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Oral Tradiţional Literature: a Festschrift for Albert Bâtes Lord. Ed. John Miles Foley. Colum­
bus, Ohio: Slavica Publishers, 1981, pp. 464, $ 24,95.

It is fitting that this collection of essays, representing thè proceedings of a symposium 
on oral literature at thè 1978 Medieval Institute meeting, should be dedicated to Albert Lord, 
since thè work of this eminentSlavi/ist and classicist has marshalled in a new era in thè compar­
ative study of tradiţional oral poetry. Originating half a Century ago in a series of important 
studies by Milman Parry which compared thè Homeric epos with thè “improvised” epic 
performances of illiterate twentieth-century Yugoslav singers, thè Parry-Lord oral-formulaic 
theory has in recent decades grown increasingly influential as an imaginative new methodology 
embracing many language areas and bridging many disciplines1. In this context. Oral Tradi­
ţional Literature serves a double purpose. Most importantly, it represents thè very cutting 
edge of this scholarship in collecting thè efforts of some of thè foremost scholars in thè Greek, 
Serbo-Croatian, Russian, Spanish, Old French, Middle German, Tangu, Yorübá, and Old, 
Middle, and modern English oral traditions. At thè same time, and unlike similar collections 
in thè past, it provides a survey and overview for those until now daunted by the proliféra­
tion of research in this burgeoning yet highly diversified and often technical field.

Especially valuable in this second connection is the editor’s 96-page introductory essay, 
“The Oral Theory in Context”, which traces “the early achievements of Milman Parry (Part 
I); the continuing contribution of Albert Lord (Part II); the history of formulate and thematic 
studies in Old English, as an example of the oral theory’s influence on comparative literature 
(Part III); and prospects for further research, as indicated by the essays in this volume (Part 
IV)” (p. 28). Research in oral studies has until now been hampered by the lack of a journal 
devoted to the field, by the conséquent scattering of articles and references, and by the fact 
that some of the seminal studies are out of print. The existing criticai anthologies, while 
giving needed focal centers, hâve appeared ail too infrequently2; and the available bibliogra­
phies are quickly growing out of date3. Foley’s essay, while not purporting to cover ail lines 
of research in the oral theory—for this we must await his forthcoming bibliography from 
Garland Publishers—nonetheless provides the first exhaustive account of the achievements 
of the theory’s cofounders, along with the first complete survey of relevant scholarship in 
Old English from thè late nineteenth-century through 1978. A valuable Supplement from the 
Slavicist’s standpoint is John Miletich’s bibliographical review (also in this volume), “Hispanic 
and South Slavic Tradiţional Narrative Poetry and Related forms : a Survey of Comparative

1. See The Making of Homeric Verse: The Collected Papers of Milman Parry, ed. Adam 
Party (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971). The other principal pillar of the oral-formulaic 
theory is Albert Lord’s The Singer Of Taies (New York: Atheneum, 1968).

2. See Oral Literature: Seven Essays, ed. Joseph J. Duggan (New York: Barnes and 
Noble, 1975), and Oral Literature and the Formula, ed. Benjamin A. Stolz and Richard S. 
Shannon (Ann Arbor: Center for the Coordination of Ancient and Modem Studies, the 
University of Michigan, 1976).

3. The two bibliographies most frequently cited are James P. Holoka,“Homeric Original­
ity: A Survey”, The Classical World, 66 (1973), 257-93, and Edward R. Haymes, A Bibli­
ography of Studies Relating to Parry's and Lord’s Oral Theory (Cambridge, Mass. : Publica­
tions of the Milman Parry Collection, 1973).
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Studies (1824-1977)”. While no work promises to supercede Lord’s The Singer of Taies as 
the standard source and introduction to the oral-formulaic theory, the bibliographical material 
in Oral Tradiţional Literature will be an essential companion tool, mapping contours in the 
tangled and still-broadening horizon of scholarship that now confronts the prospective 
researcher.

When one turns to the main body of essays, one is struck most immediately by the 
consistent comparative orientation which makes these diverse studies in many language 
traditions mutually illuminating. One further remarks a shift in interest away from the mere 
verbal formula-counting that characterized much of the research in the 1960’s and 1970’s 
in favor of a wider range of structural levels, such as sound patterning, metrics, phrase and 
colonie structure, theme and type-scene, and genre. Several articles, moreover, evince a 
growing concern for the relation of these structures to the historical, sociétal, and recepţionai 
contexts in which they appear.

The volume concludes with an essay by Albery Lord, “Memory, Fixity, and Genre in 
Oral Tradiţional Poetries”, which probes further intő the meaning of “composition by 
formula”. In The Singer of Tales, Lord used the evidence of Serbo-Croatian epic poetry to 
prove that the oral guslar does not work from a fixed text but rather re-creates the poem in 
each performance from an acquired tradiţional stockpile of formulas, thèmes, and story- 
patterns. “Memory, Fixity, and Genre” refines on these discoveries through a comparison 
of multiple versions of “The Song of Bagdad” by several Novi Pazar singers. Lord concludes 
that “passages vary much more from one singer to another than they do in the singing of 
a given bard” and that “a kind of 'fixity’ may be attained in the work of a single singer, but 
that fixity is not transmitted to another singer” (p. 459). Lord further correlates the degree 
of such “fixity” with genre length and the capabilities of memory. Indeed, the problem of 
memory, its nature and role in oral poetry, should define a major direction of study in coming 
years, as Donald Fry’s “The Memory of Caedmon” would suggest. In this prospectus to a 
book-Iength work, Fry brings F. C. Bartlett’s investigations in memory and Eric Havelock’s 
theories of pre-Socratic Greece to bear on Anglo-Saxon England, arguing that oral units 
of structuration were integral to the processes of éducation and cultural transmission in this 
early Germanie society.

Other threads from Lord’s piece are picked up elsewhere in the volume. Patricia Arant 
in “The Intricate Web: Thematic Cohésion in Russian Oral Tradiţional Verse” dissects the 
stylistic tissue in the epic poetry of the unlettered nineteenth-century Russian singer, Trofim 
Gi igor’evič Rjabinin, finding that, just as lines are constituted of formulas, so thèmes dépend 
heavily upon redundancies of various types. Arant proceeds to catalogue such devices and 
to illustrate their force of cohésion, both within lines and between line groupings. Similar 
in its orientation towards stylistic “nuts and bolts” is Robert Creed’s “The Beowulj-poet : 
Master of Sound Patterning”, which, despite its title, applies to the Anglo-Saxon poem all 
five of Berkley Peabody’s tests for orality—thè phonemic, formulate, enjambment, thematic, 
and song criteria4. Lord’s comments on genre and text fixity seem to find corroboration in 
Barbara Halpern’s “Geneology as Oral Genre in a Serbian Village”, whose original field 
data not only documents the existence of this previously neglected oral genre but discloses

4. See Berkley Peabody, The Winged Word: a Study in the Technique of Ancient Greek 
Oral Composition as Seen Principally through Hesiod’s Works and Days (Albany: State Univ. 
of New York Press, 1975), pp. 1-5.
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a ciear structural grammar and a remarkable capacity to preserve information content.
These articles, like others in the volume, focus primarily on one tradition, although 

certain common methodological tendencies begin to emerge. Yet the grounds of comparison 
are examined explicitly in Alain Renoir’s “Oral Formuláié Context: Implications for the 
Comparative Criticism of Medieval Texts”. After an opening critique of deconstructionist 
and related schools of hermeneutics, Renoir argues that the oral-formulaic theory, unlike 
chronological and geographical approaches, can provide a context both sufficiently elastic 
and disciplined to serve the needs of interpretive criticism. As a demonstration-in-applica- 
tion, Renoir extends Creed’s structural analysis of the “singer’s performance” type-scene to 
other épisodes in Beowulf and The Song of Hildebrand. Still bolder in its comparative daims 
js David Bynum’s “Myth and Ritual: Two Faces of Tradition”, which identifies a four-part 
mythic structure underlying the représentation of marriage in sources as widely separated as 
Lancashire and Tangu folk-tales. On a more microstructural level, John Foley’s “Tradition- 
dependent and -independent Features in Oral Literature: a Comparative View of the For­
mula” introduces a cautionary note, warning against the undiscriminating application of 
définitions from one poetic tradition to another. Foley’s detailed comparison of the metrical 
characteristics of the Greek hexameter, the Serbo-Croatian deseterac, and the Old English 
alliterative line shows that Milman Parry’s concept of the formula, while felicitous in the 
cases of Gteek and Yugoslav epic, does not work for Anglo-Saxon verse.

This cursory overview, though necessarily ignoring valuable contributions for reasons 
of space and topical convenience, should nonetheless suggest the types of interests and direc­
tions indicated in this volume. Perhaps the only major direction in oral studies largely un- 
represented is that of story pattern, that is, the mythic forms organizing entire songs and even 
sub-genres of songs. Taken collectively, the essays reveal, in addition to the unmistakable 
power of this comparative approach, certain tensions in the oral theory that should in part 
determine thè direction of its growth in thè future. For example, how does Arant’s concept 
of the “theme”, i.e. as constituted of lexical, syntactic, and metrical redundancies, relate to 
the “theme” or “type-scene” outlined by Renoir, which is composed of units of reference 
or narrative content? How exactly does the oral poet’s “sound patterning”, as discussed by 
Creed, differ from the phonemic organization of (for instance) Shakespearian blank verse? 
If tradition-dependency must be admitted intő our description of oral structure, what “essence 
of orality” should one abstract from the catalogue of divergencies to prevent comparative 
investigations from degenerating into meaningless discussions of accidentai correspondences 
and dissimilitudes? Ail these complex Problems seem to resuit from an expansion in this 
scholarship out from a core of the more obviously oral features towards a more fully integrated 
poetics. If this process continues, it will become further necessary to accomodate relevant 
developments in other branches of criticai theory, so that thè special properties of oral 
tradition do not become confused with poetic or literary universals.

Oral Tradiţional Literature does not resolve all these vexed issues into a neat and self- 
consistent closure. Yet it does represent the present state of an energetic and stimulating 
scholarship that is grappling with a too-long neglected problem. The subject of orality is 
bound to daim a growing share of attention in coming years as scholars increasingly recognize 
that to apply to all works of verbal artistry the aesthetic principies gleaned from modern 
literary practice betrays a lamentable and parochial disregard for the very real changes in 
habits of thinking that writing has produced. If Lord’s and Parry’s work with the Yugoslav 
guslars has done no more that to alert us to this fact, then it has performed a lasting service.
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Oral Tradiţional Literature should likewise constitute an enduring point of reference in thè 
continuing investigations of orality as one of the major modes of human expression.

University of Missouri-Columbia Ward Parks

Plumidis, G. S., Γεωγραφία τής Ιστορίας τον Νεοελληνικού Χώρου (Géographie de l’histoire
de l’espace néo-hellenique), Athènes, D. N. Karavias (Coll. Bibliothèque d’études
historiques, no 151), 1981; pp. 96 + cartes.

L’auteur de ce livre est un chercheur dynamique qui enseigne actuellement l’histoire 
moderne à l’Université de Jannina, au nord-ouest de la Grèce. Dans le passé, il s’est intéressé 
surtout aux questions touchant l’histoire des activités intellectuelles de la diaspora grecque 
en Italie à l’époque moderne, commençant par une thèse de doctorat sur l’imprimerie grecque 
à Venise de 1755 à 1824 qu’il a soutenue à l’Université de Thessalonique en 1969. Depuis cette 
date M. Plumidis a donné les preuves de sa compétence dans le domaine de la recherche 
historique et ses lettres de créance pour le métier qu’il poursuit sont donc bien connues.

Bien entendu, le sujet qu’il aborde dans ce petit livre fécond d’idées est vaste et les 
questions qu’il touche sont bien complexes. Et c’est peut-être pour cette raison que leur 
traitement ne pourrait être que sommaire d’autant plus que le texte qui leur est consacré 
n’est pas énorme. Le lecteur avisé pensera peut-être que l’auteur a travaillé sous pression 
et que le temps nécessaire lui a manqué pour exploiter à fond sa riche bibliographie sur un 
sujet qui ne cesse pas de nous intéresser. Une deuxième remarque d’ordre général que la 
lecture de ce travail peut provoquer est le besoin d’étudier le facteur de la géographie physique 
et humaine en rapport avec l’histoire d’une façon plus systématique qu’il n’a été fait jusqu’ici, 
du moins en Grèce. La raison est simple puisque la géographie fournit l’encadrement fonda­
mental à l’intérieur duquel se déroule le drame du peuple grec et puisque c’est précisément 
dans ce même contexte que s’inscrit la causalité de son histoire toute entière. Il est donc évi­
dent que tout historien de l’Hellenisme à l’époque moderne se trouve un jour dans l’Obliga­
tion de se poser certaines questions sur la relation qui existe entre le facteur géographique 
d’une part et les phénomènes historiques de l’autre. L’auteur de ces lignes ne peut que sympa­
thiser avec une démarche qui, tout en évitant les pièges que pose un déterminisme aussi 
stérile qu’aveugle, ne vise qu’à prendre en considération et établir à sa juste valeur un facteur 
trop longtemps négligé par nombre de ceux qui étudient l’histoire du peuple grec à l’époque 
moderne et contemporaine. Il s’agit donc ici d’un exposé plutôt comprimé de questions qui 
n’ont pas encore fait l’objet d’études analytiques ni en Grèce ni ailleurs, la raison principale 
pour cette carence étant, peut-être, due au fait que la géographie comme discipline n’a pas 
été considérée digne d’attirer une attention particulière des universitaires grecs.

Dans un premier chapitre, l’auteur nous offre une vue panoramique des connaissances 
géographiques depuis l’antiquité classique jusqu’à nos jours. Il accomplit cette tâche en six 
pages et demie dans lesquelles figurent néanmoins les aspects saillants et les auteurs qui ont 
fait école dans ce domaine, et ce sans oublier d’ajouter quelques mots sur l’état actuel de nos 
connaissances en géographie humaine. Le titre du deuxième chapitre, qui reproduit une 
partie du titre du livre, n’est peut-être pas si bien choisi même si la terminologie a été précé­
demment utilisée par des géographes-historiens célèbres tels que Jacques Ancel et J. Brunhes—


