismál: the dialogue 
concludes with the first question of this third question group and thus no need to 
consider a change in the speaker. The different opening lines of the final question can 
instead be interpreted as marking of the concluding question of the poem. If the 
truncation of the poem is not attributable to some sort of material cause like losing 
pages of a manuscript, whether the final question is interpreted as being spoken by 
Odin or the giant, concluding the poem in this way looks structurally motivated.5 

Rather than varying only form, some copyists also revised content, something 
which could be accomplished by changing a single word. For example, the poem 
Grímnismál (‘Things Said by Grímnir [=Odin]’) lists locations inhabited by different 
gods. The passage mentioning the goddess Freyja states the location in the first half 
and then states that ‘she’ (hon) received half the slain and Odin the other half. At some 
point, a copyists seems to have considered this information incorrect: as a result, in 
one group of manuscripts, the pronoun ‘she’ has been replaced with the name ‘Thor’ 
(#órr), Thor thus being made the god who receives half the slain alongside Odin (as in 
Lbs 1562 4to). In this case, a copyist has asserted authority of knowledge. 

A remarkable case of narrative elaboration is found in The Longer Baldrs draumar. 
Baldrs draumar is the shortest mythological poem in the medieval eddic corpus, but it 
is between one third and one half longer in the seventeenth-century copies. Much of 
the expansion involves the versification of an additional episode narrated in prose by 
Snorri Sturluson in his Edda (see Bugge 1867: 139). The elaboration is interesting in its 
divergence from the medieval tradition. In the medieval sources, the death of the god 
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Baldr is at the intersection of one narrative cycle linked to Baldr’s mother Frigg and a 
second narrative cycle linked to Baldr’s father Odin, the two cycles involving different 
sets of actors and incompatible assumptions about the avoidability of prophesy or fate 
(Frog 2010). The Longer Baldrs draumar combines episodes from both cycles, which is 
never found in the medieval sources. The synthesis reflects the seventeenth-century 
tendency to view the diverse medieval sources as fragments of a coherent and unified 
system that can be reconstructed by fitting the pieces together. 

As is well known, a number of eddic mythological poems present inventories of 
information in the form of a monologue or dialogue. Whereas a narrative is usually 
organized by means of units through a combination of structural patterns and causal 
relations, inventories such as these are organized on the basis of structural patterns 
and interpretations (or conventions). The Reshuffled Hávamál could thus rearrange the 
inventory of information in the poem without harm to its essence. A similar 
reorganization is found for V!luspá, a monologue that presents glimpses of numerous 
events beginning with the creation of the world and ending with its destruction and 
rebirth. V!luspá is preserved in two medieval versions, one in the Codex Regius 
manuscript and another in what seems a separate oral-derived version in the 
Hauksbók manuscript (AM 544 4to). The two versions differ in the order of the 
passages in the middle of the poem, and each version contains passages not in the 
other. In the seventeenth century, someone took a contemporary copies of the two 
versions of V!luspá and compared them, identified every passage in each, and 
systematically combined these into what I describe as The Synthetic V!luspá – a new 
version of the poem that does not regularly follow either exemplar (e.g. Stock papp 15 
8vo). Whereas The Reshuffled Hávamál seems most likely to reflect a personal act of 
transcription, The Synthetic V!"#$%&!"##$"!%&!'#!(!)*(++#,!)-&,./%0&+!(%!(!1-0%0+2!%('*#3! 

The most radical variations of eddic poems seem to predate Bishop Brynjólfur’s 
Sæmundr’s Edda. The Reshuffled Hávamál seems to have already been in circulation 
when it was quoted in 1626, while The Longer Baldrs draumar is included in Brynjólfur’s 
Sæmundr’s Edda and seems to have been the only version circulating in seventeenth-
century copies. Since Bishop Brynjólfur seems to have built his Sæmundr’s Edda on the 
Codex Regius, it may be surprizing that he seems to have included The Synthetic 
V!luspá rather than a direct copy: of the three lines of descent from this compilation 
that have been traced by Haukur "orgeirsson and Teresa Njar!vík (2015: esp. 163), The 
Synthetic V!luspá is represented in two (Stock papp 15 8vo and Nks 1867 4to). The 
third has a conventional seventeenth-century V!luspá based on the Codex Regius. In 
spite of this, even this line exhibits changes in the poems contained, omitting heroic 
poetry, the earliest copies including a ‘complete’ table of contents that list Völuspá 
tvíföld (‘The Twofold Völuspá) (AM 738 4to, 78r; Rask 21 a, 8v), a title which most likely 
refers to The Synthetic V!luspá, pointing to it in this line of copies as well. All of these 
cases suggest a scenario in which the medieval eddic poems were being engaged with 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

more as living texts up until the point that Bishop Brynjólfur acquired the Codex 
Regius and increased demands of copying the poems as relic texts. The Synthetic 
V!"#$%&! )-#"#+%"! (! ")#/0(*! /("#4! ("! )&%#+%0(**5! (! /&$$0""0&+#,! 1&-6! 10%70+! %7#!
8-($#1&-6! &8! 9-5+:;*8.-<"! )-&:#/%! %&! -#/&+"%-./%! =>$.+,-<"! 1&-63! ?+! ")0%#! &8! -0"0+2!
)70*&*&20/(*! /&+/#-+", it is clear that copyists continued to take responsibility for 
poems’ form and content as they reperformed them in the copying process.  

In addition to exercising agency in the reproduction of individual poems, copyists 
also participated in the evolution of Sæmundr’s Edda as a work, which was subject to 
ongoing variation despite Bishop Brynjólfur’s impacts on copying standards. One 
early copyist reduced the collection to the mythological poems only, while another 
placed the medieval Christian visionary eddic poem Solarljó! (‘Song of the Sun’) at the 
beginning of the collection, and followed it immediately with Hrafnagaldur Ó!ins 
(‘Odin’s Charm of Ravens’) (Haukur "orgeirsson & Teresa Dröfn Njar!vík 2015: 162). 
Opening the collection with Solarljó! would seem to affirm the Christian background 
of Sæmundr’s Edda, while Hrafnagaldur Ó!ins provides a narrative prequel to the earlier 
first poem V!luspá (e.g. Stock papp 15 8vo).  

Hrafnagaldur Ó!ins is a poem that advances beyond varying medieval texts to 
producing entirely new ones: it is a new seventeenth-century composition of 
unknown authorship (Lassen 2011), whereas eddic poems on medieval subjects 
composed in the eighteenth century become identified with authors (Hughes 2013). 
The new compositions must be viewed on the backdrop of Brynjólfur’s Sæmundr’s 
Edda: these were not compositions on any mythological or heroic subject that were 
intended to be received separately: they were instead elaborations that tell stories not 
covered by the surviving poems but are connected with the respective events and 
extended cycles of events. The circulation of Sæmundr’s Edda was thus dynamic, being 
continuously reorganized, combined with other texts (often including material from 
Snorri Sturluson’s Edda), reduced to selections, and reconstituted in different ways, as 
well as both increasing the contemporary value of the poems and making their form 
and contents sources of inspiration for new composition. All in all, even though 
Sæmundr’s Edda was conceptualized as a historical work circulating in writing, it was 
remarkably variable in ways that are very much comparable to an oral tradition. 

Closing Remarks 
Although the survey of examples presented above may make creative scribal 
interventions to the reproductions of the eddic poems seem like the norm, it needs to 
be remembered that most manuscripts exhibit regular and systematic copying of their 
exemplar texts (see also Orton 2000). As Jonathan Ready reminds us, while copyists 
may have been the agents of scribal performances that are of interest to research today, 
they were also artisans who worked for consumers in a contemporary economy (2019: 
ch. 5). Many of the examples above are found in multiple copies, where they have 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

been regularly reproduced, in some cases over the course of many generations of 
retranscription. Nevertheless, even conservative copies point to a potential 
breakthrough into performance, something which can be seen in copyists’ reading of 
their exemplars, and is subtly reflected in the visible rhythms of metrical lines. The 
survey has highlighted a range of scribal performances that considerably exceed small 
variations of phraseology, ranging from imposing interpretations to occasionally 
radical interventions that change the meanings of the stories told, add to their 
substance, or complement them with additional stories. Although these poems had 
died in the oral tradition, they were given new life through the performances of scribes 
centuries later – scribes who created a living tradition through the reanimation of 
written versions of once-oral texts. 
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What is your particular current topic of interest in the field of folklore? 
Or: What are you currently working on? 
One of the research questions that I keep returning to is the relationship between 
factuality and fiction in belief narrative genres. As the late Dan Ben-Amos noted, the 
truth-value of folklore is one of the basic questions in genre analysis, and I think the 
problem concerns both scholars and the group members who share traditions. Those 
of us who see folklore from an analytic and temporal distance often consider it as a 
realm of poetic expressivity and fantasy, and we cannot notice the intention of 
storytellers of sharing their knowledge about the world, i.e. telling the truth. Currently 
I am studying the giant-lore of Estonia – short narratives and fragmentary knowledge 
of the gigantic mighty men who lived in the distant past, who transformed the 
landscape, built and destroyed churches, and fought with each other. The 
disappearance of giants marked the end of a time period of extraordinary feats and 
great deeds. Today we tend to see this giant-lore through the prism of poetic 
enchantment – of blending the landscape and storyworld. One of these local giants, 
belonging to the kalevipoeg kin – was selected as the national hero of the Estonian epic. 
Today Kalevipoeg appears as a fictional character but before the modernisation of 
Estonia in 19th century there was no reason to doubt his historical existence. The giants 
belonged to the race of Nephilim, mentioned in the 6th chapter of the Book of Genesis 
in the Old Testament. Everything that relied on the Bible represented valid 
knowledge. Today we think about giants as characters of fairy-tales or assign 
metaphorical meaning to this word. For example, Dan Ben-Amos was one of the giants 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

of the “Young Turks” generation who transformed international folkloristics. As we 
have sadly lost him, this marks the end of a certain era in our disciplinary history.   

How did you hear about the ISFNR and when did you join? 
I studied folklore in the 1980s at the University of Tartu. Because of Communist 
censorship and other restrictions, the access of students to contemporary Western 
scholarship was limited. Fortunately, the University of Tartu library maintained 
contacts with academic institutions and publishers in Finland – the friendly 
neighbouring country of Estonia, who managed to avoid the eventual invasion of the 
Soviet army and occupation in 1944. I remember browsing the scarce collections of the 
library and discovering the proceedings of the ISFNR congress in Helsinki (1974), 
published in the series Studia Fennica. This was probably in 1982 – the first time I 
delved into international folklore studies and became conscious of the lively inter-
cultural communication and debates between scholars from Europe and other 
continents who met at the forums of the ISFNR. Participation in the work of the society 
on the other side of the iron curtain was unthinkable. I became a full member of the 
ISFNR in 1998 at the congress held in Göttingen. 

What do you like about the ISFNR? 
The ambition of the ISFNR to bring together folklorists of the whole world is 
remarkable. International diversity also means versatility of approaches and wide 
range of research interests. The conferences of the ISFNR are excellent venues of 
learning about something new, gaining inspiration, talking to the best experts in 
regional and ethnic traditions, listening to the intellectual leaders of the discipline, and 
meeting friends and colleagues. Fortunately, the ISFNR has wisely grown beyond the 
European and Western realm of scholarship. Keen interest in cultures worldwide is a 
catalyst for analytic and theoretical thinking. The ISFNR tradition of holding regular 
meetings outside Europe and supporting contacts with scholars who carry indigenous 
and local knowledge is valuable.  

Do you have any suggestions about how to improve the ISFNR? 
This is an important question to all ISFNR members. The future of the ISFNR depends 
on the commitment and energy of individuals who make up the society. The 
establishment of research groups and networks, such as the Belief Narrative Network 
and Charms, Charmers and Charming has proven to be a major success in developing 
scholarship. The democratic spirit and freedom to take the initiative to organise 
events, start research or artistic projects, develop contacts and networks, prepare joint 
publications, etc. can only be encouraged. The potential of the mental, scholarly and 
cultural resources provided by the ISFNR is extraordinary, and much of it is still 
latent. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

What is your favourite fairytale or legend? 
My favourite folk narrative is always the one that I happen to focus on at a particular 
time in research or teaching. It can also be a fascinating story that I hear while doing 
fieldwork – anything that offers food for thinking. In February 2023, I visited 
Airlangga University in Surabaya, Indonesia, where I gave a lecture on place-lore as 
a concept and a method. I also made some interviews with the students of folklore 
and anthropology, focusing on the supernatural as a realm of vernacular knowledge. 
One story that I heard reflected a personal encounter with Slender Man. Two young 
people saw him sitting on the roof of a house, staring at them as they walked by.  
Obviously, this was not a pleasant scene, but a scary incident. However, as a 
memorate this offers a thought-provoking case of reflecting on the invigorating role 
of imagination in evoking and experiencing the supernatural. As we know, the 
Slender Man was brought to life in 2009 as a fictional character, but soon he started 
his active life both in virtual reality and the world beyond. Again, we can see that the 
relationship between truth and fiction is not simple. As an epistemological problem it 
makes one wonder about the scope and reality of the storyworld, and it does not 
matter whether you are the person who has witnessed the supernatural in your 
everyday life or are a scholar who observes it from a safe distance. 

Questions prepared by Mirjam Mencej 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Interview 

There are many unsolved mysteries in the universe and questions nobody ever dared 
asking. The ISFNR took it upon itself to address folklorists with some of the riddles of 
our folkloristic existence and thus we sent our questions off into the darkness. Luckily, 
a few brave individuals returned answers that can really change the cosmos, or at least 
make us wiser and merrier, which is the same thing...   

Dr Mrinalini Atrey, with a doctorate in History, works as a Lecturer at The Law 
School, University of Jammu, Jammu, India. Her research is largely focused on local 
deity cults, folk rituals, folk narrative songs, and women’s role in the transmission 
and recreation of intangible cultural heritage. She coordinates the Association of 
Critical Heritage Studies (ACHS) India Chapter and the National Scientific 
Committee on Intangible Cultural Heritage of the! International Council on 
Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) India.!

Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Franz Boas, American anthropologist and folklore scholar.  

Since the Grimm brothers, scholars from interrelated fields, in various countries, 
have been contributing to the discipline of folklore, thus transforming it from 
antiquities to artistic expressions in a group. In my opinion, the contributions of Franz 
Boas, a leader in American anthropological and folklore scholarship in the late 19th 
and early 20th century will remain relevant so long as the cultures continue to be the 
focus of study. Franz Boas looked into the diffusion process, the way texts moved and 
changed from culture to culture. His concepts of ethnographic fieldwork and cultural 
relativism gave a new direction to folklore research. His emphasis on the importance 
of local histories for an analysis of cultures was another contribution where he argued 
that to understand specific cultural traits – the behaviours, beliefs and symbols – they 
need to be examined in their local context. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
Oral narratives, especially the narratives, legends and anecdotes connected with built 
heritage. 

I am currently working on the stories related to temples, baolis (‘stairwells’) and 
sarais (‘inns’) on the traditional/pilgrimage routes in the Jammu region. Their analysis 
is helpful to gain insight into the socio-economic life of the communities and groups 
in the region. My attempt has largely been to emphasise the importance of folklore as 
an important source for building historical narratives in the region. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
The lost legends about Dogra (Jammu) women heroines. 

A local folklore collector, Shiv Nirmohi refers to their names but their stories are 
lost.  It is hoped that someday references to them are found in an archive. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Women’s folklore studies. 

Women’s folklore studies which emerged in the 1970s when the expressive culture 
of women became the focus of research. Earlier, women were part of folklore research 
but in relationship to men. The credit goes to Claire Farrer’s edited special issue of The 
Journal of American Folklore (1975) which stressed the need for focused research on the 
folklore of women. Contributions from women scholars have resulted in extensive 
studies in this field and have helped in building Her story.  

I have been working on women’s role in the transmission and recreation of folk 
traditions, be it rituals and ceremonies, arts and crafts, culinary skills, collective 
memory in the form of oral narratives, songs and legends, and the traditional healing 
systems-all that constitute traditional knowledge. The aim is to stake that a narrative 
about women, can be weaved by understanding her involvement in rituals, making 
of arts and crafts, and as the custodian of traditional knowledge and folk narratives. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Presently I am enjoying Devi Purana, a blend of Brahmanical (from Hinduism) and 
folk stories. Devi Purana is Rendition of Srimad Devi Bhagavatam by Dinesh Bhatia. 
Classified as an Upapurana, Devi Purana is one of the many works of Maharishi Veda 
Vyasa (composer of the Indian Epic, Mahabharata). The book reiterates through varied 
stories, legends and anecdotes that the Supreme Goddess or the Divine Mother is one 
beyond and above the trinity of Gods (i.e. the Hindu Gods Brahma, Vishnu and Shiv). 

 Dinesh Bhatia has separated and simplified the stories and the underlying 
philosophies to make them easily understandable to the reader, both scholar and 
layman. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
A Dogri Folk Tale of a hilly village Tikri (Udhampur, Jammu), in which the story starts 
with Vidai (when the bride leaves her house after the solemnisation of marriage 
rituals). This folktale has already been staged as a play titled Ghumayee (‘Lament’) by 
Natrang Theatre and has received international acclaim.  As the story goes, the bride, 
while on her way to her in-law’s house, felt thirsty but she was not provided water. 
As the track became strenuous, her thirst increased but repeated requests were met 
with the assurance of water at the next available source. After some distance, when 
her thirst became unbearable, her Doli (‘bride-carriage’) was put down and the 
marriage procession was halted. The water source was found in the deep gorge which 
was difficult to access. The bridegroom requested people around to fetch water but no 
one came forward. Then a young man, putting his life in danger, was able to fetch 
water from the gorge. Though the bride’s thirst was quenched, the young man died 
due to fatigue. The bridegroom’s family wanted to continue with the marriage 
procession but the bride refused to do so. She declared herself a widow and started 
weeping a lament, a Ghumayee, in the local language and gave up her life. 

This folktale is a beautiful story about the interplay of human relations which 
should be adapted into a film so that it can reach a larger audience. 

"#$%&! '()$#%&! &*! +%,-#**,%! ,-! .(/%&0! 12&3#%*&456! 7&%#84,%! ,-! 4$#! 9$($%&5(%! :#*#(%8$!
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Lauri Honko, especially his works on Siri Epic shed a vivid light in my theory of 
transformational generative formula for traditional and folk narratives researche and 
encouraged me to propose establishing “Folkolinguistics” as a new branch of Applied 
Linguistics.    

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
“Travelogue” usually attracts me from different aspects.     

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
It will be very fascinating if one day a fragment of an explanation about the Mithraic 
lion-headed figure, written by a follower of Mithraism, is discovered. This will 
support the accuracy of one of the current theories. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
As human beings all over the world, in spite of being various in appearance and pose, 
are created in common visible organs and forms, there should be the same similarity 
in the exquisite invisible and spiritual component of their entity and essence. 

Thus, at the meeting point of mankind “as microcosm” with the universe “as 
macrocosm”, the main motives of formation and creation of various folkloric issues 
and materials such as curiosity, joy, sorrow, hope, fear, desire, appreciation and so on, 
will cause the manifestation and advent of various types of folkloric material and 
substances like: myth, epic, ritual, tale, arts, literature, charm, talisman, belief, 
proverb, parable, etc. 

Therefore, I became interested in this path to perceive the similarity of the folkloric 
elements and products and possibly a bit of the essence, the gist and the function of 
the invisible structure of mankind. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
For comparative research I am reading books about Greek and Indian mythology for 
the time being.   

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Pancha Tantra is a Sanskrit book which was translated into Persian in the 4th century 
and entitled by the name of two animals, Kalila & Demna, who are the main characters 
in its serial tales and anecdotes, which, besides of being very amusing, are didactic as 
well. I believe Kalila & Demna is a very attractive source for cartoon animation. 

G(4$#%&2#! ',%@(2=6! 7&%#84,%6! H#24#%! -,%! ;,@A@,%#! 94<=&#*! (2=! +%,-#**,%6! 7#D(%4?#24! ,-!
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
I am increasingly drawn to reading and re-assessing the work of scholar-artists 
operating in our field. Zora Neale Hurston is perhaps the most well known and oft 
revived scholar-artist in North American Folklore Studies. However, many less well-
known (to folklore) figures, such as Katherine Dunham and Violeta Parra, have been 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

celebrated as performers but not as collector/scholars. In each of these cases, and 
particularly for Parra, the identity of folklorist/collector has been overshadowed by 
the identity as folk, due to race, class and gender hierarchies. Yet these scholar-artists 
offer a means of exploring the complexities of self-other positionalities in 
ethnography.  

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 

;@##6!-@5F!;@##6!-@5!-@,JF!G<?/(@(=(6!A<?/(@(=(!A<?/(@(=(!3&*4(F!I$!2,!2,!2,!2,!=(!3&*4(6!
3&*4(F! M#25! ?#(25! &N/(@&2&! <J($! (?/(@&2&O! (8$(! 8(8$(! A<?(%(8$(! <$J(<O! &ND#=&==@5!
,$/,4&2!=<J(4&2!J(J/(4&2!*$$$F!!

(My childhood version of a nonsense rhyme from West Philly.  Still around in multiple 
versions—I checked Youtube. I like the sensory feeling in your mouth when you chant 
it.) 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
This question makes me think of Sadhana Naithani’s discovery of the handwritten 
manuscript by Pandit Ram Gharib Chaube in the archive of the Folklore Society, 
London, and how that discovery led to a reassessment of colonial era folktale 
collecting in India, reinserting a native intellectual presence in collections that had 
been dismissed as distorted by a colonial lens. I would love to be able to find accounts 
of people who were displaced by 1960s-era highway construction in the U.S., a project 
I’m currently working on in Columbus with community partners. What were they 
thinking and feeling and doing as they saw their neighborhoods dismantled? Did they 
understand the long-term impacts of this destruction in the name of progress? Real 
Estate plays such an outsized role in my own city’s formation and character.  How did 
people counter the progress narrative and where are their narratives of the highways 
coming in? 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Gosh.  Discovering folklore changed my intellectual path. But I think the idea of 
collective performance as composed of a series of mutual misunderstandings among 
diverse groups who share just enough to pull things off helped me recognize and 
appreciate the dynamic nature of groups and the shifting and negotiated quality of 
the borders between them. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Urgent Archives: Enacting Liberatory Memory Work by Michelle Caswell (Routledge, 
2021) offers a critique of institutional archives and a discussion of the ways that 
community archives can be activated not only for representational equity but also to 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

dismantle oppressive social systems. The drawback of the book for folklorists is that 
the institutional/community binary doesn’t make room for the kinds of collections we 
most often produce. However, Caswell’s concepts can inform our work in pushing 
toward more activist and engaged kinds of research/collecting.  

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
The salmon of knowledge.  When Fionn MacCool burns his thumb and becomes aware 
of everything all at once! I love the story, because the gift is totally random, not sought 
or deserved. Too bad the fish had to die.   

B(2!'%,=&#! &*!4$#!+%,-#**,%!,-!;,@A@,%#!(2=!99P:H!MN8$(2)#!12&3#%*&45!:#*#(%8$!H$(&%!(4!
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
It grieves me to say it, given his—at best—‘tepid’ response to National Socialism, but 
each time I read Carl von Sydow I am startled by how prescient he was on the 
dynamics and practicalities of tradition and transmission. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
The sandwich: it is a remarkable illustration of type, oikotype, variation, transmission, 
vernacularity, and commodification; discussions intersect with issues of class, ethnic 
identity, socioeconomic status, and taste (Bourdieu and otherwise); and it is delicious. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
This question really privileges the vernacular creativity of the past over that of the 
present, doesn’t it? But, in the fun spirit of the question, an answer to the Olrik / 
Grundtvig / Child issue of the connection between the Danish and Anglo-Scottish 
ballads: a “rough draft” manuscript with attempted translations crossed out and 
marginalia expressing frustration at the task! 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Peter Narváez and Martin Laba’s articulation of the folklore-popular culture 
continuum. It certainly is the lodestone for my work. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name something you are currently reading? 
For research: Todorov’s The Fantastic. For pleasure: Nguyen’s The Committed (well: it’s 
on my bedside table waiting to be read, at least). 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Happy Gilmore is essentially ATU 551 but with golf. 

Q(?#*! ;,N! &*! M?#%&4<*! +%,-#**,%! (4! .$#! ><*4%(@&(2! E(4&,2(@! 12&3#%*&456! J&4$! %#*#(%8$!
&24#%#*4*!&2!H,?D(%(4&3#!><*4%,2#*&(26!&28@<=&2)!><*4%,2#*&(2!-,@A@,%#F!

Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
I look to Vladimir Propp for sense and to Claude Lévi-Strauss for provocation. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
I am currently writing about the “Austronesian” tale of the lost fishhook and its 
recorded occurrences over one thousand and four hundred years and across islands 
stretching from Japan to Timor. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
More versions of the Tale of the Lost Fishhook. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Dealing with the complexities of dualism is what has charged, not changed, my 
intellectual path. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
I read science fiction novels as a genre of folklore. I just finished Nicola Griffith’s 
Ammonite – a planet of only women who must struggle to get on with each other. 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
The wide-spread Austronesian tale of the half person who goes in search of his or her 
other half – a morality tale with physical attributes and gender significance. I have 
already engaged Balinese artists to paint scenes from Balinese versions of this tale. 
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Damiana Eugenio who became known as the Mother of Philippine Folklore. Her 
seven-volume series Philippine Folk Literature is awe-inspiring in its attempt to compile 
our national folklore and to represent genre as well as the 180+ ethnolinguistic groups 
of the country. Her series is a treasure trove for anyone who is interested in Philippine 
and Asian folklore. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
Our mythical creatures in the Philippines are very interesting and many still believe 
they exist. One creature that frightened me and continues to fascinate me is the 
manananggal, a type of vampire. Often depicted as a beautiful woman, she can sprout 
huge bat-like wings and sever her torso from her lower body. She flies through the 
night looking for prey, leaving her lower body behind. It’s so strange and scary and it 
makes me wonder how we ever imagined such a creature. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
The idea of a fairy-tale network developed by Donald Haase (2006) is the backbone of 
my work on glocal dialogues in retold fairy tales for young readers. I am forever 
fascinated by the decentered and intertextual meaning-making that emerges when 
understanding and analysing folk and fairy tales from this perspective. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
An English translation of The Boxer Codex, a late-sixteenth century manuscript that 
contains eyewitness accounts of the customs, ways of dress and ways of life of various 
peoples from the Philippines and other East and Southeast Asian countries. It was 
unearthed in 1947 by Prof. Charles R. Boxer. My copy of the second edition just arrived 
yesterday! 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Tall Story is a middle grade novel written by Candy Gourlay where she brings together 
the Philippine legend of Bernardo Carpio, a culture hero tale analogous to the 
Prometheus story, with a coming-of-age basketball story. It’s a fantastic modern 
retelling that brings the legend to life for kids today in a wonderful, joyful and magical 
way. 

R(@&4! P(*(2C:,A#?6! /,%2! &2! P#@*&2A&! &2! WXYZ6! $(*! @&3#=! ?(&2@5! &2! B*%(#@! *&28#! WXZ[F! 9$#!
%#8#&3#=!$#%!+$7!-%,?!.$#!P#/%#J!12&3#%*&45!,-!Q#%<*(@#?!&2!WX[\!(2=!$#%!=&**#%4(4&,2!
J(*! D</@&*$#=! (*! ;,@A@,%#! ;#@@,J*S! H,??<2&8(4&,2! ]^]F! 9$#! *4<=&#=! -,@A@,%&*4&8*! (4! 4$#!
12&3#%*&45!,-!P#@*&2A&!<2=#%!4$#!)<&=(28#!,-!"(44&!G<<*&!(2=!T(<%&!P,2A,F!>?,2)!$#%!,4$#%!
D</@&*$#=! J,%A_! 89$& :'2%$4"2(& ;$<*& =26$474$6'6"-21& -3& '& >94"16"'2& ?$($2%! KJ&4$! >@(2!
7<2=#*6!B2=&(2(!12&3#%*&45!+%#**6!WX\`LO!89$&:$.&-3&?"3$*&@-,A,-4$&'2%&!"%4'19&"2&B'.."2")&
?"6$4'604$!K94(2-,%=!12&3#%*&45!+%#**6!]aaaLO!8',$1&-3&69$&C$"(9.-49--%*&;$<"19&C'44'6"D$&
E"',-(0$1& "2& ?'6$& F26"G0"65! K12&3#%*&45! ,-! H(@&-,%2&(! +%#**6! ]aa^LO! 89$& :",$5& H,')A<$,,&
>-I7'2"-2&6-&@-,A,-4$!KJ&4$!:#)&2(!;F!'#2=&N6!]aW]LF!9$#!*#%3#=!(*!"(N!(2=!"(%)(%#4$#!
R%<2J(@=!+%,-#**,%!,-!;,@A@,%#!(4!4$#!P#/%#J!12&3#%*&45!,-!Q#%<*(@#?!<24&@!$#%!%#4&%#?#24!
&2!]aW]6!(2=!J(*!+%#*&=#24!,-!4$#!B9;E:!WXX\b]aaZF!!!!

Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Indeed, too many to mention, but for me personally especially Claude Levi-Strauss 
and Elli Köngäs-Maranda. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
Proverbs and riddles, always. Although just now I am deep into epic Kalevala poetry, 
as I am translating Lönnrot's classic work into Hebrew. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
An autobiographical text written by a woman who lived in Late Antique Roman or 
Byzantine Palestine. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Structure, ecotype, transformation. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Eleazar Meletinsky, The Poetics of Myth. 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Little Brother, Little Sister, Grimm 11, ATh 450. 
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Lauri Honko. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
The narrative of a seer’s visionary experience about the death of a man who suffered 
a car accident, to whom she travelled in spirit to prevent the devil from taking his soul 
to hell. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
The testimony of a living fairy-woman about her dream experience of an otherworldly 
fairy-feast. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
The application of complex anthropological methods to European cultural 
phenomena with their social context in the second half of the 20th century, when 
anthropologists, who have previously exclusively studied peoples outside Europe, 
also began to consider the traditional village communities of Europe as an 
anthropological field. This inspired me to consider the category of traditional folk 
beliefs tied to peasant orality as part of a wider religious culture, to investigate folklore 
as embedded in society, and as part of a functionally determined system. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Hristoforova, Olga: Kolduny i !ertvy. Antropologija koldovstva v sovremennoj Rossii 
(‘Witches and Victims: The Anthropology of Witchcraft in Modern Russia’) (Moskva, 
2010). 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
I have such bad experiences with folktales made into films that I don’t consider further 
adaptations important. 
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Anna-Leena Siikala is the first one who comes into mind. Before reading her work I 
was used to seeing authors dealing with Scandinavian and Finnic mythologies and 
religions from a strictly historical point of view. Her multidisciplinary approach 
which made use of Folkloristics, History, Cognitive Anthropology, Neuropsychology, 
Linguistics and Comparative Religion mesmerized me and made me open my mind 
to new (and more innovative) conceptions and methods. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
Anne Vabarna’s twin epic The Maiden’s Death Song & The Great Wedding, which was 
collected by A. O. Väisänen. Perhaps the reason why it has a great appeal to me is the 
fact that it sounds as if a lament (or a series of lament songs) from Balto-Finnic 
tradition had received influences from the epic genre. It is both beautiful and 
intriguing. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
I am deeply interested in traditions of charms and other forms of magical oral 
repertoires, so the idea of new texts of charms or magic songs from Finno-Ugric 
cultures being uncovered really excites me. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
It is really difficult to choose only one. I reckon I would choose the concept of Symbolic 
Matrix as proposed by Frog in a serious of studies. It is one of the most effective and 
adaptive tools for approaching expressions of mythology and religion in specific and 
multi-cultural milieus. One of its biggest advantages in my opinion is that it is able to 
keep in focus multiple cultural inheritances belonging to specific peoples and 
languages (i.e. “Uralic”, “Indo-European”, etc.) while at the same time aiming to 
successfully explicate them in order to explore how different elements that originated 
in different cultures end up mixing with each other in wider cultural contexts. This is 
especially interesting for analysing religions and mythologies in Scandinavian or the 
Circum-Baltic area for example, where a remarkably diversity of cultures have been 
in contact. Frog’s Symbolic Matrix has been a tool of great importance in helping me 
to understand the occurrence of (supposedly) similar symbols and practices in the 
cultures of medieval and modern Scandinavia. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Clive Tolley’s Shamanism in Norse Myth and Magic. I consider this work to be an 
unavoidable and classic study on the matter, so I find myself constantly coming back 
to it and understanding something new each time.  

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Either one of the two versions of a Sami folktale called The Haunting of the Old Deceased 
Noaidi. One of them was collected by A. V. Koskimies and the other by T. I. Itkonen. 
Like many of the Sami folktales it is rather short, but the haunting atmosphere, I think, 
could easily be adapted into the basic plot of a film. 
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Antti Amatus Aarne and Stith Thompson; their work The Types of the Folktale is of 
relevance for modern world folkloristics. 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
The folktale that I am mostly interested in at the moment is “Why old people should 
be respected and appreciated”. It is popular all over the world, there is a great variety 
of the stories that belong to the type. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
Any discovery of archival records of Mongolian tales makes me immensely happy 
because my cherished dream is to complete my monograph A Comparative Index of the 
Types of Folktales of Mongolian Peoples. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
The research on folktale types and motifs was most important for me; it influenced the 
direction of my research on the folktales of the Mongolian peoples. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
The Types of International Folktales by Hans-Jörg Uther (Helsinki, 2004). 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
My choice is “Why old people should be respected and appreciated” because the 
folktale is based on the idea of humanity and love. 
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Who is a folklorist from the past who you think wrote things that are 
relevant today? 
Elias Lönnrot, Julius Krohn & Kaarle Krohn, Antti Aarne, Lauri Honko, Anna-Leena 
Siikala, Walter Anderson, Lauri Harvilahti, Ülo Valk, Lotte Tarkka, Frog; Johann 
Gottfried von Herder, Jacob Grimm & Wilhelm Grimm, August Wilhelm von Shlegel 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

& Friedrich von Schlegel, Wolfram Eberhard; Arnold Van Gennep, Claude Lévi-
Strauss; Y. M. Sokolov, Vladimir Propp, Mikhail Bakhtin, Eleasar Meletinsky; Boris 
Lyvovich Riftin, Milman Parry, Albert B. Lord, Richard M. Dorson, Alan Dundes, 
Richard Bauman; Zhong jingwen, Yanagita Kunio, and Hiroko Ikeda. 

What is a piece of folklore that you particularly like or find especially 
interesting? 
The star husband, the snake beauty, the butterfly madam (lovers), the moving pagoda, 
Buddhist legends, the underground world or life in the lower world, the singing 
bone(harp), the wise carpenter, the epic Manas, village opera, rites of passage, and 
rituals of herbal curing. 

What is something you wish will one day be uncovered in an archive? 
Folktales, folksongs and related folklore that were collected in China or India by 
Nordic folklorists or missionaries in the early 20th century or earlier and are preserved 
in the Finnish Folklore Archives. 

What is a concept in folkloristics that changed your intellectual path? 
Popular and traditional worldview, knowledge systems and their perspectives on 
technological innovation. 

Name something you are currently reading? 
Study in Oral Narrative, edited by Lauri Honko and Anna-Leena Siikala (Helsinki, 
1989), the Chinese edition of Mikhail Bakhtin’s Complete Works (Shijiazhuang, 1998), 
Zhong Jingwen’s Complete Works (Beijing, 2018), Gong Yushu’s Chinese translation of 
The Epic of Gilgamesh (Beijing, 2021), Shi Yang’s Oral Narratives and Ritual Practice: A 
Study of the Myth, Witchcraft and Rituals of the Alangan Mangyan People, Philippines 
(Beijing, 2022), and much more. 

Name a folktale that has to be adapted to a film? 
Aarne-Thompson folktale type 1* is “The Fox Steals the Basket”, in which a rabbit 
plays dead, a girl lays her basket down to pick up the rabbit and a fox steals the basket. 
A folktale like this is spread in both China and India in the following form: 

>2!,@=!?(2!8(%%&#*!8@,4$!(2=!3&2#)(%!&2!(!/(*A#4!(2=!,2!$&*!J(5!$#!*##*!(2!#()@#!8(48$&2)!(!
%(//&4F!.$#!,@=!?(2!),#*! 4,!8(48$!4$#!#()@#!(2=!4$#!%(//&4F!.$#! -,N!*4#(@*!$&*!8@,4$!(2=!
3&2#)(%!-%,?!4$#!/(*A#4F!

In my opinion, this folktale should be made into a film. Why? What is lost in this 
folktale is two items: cloth and vinegar, and vinegar is a symbol of water and grain. 
The tale presents water, grain and clothing as the most precious resources for human 
existence on the earth. A most important lesson can be given to people through this 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

simple text. Human beings should resist the greedy desire exhibited by the old man 
in this folktale: he gave up his cloth and vinegar when he saw the eagle with a rabbit, 
which he had no real chance of catching. This is a lesson about safeguarding resources: 
people should protect the Earth’s environment and cherish these three basic resources 
no less than they cherish their own eyes. 

If you have other questions you wish we address in our next newsletter OR if you are 
brave enough to take the ISFNR challenge, please write to: isfnrnewsletter[at] 
gmail.com. 

Organized by Frog, University of Helsinki  
and Dani Schrire, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

In memoriam 

Simon J. Bronner, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 

Dan Ben-Amos, who made major contributions 
to folkloristic theory and folk narrative 
research, died on 26 March 2023 at the age of 88. 
Despite his advancing age and illness, he was 
actively teaching, writing, and working at the 
University of Pennsylvania (USA) weeks before 
his death.  

Dan was instrumental in the performance 
studies movement in folkloristics arising during 
the 1960s and his name is inexorably linked to 
the keyword of “context” in folkloristic 
methodology and interpretation. Every student 
of folklore knows his foundational 1971 essay 
“Toward a Definition of Folklore in Context” in 
which he famously declared, “folklore is artistic 
communication in small groups”. While the use of the term is not original to Dan, he 
used it to refer to the traditionalization of narrative expression in the “context” of 
social interaction that is variable in different settings. Although connected to the 
ethnographic study of storytelling events, as a scholar of literature he appreciated and 
studied texts, and annotated them masterfully, as evidenced in his monumental tomes 
that formed the Folktales of the Jews series (2006, 2007, 2011). He privately shared with 
me that this series, of which he published three of the projected five volumes, each 
topping a thousand pages, would be his parting scholarly gift to folk narrative 
research.  

Dan’s book of groundbreaking essays in the performance turn of folkloristics, 
Folklore in Context (1982), contains headings for research directions that he pursued 
throughout his career. Understandably leading the list is “Context”, followed by 
“Genre”, “Jewish Humor”, and “Folklore in Africa”. I could add to this list expertise he 
shared in publications and presentations on European folktale, structuralism, collective 
memory, folk speech, religion, translation and textualization, motif analysis and 
classification, history of folklore studies and the relationship of history to folklore, and 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

Jewish literature and biblical studies. His contextual approach was often deemed 
opposed to symbolic and psychological interpretation, but in fact, he viewed the 
observation of social interaction as a first step toward finding meaning, one of which 
could be outside of the awareness of participants in social events. Nonetheless, it is 
true that in various exchanges with fellow analysts fermenting contextual approaches 
during the 1960s, including Alan Dundes, he preferred structural and sociolinguistic 
analysis to semiotic and psychological interpretation. Toward the end of his career, 
Dan’s theoretical contributions beyond performance were gathered by Henry Glassie 
and Elliott Oring in Folklore Concepts: Histories and Critiques (2020), for Indiana 
University Press.  

Dan’s family and educational context informed his international interests and 
outlook. Parents Zalman (1898–1983, original last name of Castroll) and Rivka 
(Feinsilber) Ben-Amos (1898–1984) of Lithuanian Jewish background, and older 
brother Emmanuel (1923–2007), welcomed Dan into the world on 3 September 1934 in 
Tel Aviv, British Mandatory Palestine, and raised him just east of the city what was 
then an agricultural community of Petah Tikva. Young Dan’s education was mainly 
in the secular schools of the labour movement. After being discharged from the army, 
he joined an agricultural kibbutz. Creatively engaged with poetry and fiction, 
however, Dan left to study English literature and Biblical studies at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. Wanting to change majors but desiring to keep the credits he 
had earned, he turned to Hebrew literature. That is when he fell under the influence 
of his first folklore professor, Dov Noy. Dan recalled that his first two papers, all based 
on library work were comparative studies of the Hebrew versions of Aarne-
Thompson tale type 505 “The Grateful Dead” and “Color Symbolism in Jewish Folk-
Literature”. He received praise for his research and Noy advised him to continue 
folklore studies at his alma mater of Indiana University in the United States.  

 At Indiana University, Dan expanded beyond comparative literary approaches 
to anthropological perspectives on myth and tales from professors David Bidney, 
Ermine Wheeler-Voegelin, and Thomas Sebeok. Along with fellow students, Dan was 
drawn to structuralism and it was the focus of his dissertation, “Narrative Forms in 
the Haggadah: Structural Analysis” (1966), under the direction of folklorist Richard 
M. Dorson. Dan credited his folklore professor Jerome Mintz (1930–1997) for first 
guiding him to use fieldwork in his studies. Among his first field projects for Mintz 
was recording a master Jewish joke-teller. The experience led later to more thinking 
about the performance of jests in a Jewish social context and the social construction of 
a category of “Jewish humour”. Mintz later collaborated with Dan on annotating and 
editing the first English translation of a collection of legends about the founder of 
Hasidism titled in Hebrew Shivhei Ha-Besht (‘In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov’, 1972). 
Dan had earlier helped with the annotation and editing of folk narratives with Noy 
when Dorson included Folktales of Israel in his Folktales of the World series for the 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

University of Chicago Press (1963). In these works, and especially with his longer 
annotations for the multi-volume Folktales of the Jews series, Dan shows an incredible 
command of folk literary sources from antiquity to the present. More than marking 
motif and type numbers as was the practice in earlier headnotes, one reads in Dan’s 
commentaries multi-perspectival learning in which he considers the various previous 
interpretations of the story and analyses historical and social contexts from whatever 
archaeological, literary, and ethnographic sources are available. From this analysis, he 
proposed possible meanings as the story was used in different situations through 
history. As he did repeatedly with a number of concepts such as genre and tradition, 
he took what scholars viewed as givens such as motif and type, and subjected them to 
deep historiographical and philosophical analysis.  

As Dan frequently reflected, his intensive period of field experience in Benin City, 
Nigeria, in 1966 set the stage for his definition of folklore as artistic communication in 
small groups and his later theorizing of storytelling events. The book that resulted 
from the fieldwork, Sweet Words (1975), is thin compared to later tomes, but it was 
thick with ethnographic documentation and provided the seed for later forays into 
areas of cultural memory, symbolism, poetics, and performance. Within the book his 
conclusion is brief; it is notable for its perspective on narratives from the viewpoint of 
Benin storytellers. More than concentrating on the text alone, Dan showed the 
workings of storytelling as an event that included music and family activities. 
Especially eye-opening for him was the intensity of storytelling as a group activity, 
often lasting hours at a time, in contrast to performances of single stories by a lone 
teller in his previous fieldwork. The content as well as the process also led him to 
theorize later about the social role of storytellers, particularly in African society, 
because he found that unlike the expectations of griots as professional tellers 
reinforcing the social establishment, the tradition-bearers he encountered used tales 
in performance as subversive strategies.  

After receiving his doctorate in folklore, Dan landed a one-year position in 
anthropology at the University of California, Los Angeles, in the 1966–1967 academic 
year. His big break occurred when the University of Pennsylvania hired him for a 
tenure-track position devoted to folklore and folklife beginning in fall 1967. He had 
an immediate impact mentoring doctoral students who went on to have impressive 
careers. Dan reached the rank of professor in 1977 and in 1999 added a departmental 
affiliation with Asian and Middle Eastern Studies (later Near Eastern Languages and 
Civilizations) and a programmatic connection to the Jewish Studies Program. He 
stepped up to leadership roles as chair of the Department of Folklore and Folklife in 
1973–1974 and again in 1982–1984; he continued his championing the study of folklore 
at Penn by chairing the Committee on Folklore, which granted a Graduate Certificate 
in Folklore Studies, into the twenty-first century. Among his honours over his career 
have been coveted fellowships from the American Council of Learned Societies (1972–



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

1973), the Guggenheim Foundation (1975–1976), and the National Endowment for the 
Humanities (1980–1981), and prestigious grants from the National Science Foundation 
(1968, 1970), the African Studies Association (1971), and the National Institute of 
Mental Health (1968). Of special meaning is the honour from the American Folklore 
Society bestowed on him in 2014 for lifetime scholarly achievement. Most of all, he 
took great pride in the work of his students, and he maintained supportive 
relationships with them well after they graduated. Having edited a festschrift for him 
in 2019, I can attest to tributes by students and colleagues alike to his generosity and 
kindness as well as his intellectual brilliance.  

Dan was the author and editor of over a dozen books, and hundreds of essays, 
translations, and reviews. The program builder and globally minded person that he 
was, he also made major contributions that helped define fields, with leadership of 
“Translations in Folklore Studies” for the Institute for the Study of Human Issues and 
Indiana University Press and the Raphael Patai Series in Jewish Folklore and 
Anthropology for Wayne State University Press. In addition, he gathered colleagues 
to dialogue in special issues of journals, often on controversial topics such as “The 
European Fairy-Tale Tradition between Orality and Literacy” for the Journal of 
American Folklore in 2010 and “The Challenge of Folklore to the Humanities” for 
Humanities in 2018.  

 His critical stock-taking of the terminology, as well as content, of folklore 
hardly stopped with his first conference presentation on “artistic communication” in 
1967. Thirty years later he addressed the big picture when he defended the 
continuation of the use of the term “folklore” before folklorists concerned by how 
outsiders construed the appellation and whether they should change it or align with 
other fields (e.g., ethnology, cultural studies, heritage studies, performance studies). 
Instead of bowing to the expectations of popular and public culture of conducting 
“research of the eleventh hour”, folklorists should be concerned, he avowed, with the 
“communal process of traditionalization and the scholarly search for tradition” (1998). 
His clarion calls to folklorists and the lasting legacy of scholarship will undoubtedly 
continue to ring in countless classrooms, publications, and conferences around the 
globe. He should also be remembered for his strength of character and collegial spirit 
that drew scholars to him wherever he went.  

Acknowledgement 
A version of this memorial essay was published in Folklore 134 (2023): 418–422 and is 
used here with permission of the editor Jessica Hemmings.  

Notes 
Contexts of Folklore: Festschrift for Dan Ben-Amos on His Eighty-Fifth Birthday was edited 
by Simon J. Bronner and Wolfgang Mieder (New York: Peter Lang, 2019) and contains 



 
 

  

 
 
 
 

a biographical introduction by the editors (pp. 1–24). See also a special issue of Western 
Folklore in Winter 2020 (vol. 79, no. 1) titled “Essays in Honor of Dan Ben-Amos”. Gila 
Gutenberg compiled a bibliography of 175 publications up to 1999 for Jerusalem Studies 
in Jewish Folklore 19/20 (1997–1998), pp. 43–62; it is available online at 
https://www.sas.upenn.edu/folklore/faculty/dbamos/dbabib.html. Ninety-six full-
text articles by Ben-Amos are available from 1963 to 2016 in the online Scholarly 
Commons of University of Pennsylvania Libraries at https://repository.upenn.edu/ 
nelc_papers/index.html. The quotations on traditionalization from “The Name is the 
Thing” (1998) and the definition of folklore in context (1971) are reprinted in Dan Ben-
Amos, Folklore Concepts: Histories and Critiques, edited by Henry Glassie and Elliott 
Oring (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020). Dan’s last published paper that 
originated as an address to the International Society for Folk Narrative Research 
appeared as “Between Intangible Cultural Heritage and Folklore”, TFH: Journal of 
History and Folklore 36 (2019): 17–72, and introduced by my “The Historical Folklore of 
Dan Ben-Amos”, in the same issue, pp. 4–16.    



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Spotlighted Performer 

James J. Fox, Australian National University 
!

Ande Ruy is a stunningly versatile chanter, performer 
and singer with a wide repertoire. He is the best 
known of all of Rote’s master poets and was chosen to 
welcome President Jokowi when he visited the island 
in January 2018. Ande Ruy has enthusiastically 
attended all the recording sessions on Bali since 2006 
and has personally sought out other master poets on 
the island to invite them to record on Bali. 

He becomes deeply involved in his performances, 
weeping, for example, when he recites the final 
lament addressed to the spirit of the deceased. His 
performances have included traditional origin chants 
as well as recitations that seem to be of his own 
imagining. He can recite as do other poets in strict 
parallelism, but he can also perform the same chant in 

a partially reduplicated parallel form.  He is by far the hardest of the poets to translate. 
In addition to traditional origin chants, he has fashioned his own version of the 

Biblical Genesis, rendering it in a form like that of a traditional origin chant:  

The Opening Lines of a Rotenese Genesis 
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Conference Report 
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Lidija Stojanovi!, Institute of Folklore “Marko Cepenkov”, Skopje  

On the 25th of November 2022, the Institute of 
Folklore “Marko Cepenkov”, organized the 
21st Symposium on Balkan Folklore, devoted 
to Tradition, Media and Digital World. 
Participants from Serbia, Croatia, Russia, 
Poland, Canada, Moldova and Macedonia 
presented their theoretical and empirical 
viewpoints dedicated to the relationship 
between two paradigms: tradition vs. media 
and digital worlds.  

The current context blurs the boundaries between the art of industrialized 
countries and the art of “the rest”, between “elite” and “low” genres, between artists 

and critics, between ethnologists and 
historians. Together, these changes 
represent a complex reorientation made up 
of different elements. 

But at some level, both are moving in 
the same direction: they challenge the 
conventional structure of research and 
propose the abolition of the boundaries of 
the traditional study of art – disciplinary 
boundaries, geographical boundaries, the 
boundaries of an established hierarchy of 
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