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III. The Revenge. (a) The bird sings of his murder. (b) He brings
presents to his father and sister and the millstone for the mother.
IV. The Second Transformation. At her death he becomes a boy.

VLADIMIR PROPP

Folklore and Literaturet

* = #*

Folklore is the product of a special form of verbal art. Literature is
also a verbal art, and for this reason the closest connection exists be-
tween folklore and literature, between the science of folklore and lit-
crary criticism. Literature and folklore overlap partially in their poetic
genres. There are genres specific to literature (for example, the ngvel)
and to folklore (for example, the charm), but both folklore and litera-
ture can be classified by genres, and this is a fact of poetics. Hence
there is a certain similarity in some of their tasks and methods.

One of the literary tasks of folklore is to single out _.emd study the
category of genre and each particular genre. Especially important and
difficult is to study the inner structure of verbal products, their com-
position and makeup. The laws pertaining to the structure of the fol!(-
tale, epic poetry, riddles, songs, charms, etc., are little known. In epic
genres consider, for example, the opening of the poem, the plot, and
the conclusion. It has been shown that works of folklore and literature
have different morphologies and that folklore has specific structures.
This difference cannot be explained, but it can be discovered by means
of literary analysis. Stylistic and poetical devices belong here too. Again
we will see that folklore has devices specific to it (parallelisms, repeti-
tion, etc.) and that the usual devices of poetical languagc'(similes, met-
aphors, epithets) have a different content in folklore and literature. This
too can be determined by literary analysis. ;

In brief, folklore possesses a most distinctive poetics, peculiar to it
and different from the poetics of literary works. Study of this poetics
will reveal the incomparable artistic beauty of folklore.

Thus, not only is there a close tie between folklore and literature,
but folklore is a literary phenomenon. Like literature, it is a verbal'anﬁ

In its descriptive elements the study of folklore is the study of liter-
ature. The connection between these disciplines is so close that folklore
and literature are often equated; methods of literature are extended to
folklore, and here the matter is allowed to rest. However, as just pointed
out, literary analysis can only discover the phenomenon and the law of
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folklore poetics, but it is unable to explain them. To avoid the error of
equating folklore with literature, we must ascertain not only how liter-
ature and folklore are alike, related, and to a certain extent identical in
nature, but also how they differ. Indeed, folklore possesses a number of
features so sharply differentiating it from literature that methods of lit-
erary research are insufficient for solving all its problems.

One of the most important differences is that literary works invariably
have an author. Folklore works, on the contrary, never have an author,
and this is one of their specific features. The situation is quite clear:
either we acknowledge the presence of folk art as a phenomenon in
the social and cultural history of peoples or we do not acknowledge it
and claim that it is a poetical or scientific fiction and that only indi-
viduals and groups can create poetry.

We believe that folk art is not a fiction, that it really exists and that
the study of it is the basic objective of scientific folklore. * * * What
older scholarship felt instinctively and expressed naively, awkwardly,
and not so much scientifically as emotionally must now be purged of
romantic errors and elevated to the height of modern scholarship, with
its consistent methods and exact techniques.

Brought up in the traditions of literature, we are often unable to
conceive that a poetical werk can have arisen not as a literary work
arises when created by an individual. It always seems to us that someone
must have been the first to compose it. Yet it is possible for poetical
works to arise in completely different ways, and the study of those ways
is one of the most fundamental and complex problems ¢f folklore. I
cannot go into this problem here and will only mention that in its
origin folklore should be likened ot to literature but ‘to language,
which is invented by no one and which has neither an author nor
authors. It arises everywhere and changes in a regular way, indepen-
dently of people’s will, once there are appropriate conditions for it in
the historical development of peoples. Universal similarity does not
present a problem. It is rather its absence that we would have found
inexplicable. Similarity indicates a regular process; the similarity of
works of folklore is a particular case of the historical law by which
identical forms of production in material culture give rise to identical
or similar social institutions, to similar tools, and, in ideology, to the
similarity of forms and categories of thought, religion, rituals, languages,
and folklore. All of these live, influence one another, change, grow,
and die.

With regard to the problem of conceiving empirically the origin of
folklore, it will suffice to note that in its beginnings folklore can be an
integral part of ritual. With the degeneration or decline of a ritual,
folklore becomes detached from it and continues to live an independent
life. * ok %

The distinction discussed here is so important that it compels us to
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single out folklore as a special type of verbal art and the science of
folklore as a special discipline. A literary historian interested in the
origin of a work looks for its author. The folklorist, with the aid of broad
comparative material, discovers the conditions that brought forth a plot.
But the difference between folklore and literature is not confined to
this distinction; they are differentiated not only by their origin but also
by their forms of existence.

It has long been known that literature is transmitted through writing
and folklore by word of mouth. Until now this distinction has been
considered to be purely technical. However, it captures the innermost
difference between the functioning of literature and folklore. A literary
work, once it has arisen, no longer changes. It exists only when two
agents are present: the author (the creator of the work) and the reader.
The mediating link between them is a book, manuscript, or perfor-
mance. A literary work is immutable, but the reader always changes.
Aristotle was read by the ancient Greeks, the Arabs, and the Humanists,
and we read him too, but all read and understand him differently. True
readers always read creatively. A work of literature can bring them joy,
inspire them, or fill them with indignation. They may wish to interfere

. in the heroes’ fortunes, reward or punish them, change their tragic fate
to a happy one, put a triumphant villain to death. But the readers, no
matter how deeply they are aroused by a work of literature, are unable
and are not allowed to introduce any changes to suit their own personal
tastes or the views of their age.

Folklore also presupposes two agents, but different agents, namely,
the performer and the listener, opposing each other directly, or rather
without a mediating link.

As a rule, the performers’ works are not created by them personally
but were heard earlier, so performers can in no way be compared with
poets reciting their own works. Nor are they reciters of the works of
others, mere declaimers reproducing someone else’s work. They are
figures specific to folklore, and all of them, from the primitive chorus
to the folktale narrator * * * , deserve our closest attention. Performers
do not repeat their texts word for word but introduce changes into them.
Even if these changes are insignificant (but they can be very great),
even if the changes that take place in folklore texts are sometimes as
slow as geological processes, what is important is the fact of change-
ability of folklore compared with the stability of literature.

If the reader of a work of literature is a powerless censor and critic
devoid of authority, anyone listening to folklore is a potential future
performer, who, in turn, consciously or unconsciously, will introduce
changes into the work. These changes are not made accidentally but
in accordance with certain laws. Everything that is out-of-date and in-
congruous with new attitudes, tastes, and ideology will be discarded.
These new tastes will affect not only what will be discarded but also
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what will be reworked and supplemented. Not a small (though not the
decisive) role is played by the narrator’s personality, taste, views on life,
talents, and creative abilities. A work of folklore exists in constant flux,
and it cannot be studied in depth if it is recorded only once. It should
be recorded as many times as possible. We call each recording a variant,
and these variants are something completely different from a version of
a work of literature made by one and the same person.

Folklore circulates, changing all the time, and this circulation and
changeability are among its specific characteristics. Literary works can
also be drawn into the orbit of this circulation. For example, Mark
Twain’s Prince and the Pauper is told as a folktale. * * *

What do we have in this instance: folklore or literature? The answer
is fairly simple. If, for example, a story from a chapbook, a saint’s life,
or the like, is recited from memory with no changes from the original,
or if “The Black Shawl” or an excerpt from The Peddlers are sung
exactly as Pushkin and Nekrdsov wrote them, this case differs little from
a performance on the stage or anywhere else. But as soon as such songs
begin to change, to be sung differently, as soon as they begin to form
variants, they become folklore, and the process of their change is the
folklorist's domain. To be sure, there is a difference between folklore
of the first sort, which often originated in prehistoric times and has
variants all over the world, and poets’ verses, freely used and transmitted
by word of mouth. In the first case, we have pure folklore, that is,
folklore both by origin and by transmission; in the second case, folklore
of literary origin, that is, folklore by transmission but literature by origin.
This distinction must always be kept in mind. A song that we consider
pure folklore can turn out to be literary, can have an author. * * *
Such examples are numerous, and ties between literature and folklore,
as well as the literary sources of folklore are among the most interesting
subjects both in the history of literature and in folklore.

This case again brings us to authorship in folklore. We have taken
only two extreme cases. The first is folklore that was created by no one
individual and arose in prehistoric times within the framework of some
ritual or in some other way and that has survived through oral trans-
mission to the present. The second case is obviously an individual’s
recent work circulating as folklore. In the development of both litera-
ture and folklore, between these two extremes occur all sorts of inter-
mediate forms, each of which is a special problem. Modern folklorists
are well aware that such problems cannot be solved descriptively, syn-
chronically, but should be studied in their development. The genetic
study of folklore is just one part of historical study, for folklore is not
only a literary but also a historical phenomenon and the science of
folklore not only a literary but also a historical discipline.




