
INTRODUCTION 

WHY STUDY M E D I E V A L  FOLKLORE? 

Three groups pose t h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  each r e q u i r i n g  a  
d i f f e r e n t  answer. Most o f  t h e  nonacademics I know a r e  
n o t  conv inced  o f  t h e  v a l u e  o f  e i t h e r  med ieva l i sm o r  f o l k -  
l o r e ,  and have d e f i e d  me, w i t h  r e p e a t e d  success,  t o  make 

e i t h e r  s t u d y  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  them. The second group--  
m e d i e v a l i s t s - - o f t e n  d i s m i s s  f o l k l o r e  as a  pseudosc ience 
which r e s t s  on t h e  f a u l t y  p rem ise  o f  ' ! e l e v a t i n g  t h e  common- 
p l a c e  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  excep t i ona l . f l l  Not  w i t h o u t  j u s t i f i c a -  
t i o n ,  m e d i e v a l i s t s  t e n d  t o  v i ew  f o l k l o r e  as an a n t i -  
e s t h e t i c ,  communal is t  f a n t a s y  wh ich d i s t o r t s  t h e  t r u e  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  m a t e r i a l s  t h e y  s t u d y .  Assuming t h a t  medieva l  
c r e a t o r s  were as l e a r n e d  as we o u r s e l v e s  must be t o  under -  
s t a n d  t h e i r  works hundreds o f  yea rs  (and c o u n t l e s s  l i n g u i s -  
t i c  and c u l t u r a l  changes la ter ) ,  m e d i e v a l i s t s  have r e p e a t e &  
l y  d e n i e d  t h a t  t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  K i n g  A r t h u r  c o u l d  have 
spawned " i n  t h e  f a n c i e s  o f  plowmen, g o o s e - g i r l s ,  b l a c k -  
s m i t h s ,  midwives,  o r  y o k e l s  o f  any kind.l12 One o f  my 
aims i n  t h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  i s  t o  de fend  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t  
a g a i n s t  such a t t i t u d e s  as t hese .  

F o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  however, f o r  t h e  s p e c i a l  pu rposes  
and r e a d e r s h i p  o f  t h i s  i s s u e ,  I am r e q u i r e d  t o  do someth ing 
my m e d i e v a l i s t  c o l l e a g u e s  may f e e l  i s  u t t e r l y  p e r v e r s e - -  
de fend  med ieva l  s t u d i e s  t o  a  t h i r d  group o f  q u e s t i o n e r s :  
f o l k l o r i s t s .  There i s  ev idence  t h a t  such a  t a s k  may be 
necessa ry :  f o r  example,  when t o l d  t h a t  a  l 2 v e l y  deba te  
had r e c e n t l y  e r u p t e d  a t  t h e  end o f  a  p a n e l  on f o l k l o r e  and 
med ieva l  s t u d i e s ,  one o f  Amer i ca ' s  most eminent  f o l k l o r i s t s  
s a i d  d r i l y ,  " I t ' s  good t h a t  p e o p l e  can s t i l l  g e t  e x c i t e d  
ove r  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t . "  The l a c k  of  r e g a r d  i n  wh i ch  
American f o l k l o r i s t s  and m e d i e v a l i s t s  h o l d  each o t h e r  
seems somewhat s t r a n g e  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  o v e r l a p p i n g  h i s -  
t o r i e s  of  t hese  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  wh ich  f a l l  t o g e t h e r  under  t h e  



umbrella of t h e  humanit ies ,  and which once a s p i r e d  t o  
every meaning i m p l i c i t  i n  t h a t  term. Both s t u d i e s  were 
c r e a t e d  t o  en la rge  t h e  scope of l e a r n i n g  beyond t h e  l i m i t s  
of the  c l a s s i c a l  p a s t ,  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  s tudy of modern 
a r t i s t r y  and languages,  t o  t r a c e  t h e  c u l t u r a l  and s o c i a l  
h e r i t a g e  of i n d i v i d u a l  n a t i o n s ,  reg ions ,  and towns--in 
s h o r t ,  t o  make a  p lace  f o r  popular a r t  and contemporary 
s o c i a l  concerns i n  t h e  r a r i f i e d  c l imate  of higher  l ea rn ing .  
Both d i s c i p l i n e s  have s t r a y e d  from t h i s  goa l ,  b u t  anyone 
convinced of t h e  value of e i t h e r  f o l k l o r e  o r  medievalism 
may consider  a  s p i r i t u a l  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  common o r i g i n a l  
path.  Perhaps the  b e s t  s t a r t  i n  t h i s  search  f o r  relevance 
would be f o r  m e d i e v a l i s t s  and f o l k l o r i s t s  t o  make t h e i r  
r e s p e c t i v e  d i s c i p l i n e s  r e l e v a n t  t o  each o t h e r .  

There was a  time when such an undertaking would have 
requi red  no e f f o r t  whatever, f o r  f o l k l o r e  and medievalism 
shared t h e  same t i t l e ,  I1popular a n t i q u i t i e s . l f  As Richard 
M .  Dorson has demonstrated, f o l k l o r e ' s  r o o t s  extend f a r t h e r  
back i n  time than t h e  Romantic era--to the  s i x t e e n t h  and 
seventeenth c e n t u r i e s ,  when a  handful of determined schol-  
a r s ,  motivated perhaps more by nat ional ism than b y  any 
o ther  s i n g l e  f a c t o r ,  sought t o  e s t a b l i s h  vernacu la r  l i t e r -  
a t u r e s  as  worthy o b j e c t s  of l e a r n i n g . 3  Before t h e  seven- 
t een th  cen tury ,  s c h o l a r s h i p  had been of two types  only: 
B i b l i c a l  and c l a s s i c a l .  Phi losophy,  theo logy ,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
and sc ience  had been s t u d i e d  and perpe tua ted  p r i n c i p a l l y  
i n  two seldom-spoken languages:  Lat in and Greek. B u t  
a  new group of t h i n k e r s ,  s t y l i n g  themselves the  "Moderns,I1 
took i s s u e  w i t h  t h e  c l a s s i c a l l y - o r i e n t e d  llAncientsll and 
maintained t h a t  c u l t u r a l  development of some s o r t  had i n  
f a c t  taken place o u t s i d e  t h e  shadows of t h e  Church and 
t h e  Coliseum, and t h a t  the  Ifpopular l i t e r a t u r e "  i n  the  
modern vernacu la r  did have something t o  say t o  t h e  present .  
In England, John Leland, William Camden, and Robert Aubrey 
s tud ied  medieval l i t e r a t u r e  and o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  with t h e  
aim of throwing l i g h t  on n a t i o n a l  development. At roughly 
the same time i n  Scandinavia,  Veda1 made t h e  e a r l i e s t  
c o l l e c t i o n  of f o l k  b a l l a d s  ( I t  Hundred uduaalde danske 
v i s e r ,  1591) and Arne Magnusson began h i s  monumental c o l -  
l e c t i o n  of I c e l a n d i c  saga manuscripts .  For t h e s e  men, 
t h e r e  was no d i s t i n c t i o n  between vernacu la r  medieval l i t e r -  
a t u r e  and f o l k l o r e :  both were the  s t e p c h i l d r e n  of t h e  



C l a s s i c a l  p a s t ,  whom t h e  Moderns sough t  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  

good g races  o f  t h e  human f a m i l y .  
The e a r l y  devo tees  o f  med ieva l  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e  o f t e n  

approached t h e i r  m a t e r i a l s  w i t h  s t r i k i n g l y  modern aims 
and i n s i g h t s .  B i shop  Thomas Percy ,  r i d i c u l e d  by l a t e r  
f o l k l o r i s t s  f o r  h i s  s l o p p y  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t e x t s ,  l i s t e d  

f o u r  reasons  f o r  r e a d i n g  t h e  R e l i q u e s  o f  A n c i e n t  E n g l i s h  
Poe t r y .  Three o f  t h e s e  were more s c i e n t i f i c  t h a n  l i t e r a r y ,  

and r e v e a l  Percy  t o  be one o f  ou r  e a r l i e s t  e t h n o l o g i s t s :  
. . . such specimens o f  a n c i e n t  p o e t r y  have been s e l e c t -  
ed, as e i t h e r  show t h e  g r a d a t i o n s  o f  o u r  language, 
e x h i b i t  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  p o p u l a r  o p i n i o n s ,  d i s p l a y  t h e  
p e c u l i a r  manners and customs o f  f o r m e r  ages, o r  t h r o w  
l i g h t  on ou r  e a r l i e r  c l a s s i c a l  poe ts .4  

Percy  was n o t  so much t h e  f i r s t  o f  t h e  Romant ics  as an 
h e i r  t o  t h e  Moderns; f o r  t h e  Romant ics  a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  

f rom t h e i r  p redecesso rs  by t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  I t p o p u l a r "  ( o r  
 f folk^^) p o e t r y ,  b e i n g  c l o s e r  t o  n a t u r e  and t o  n a t u r a l  
man t h a n  was s o p h i s t i c a t e d  p o e t r y ,  was wor thy  n o t  mere l y  
o f  s tudy ,  b u t  o f  v e n e r a t i o n .  

F o r  one hund red  and f i f t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  appearance 
o f  P e r c y ' s  R e l i q u e s ,  t h e  Moderns (now, i r o n i c a l l y  l a b e l e d  
t l a n t i q u a r i e s l f )  and t h e  Romant ics  worked s i d e  by s i d e .  
Though t h e y  had t h e i r  p h i l o s o p h i c  d i f f e r e n c e s  ( p r i n c i p a l l y  
ove r  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  t h e  f o l k  p o e t ;  t h e  Moderns condescended 
t o  t h e  f i g u r e  whom t h e  Romant ics  wo rsh ipped ) ,  t h e s e  two 
groups had someth ing  i n  common: a l l  were f o l k l o r i s t s  
and a l l  were m e d i e v a l i s t s .  Among t h e  Romant ics ,  t h e  Grimms 
n o t  o n l y  c o l l e c t e d  f o l k t a l e s ,  b u t  a l s o  e d i t e d  t h e  O l d  
H igh  German H i l d e b r a n d s l i e d ;  S i r  W a l t e r  S c o t t  c o l l e c t e d  
o r a l  b a l l a d s  and r e s e a r c h e d  med ieva l  romances; F rances  
Gummere deve loped  t h e  communal o r i g i n s  t h e o r y  f o r  t h e  
b a l l a d  and t r a n s l a t e d  B e o u u l f .  Among t h e  a n t i q u a r i e s ,  
W i l l i a m  John Thoms c o i n e d  t h e  t e r m  l l f o l k - l o r e l t A a n d  c o l l e c t -  
ed M i d d l e  E n g l i s h  p r o s e  romances; Thomas W r i g h t  s t u d i e d  
w i t c h  b e l i e f s  and e d i t e d  Chaucer;  F r a n c i s  James C h i l d  
c o m p i l e d  t h e  most famous c o l l e c t i o n  o f  B r i t i s h  b a l l a d s  and 
t a u g h t  t h e  f i r s t  cou rses  i n  m e d i e v a l  E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  The l i s t  r u n s  on i n  a  seeming l y  un- 
b roken  s t ream t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  day: S B b i l l o t ,  BBd ie r ,  van 
Gennep, Gerou ld ,  K i t t r e d g e ,  Thompson, W h i t i n g ,  T a y l o r ,  
Spargo, Wesse lsk i ,  U t l e y ,  Magoun, Bronson, Richmond, 



F r i e d m a n ,  A n d e r s s o n ,  Ward, H a r r i s ,  T o e l k e n ,  Rosenberg ,  
and J a b b o u r  a r e  j u s t  a  few o f  t h e  more r e c e n t  s c h o l a r s  who 
have  b e e n  b o t h  f o l k l o r i s t s  a n d  m e d i e v a l i s t s .  

B u t  s o m e t h i n g  b e g a n  t o  happen  a t  t h e  c l o s e  o f  t h e  

n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w h i c h  s e t  t h e  t w o  d i s c i p l i n e s  on w i d e l y  
d i v e r g i n g  p a t h s .  I n  F r a n c e ,  B C d i e r ,  whose monumenta l  

work  on  L e s  Fabl iaux i s  a  m i l e s t o n e  i n  f o l k l o r e  r e s e a r c h ,  
began t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  v a l u e  o f  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t i c  method ,  
u h i c h  a t  t h a t  t i m e  was e s s e n t i a l l y  h i s t o r i c - g e o g r a p h i c  i n  
n a t u r e  and  c o n s i s t e d  m a i n l y  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  s t u d y  o f  
v a r i a n t  t e x t s . 5  H i s  c o l l e a g u e s  B a l d e n s p e r g e r ,  C a r r C ,  
and  Van T ieghem p r o c l a i m e d  i n  s t r o n g  t e r m s  t h e  e n d  o f  
t h e  m a r r i a g e  b e t w e e n  f o l k l o r e  a n d  m e d i e v a l  s t u d i e s ;  a s  
B a l d e n s p e r g e r  w r i t e s ,  

. . . t h i s  f o l k l o r e  o f  S t o f f g e s c h i c h t e ,  t o w a r d  w h i c h  a  
w h o l e  b r a n c h  o f  C o m p a r a t i v e  L i t e r a t u r e  t e n d s  t o  g r a v i -  
t a t e ,  r e p r e s e n t s  a  mode o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  u h i c h  i s  more 
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  t h a n  i n  a r t ,  a n d  f o r  w h i c h  
t h e  h i d d e n  s u r v i v a l s  a r e  o f  g r e a t e r  c o n c e c n  t than  t h e  
c r a f t s m a n ' s  i n i t i a t i ~ e . ~  

Thus, t h e  r e a l  v a l u e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u l d  n e v e r  b e  r e v e a l e d  
b y  h i s t o r i c - g e o g r a p h i c  s t u d i e s :  s u r f a c e  v a r i a t i o n  i s  n o t  
t h e  k e y  t o  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  a  w o r k  o f  a r t .  Now i t  i s  c l e a r  
t o  u s ,  l o o k i n g  b a c k w a r d ,  t h a t  t h e s e  c r i t i c s  were n o t  r e a l l y  
a t t a c k i n g  t h e  s t u d y  o f  f o l k l o r e  p e r  se, b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  
d o m i n a n t  f o l k l o r i s t i c  m e t h o d  o f  t h e  t i m e :  t h e  F i n n i s h  
method,  w h i c h  h a s  s i n c e  b e e n  s e r i o u s l y  c h a l l e n g e d  b y  f o l k -  
l o r i s t s  as w e l l  as b y  l i t e r a t i .  S t i l l ,  t h e  s t u d y  o f  m e d i -  
e v a l  f o l k l o r e  n e a r l y  d i e d  w i t h  t h a t  m e t h o d ,  j u s t  a s - - a t  
r o u g h l y  t h e  same t i m e - - t h e  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  s t u d y  o f  f o l k -  
l o r e  n e a r l y  d i e d  when t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  s u r v i v a l s  was d i s -  
m i s s e d .  7 

I n  A m e r i c a ,  a  s i m i l a r  r u p t u r e  o c c u r r e d ,  a n d  a s  i n  
F r a n c e ,  t h e  t w o  d i s c i p l i n e s  w e r e  d r i v e n  a p a r t  b y  a  man 
who h a d  s e r v e d  them b o t h  w i t h  g r e a t  d i s t i n c t i o n :  George  
Lyman K i t t r e d g e .  K i t t r e d g e ,  a  s t u d e n t  o f  C h i l d ,  c o n t i n u e d  
h i s  m a s t e r ' s  b a l l a d  s t u d i e s ,  b u t  a l s o  b r o u g h t  an  u n p r e c e -  
d e n t e d  d e p t h  o f  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  s u c h  m e d i e v a l  
l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r s  as C h a u c e r .  A f t e r  he  h a d  p a s s e d  u n d e r  
t h e  s c r u t i n y  o f  K i t t r e d g e ,  C h a u c e r  c o u l d  n e v e r  b e  r e a d  
as s i m p l y  as b e f o r e .  



When K i t t r e d g e  wro te  Chaucer and H i s  Poetry  (19151, 
t h e  v i ews  o f  Matthew A r n o l d  were s t i l l  i n  f a s h i o n .  Accord- 

i n g  t o  A r n o l d ,  C h a u c e r f s  i s  t h e  o n l y  M i d d l e  E n g l i s h  p o e t r y  
wo r th  r e a d i n g ,  b u t  i t  i s  n o t  g r e a t .  True, Chaucer ls  v e r s e  
' I t ranscends and e f f a c e s ,  e a s i l y  and w i t h o u t  e f f o r t ,  a l l  
t h e  romance p o e t r y  of  C a t h o l i c  C h r i ~ t e n d o m . ~ ~  Yet greatness 

''was a l t o g e t h e r  beyond Chaucer ls  reach .  . . [ a n d l n e c e s s a r i -  
l y  o u t  o f  t h e  r e a c h  o f  any p o e t  i n  Eng land  a t  t h a t  s t a g e  
o f  growth.1'8 Thus, A r n o l d  r e a d  med ieva l  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  
much t h e  same manner as Percy  had r e a d  t h e  Rel iques:  
i t s  v a l u e  was n o t  a r t i s t i c ,  b u t  e v o l u t i o n a r y ,  and i t s  
g r e a t e s t  v i r t u e  perhaps was t o  show t h e  men o f  modern t imes 
how much t h e y  had p r o g r e s s e d  i n  t h e  i n t e r i m .  Had A r n o l d  
been a  f o l k l o r i s t ,  he c o u l d  n o t  have p r e s e n t e d  a  b e t t e r  
reason- -g iven t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  t e n e t s  o f  t h e  t ime - - fo r  
s t u d y i n g  med ieva l  l i t e r a t u r e  as f o l k l o r e :  such l i t e r a t u r e  
was u n d i s t i n g u i s h e d .  True, A r n o l d  had c o n s i d e r e d  Dante one 
o f  t h e  w o r l d ' s  g r e a t  p o e t s ,  b u t  by a  f i c t i o n  s t i l l  i n  
e x i s t e n c e  i n  some c i r c l e s ,  Dante  can be c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  
f a t h e r  o f  t h e  Rena issance r a t h e r  t h a n  a  son o f  t h e  M i d d l e  
Ages, l e a v i n g  us w i t h  a  c l e a r  t i m e - l i n e  o f  demarca t i on  
b e h i n d  which no p o e t r y  o f  v a l u e  can be found.  The M i d d l e  

Ages p roduced  s i m p l e  p o e t r y ,  u n e x c e p t i o n a l  p o e t r y ,  f o l k  
p o e t r y .  

B u t  K i t t r e d g e f s  book, wh i ch  saw t h e  Canterbury T a l e s  
as a  Human Comedy wor thy  o f  compar ison t o  D a n t e ' s  D i v i n e  
one, b r o k e  down t h e  n e a t  c l a s s i f i c a t o r y  scheme which had  
s e t  t h e  M i d d l e  Ages i n  an i g n o m i n i o u s  p l a c e  a p a r t .  
K i t t r e d g e  a f f i r m e d  t h a t  Chaucer was a  consummate a r t i s t  
who d i d  n o t  waste words, who drew h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  s t r o n g l y  
and deep l y ,  who was wor thy  o f  r e a d i n g  by t h e  most s e r i o u s  
and s o p h i s t i c a t e d  aud iences.  The c r i t i c a l  w o r l d  responded 
p o s i t i v e l y  t o  K i t t r e d g e ' s  c a l l  and began t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  
wor th  of  l ump ing  a l l  med ieva l  l i t e r a t u r e  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  
f o l k l o r e .  A h i e r a r c h y  was deve loped,  i n  wh i ch  a  h a n d f u l  
of a u t h o r s - - n o t a b l y  t h e  P e a r l  Poet ,  C h r 6 t i e n  de Troyes,  
Wolfram von Eschenbach, and more r e c e n t l y  M a r i e  de F rance  
and W i l l i a m  Lang land - - j o i ned  Chaucer on t h e  l i s t  o f  l i t e r -  
a r y  g i a n t s ,  w h i l e  t h e  anonymous romance a u t h o r s  were r e l e -  
ga ted  t o  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t s .  W i th  t h e  advent  o f  New C r i t i c i s m ,  
t h e  r u p t u r e  was comp le te ,  and d e s p i t e  t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  A rche r  
T a y l o r ,  S t i t h  Thompson, and F r a n c i s  Lee U t l e y ,  t h e  f o r m i d -  



a b l e  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  C h a u c e r l s  t a l e s  a n d  o r a l  f o l k t a l e s  

wen t  l a r g e l y  i g n o r e d .  Even  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  C h a u c e r  
r e a d  h i s  w o r k s  a l o u d - - a  t h e s i s  w e l l  d o c u m e n t e d  b y  R u t h  

C r o s b y ' s  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  i n t e r n a l  t e x t u a l  e v i d e n c e  a n d  

b o l s t e r e d  b y  l a t e  m e d i e v a l  a c c o u n t s  o f  o r a l  p e r f o r m a n c e 9 - -  

h a s  b e e n  d i s c a r d e d  b y  m o s t  modern  c r i t i c s ,  t h o u g h  t h e i r  

e v i d e n c e  f o r  d o i n g  so i s  s c a n t y . 1 0  The m o d e r n  c r i t i c ,  
a c c u s t o m e d  t o  r e a d i n g  s i l e n t l y ,  assumes b y  f o r c e  o f  h a b i t ,  
a g a i n s t  a l l  e v i d e n c e  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r s  h e  
s t u d i e s - - a s  w e l l  as  t h e i r  a u d i e n c e s - - d i d  s o  as  w e l l .  

Y e t  i t  i s  p a r t l y  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t s 1  f a u l t  t h a t  m e d i e v a -  
l i s t s  h a v e  a b a n d o n e d  them. I n  p a s t  y e a r s  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  
t o o ,  h a v e  c o n d e s c e n d e d  t o  t h e  f o l k  a n d  f a i l e d  t o  s t u d y  
f o l k  c r e a t i o n s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  a r t i s t i c  c r i t e r i a .  I f  we a r e  
t o  b e l i e v e ,  w i t h  W a l t e r  A n d e r s o n ,  t h a t  t h e  p r i m a r y  c a u s e  
o f  change  i n  f o l k t a l e s  i s  l a p s e  o f  memory, we h a v e  a l r e a d y  
d i s c a r d e d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  f o l k l o r e  may h a v e  a r t i s t i c  v a l u e . l i  
I f  t h e  f o l k  s i m p l y  r e p e a t  w o r d - f o r - w o r d ,  t o  t h e  b e s t  o f  
t h e i r  f a u l t y  m e m o r i e s ,  t h e  s t o r i e s  t h e y  h z v e  h e a r d ,  t h e y  
c a n  t e a c h  t h e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  n o t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  v a l u e  
o f  o r a l  a r t .  

B u t ,  i n  t h e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  m e d i e v a l  s t u d i e s  a n d  f o l k -  
l o r e  p a r t e d  company, f o l k l o r e  h a s  made enormous  a d v a n c e s ,  
few o f  w h i c h  h a v e  y e t  b e e n  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  s t u d e n t s  o f  l i t e r -  
a t u r e .  The m o s t  c o n s p i c u o u s  b r e a k t h r o u g h  i s  t h a t  o f  P a r r y  
and  L o r d ,  who d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h a t  i l l i t e r a t e  e p i c  s i n g e r s  
c a n  i m p r o v i s e  c o m p l e x  a n d  a r t f u l  s t o r i e s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
an i n t r i c a t e  s y s t e m  o f  o r a l  c o m p o s i t i o n .  l2  The P a r r y - L o r d  
t h e o r y  h a s  a c q u i r e d  a  w e l l - d e s e r v e d  a u d i e n c e  among s t u d e n t s  
o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  b u t  i t s  fame h a s  t o  a  g r e a t  e x t e n t  o b s c u r e d  
f o l k l o r i s t i c  a d v a n c e s  more  p e r t i n e n t  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  m e d i -  
e v a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  M o s t  s u r v i v i n g  m e d i e v a l  t e x t s - - e s p e c i a l l y  
t h o s e  w h i c h  d a t e  f r o m  t h e  t w e l f t h  c e n t u r y  onward - -were  
c e r t a i n l y  n o t  composed a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  m e t h o d s  d e s c r i b e d  
b y  P a r r y  a n d  L o r d .  I n  t h e  l a t e  m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d ,  m o s t  
e n t e r t a i n e r s  whose w o r k s  s u r v i v e  were  l i t e r a t e  a u t h o r s .  
S t i l l ,  we m u s t  c o n s i d e r  t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  t h e s e  a r t i s t s  
h e a r d  o r a l  t a l e s  a n d  t h a t  t h e y  r e a d  t h e i r  own w r i t t e n  
c r e a t i o n s  t o  a u r a l  a u d i e n c e s .  

More  p e r t i n e n t  t o  t h e  s t u d y  o f  l a t e  m e d i e v a l  t e x t s  
a r e  t h e  w o r k s  o f  A z a d o v s k i i ,  Degh,  a n d  D e l a r g y ,  who de-  
s c r i b e  o r a l  n a r r a t o r s  o f  e x c e p t i o n a l  t a l e n t - - t e l l e r s  w i t h  



h i g h l y  deve loped and i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  s t y l e s  who can c a p t i -  
v a t e  demanding aud iences f o r  h a l f  a  day a t  a  t i m e .  

13 

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  Abrahams, Baggoz, Bauman, and K i r s h e n b l a t t -  
G i m b l e t t  have shown how much and how s u b t l y  an a u r a l  a u d i -  

ence can i n f l u e n c e  an o r a l  performance.14 O t h e r s - - i n c l u d -  

i n g  Goody and Ong--have deve loped  t h e o r e t i c a l  s t a t e m e n t s  
on t h e  g e n e r a l  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  o r a l  and w r i t t e n  
a r t i s t i c  e x p r e s s i o n .  l5 The i d e a  o f  mixed w r i t t e n - a n d - o r a l  

t r a n s m i s s i o n ,  a  concep t  wh i ch  most s t r o n g l y  p e r t a i n s  t o  
s u r v i v i n g  med ieva l  t e x t s ,  has been s t u d i e d  by DCgh and 
S t a h l ,  b u t  much can s t i l l  be done a l o n g  t h e s e  l i n e s  t o  
make med ieva l  l i t e r a t u r e  and f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s  u s e f u l  t o  
each o t h e r .  16 Even t h e  most s o p h i s t i c a t e d  m e d i e v a l  a u d i -  
ences p l a y e d  a  more immedia te  and f o r m a t i v e  r o l e  i n  t h e  
c r e a t i o n  o f  a u r a l  p o e t r y  t h a n  do t h e  s c a t t e r e d  groups 
o f  s i l e n t  r e a d e r s  who fo rm t h e  l i t e r a r y  aud iences  o f  today. 
The f o l k l o r i s t  has t h e  t o o l s  necessa ry  t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  
r o l e  o f  t h e  aud ience i n  med ieva l  c r e a t i v i t y .  

A p a r t i a l  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  o l d e r  days, when f o l k l o r e  
and med ieva l  s t u d i e s  were s t u d i e d  as i n s e p a r a b l e  comple- 
mentary  e lements  o f  t h e  same c u l t u r a l  whole, i s  now i n  
o r d e r .  Now t h a t  a  c e n t u r y  o f  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  and s e v e r a l  
decades o f  f o l k l o r i s t s  have i n s u r e d  t h a t  t h e  c r e a t i v e  
aspec ts  o f  med ieva l  l i t e r a t u r e  w i l l  n o t  be i g n o r e d ,  such  
a  p a r t n e r s h i p  can o n l y  l e a d  t o  a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
of  t h e  M i d d l e  Ages. D.S. Brewer has d e s c r i b e d  t h e  l a t e  
med ieva l  p e r i o d  as a  t i m e  of ~ l comp lex  c u l t u r a l  p l u r a l i s m ~ l  
marked, i n  l i t e r a t u r e  and i n  l i f e ,  by a  s t y l e  wh i ch  
" a c c e p t [ s ]  c o n f l i c t i n g  e lementsu;  w i t h i n  t h i s  v a r i e g a t e d  
whole a r e  I le lements  o f  f o l k - ~ u l t u r e . ~ ~ l 7  A s c h o l a r l y  model 
wh ich  d i v i d e s  f o l k l o r e  f r o m  l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s  canno t  ade- 
q u a t e l y  d e p i c t  t h e  s p e c i a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  M i d d l e  Ages. 
An a c c u r a t e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  m e d i e v a l  c u l t u r e  must be as f l u i d  
and e c l e c t i c  as t h e  o r i g i n a l ,  i n v o l v i n g  such c u r r e n t l y  
c o n f l i c t i n g  academic p u r s u i t s  as med ieva l  s t u d i e s  and 
f o l k l o r e .  

I t  s t i l l  r ema ins  f o r  me t o  j u s t i f y  med ieva l  s t u d i e s  
t o  American f o l k l o r i s t s .  P a r t l y  because American f o l k l o r e  
r e s t s  upon a  r e l a t i v e l y  young body o f  m a t e r i a l ,  p a r t l y  
because t h e  genres  (such as Marchen, n o v e l l a ,  and s a i n t s f  
l i v e s )  f a v o r e d  by m e d i e v a l i s t s  a r e  n o t  common i n  N o r t h  



America, and p a r t l y  because most previous methods of histor- 
i c  f o l k l o r e  research  (such a s  h i s to r ic -geographic  s t u d i e s )  
have emphasized items of f o l k l o r e  t o  t h e  n e g l e c t  of the  
f o l k ,  American f o l k l o r i s t s  have g e n e r a l l y  not been p a r t i a l  
t o  time-depth s t u d i e s - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  s t u d i e s  of medieval 
f o l k l o r e .  In s p i t e  of t h e  d i v e r s e  and important  h i s t o r i c a l  
approaches of Deetz, Dorson, G l a s s i e ,  and # o n t e l l  ,I8 t h e  
majori ty  of American f o l k l o r i s t s  show l i t t l e  impulse t o  
look backward beyond t h e  r e c e n t  p a s t  i n  t h e i r  examinat ions 
of the  f o l k l o r i c  p r e s e n t .  An audience composed p r i n c i p a l l y  
of American f o l k l o r i s t s  t h u s  deserves  some explana t ion  f o r  
an i s s u e  devoted t o  medieval s t u d i e s .  Here I p resen t  
t h r e e  reasons f o r  pursuing such s t u d i e s ,  i n  t h e  hope t h a t  
most readers  will f i n d  a t  l e a s t  one of them p e r t i n e n t  
t o  t h e i r  own work. 

1. The medieval per iod  i s  a fountainhead o f  nodern 
forms and functions. This i s  perhaps an a n t i q u a r y ' s  ex- 
p lana t ion ,  b u t  i t  s t i l l  conveys a  c e r t a i n  f o r c e .  As Archer 
Taylor and Linda DCgh have noted,  the  fo lk ta le - -as  we 
know it--cannot be t r a c e d  p a s t  t h e  Middle ~ ~ e s . l ~  Thus, 
a l l  who a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  development of o r a l  s t o r y -  
t e l l i n g  as  a  f a c e t  of genera l  human experience d e r i v e  
t h e i r  e a r l i e s t  use fu l  d a t a  from t h i s  per iod.  As Trevor- 
Roper and o t h e r s  have noted,  witchcraf t--as  p r a c t i c e d ,  
descr ibed ,  and be l ieved  i n - - i n  modern t imes stems from a  
mixture of f o l k  and e l i t e  c u l t u r a l  elements t h a t  f i r s t  
came toge ther  near t h e  c l o s e  of t h e  f i f t e e n t h  cen tury .20  
The b a l l a d  and o t h e r  fo lksongs  whose verse s t r u c t u r e s  
a re  based on t h e  musical contours  of r e p e a t i n g  melodies 
probably date  no e a r l i e r  than t h e  t w e l f t h  cen tury .  There 
a re  numerous o ther  examples of f o l k l o r e  forms which 
o r i g i n a t e d  or underwent fundamental changes i n  the  Middle 
Ages. 

Therefore,  i f  one i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  o r i g i n s ,  t h e  medi- 
eval  per iod has much t o  o f f e r .  Although most such explan* 
t i o n s  --notably Gummere's communal o r i g i n  theory f o r  the  
ba l lad  and the  c u l t u r a l  evo lu t ionary  t h e o r i e s  advanced by 
Tylor and Frazer--have been l a r g e l y ,  and j u s t i f i a b l y ,  
dismissed by func t ion-or ien ted  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  t h e  ques t ion  
of o r i g i n s  will never be e n t i r e l y  abandoned. I t  i s  too 
much a  p a r t  of human na ture  t o  t e s t  t h e  temporal ,  phys ica l ,  
and s p i r i t u a l  l i m i t s  of human i n s t i t u t i o n s .  As DCgh has 



e x p l a i n e d ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  o f  how t h e  t a l e  was shaped and 

how i t s  f o r m  o r i g i n a t e d  rema in  among t h e  "key q u e s t i o n s  i n  
f o l k t a l e  s t ~ d ~ . ~ ~ ~ ~  The d e s i r e  t o  answer t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  

meets a  s c i e n t i f i c  as w e l l  as an e m o t i o n a l  need. Fo r ,  
by p r o b i n g  t h e  p a s t  as deep l y  as we can, we f i n d  one more 

means o f  measu r i ng  what i s  u n i v e r s a l ,  what p a r t i c u l a r ,  
i n  human exper ience- -a  g o a l  o f  g r e a t  impor tance  t o  a l l  
s t u d e n t s  o f  c u l t u r e .  I f  t h e  sea rch  f o r  o r i g i n s  does no 
more t h a n  e n l a r g e  t h e  d a t a  base on wh ich  we can make o r  
i n v a l i d a t e  g e n e r a l  s t a t e m e n t s ,  i t  has p roven  i t s  wo r th .  

Take, f o r  example, t h e  s t o r y  o f  Hugh of  L i n c o l n ,  
a  c h i l d  s a i d  t o  have been murdered by Jews i n  t h e  t h i r -  
t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  a  h o s t  o f  l egenda ry  accoun ts  
assembled by C a r l t o n  Brown, a  p i o u s  young schoo lboy  was 
t r a v e l i n g  t h r o u g h  a  Jew ish  g h e t t o  when t h e  Jews, angered 
by h i s  songs i n  p r a i s e  o f  t h e  V i r g i n ,  a t t a c k e d  him, s l i t  

h i s  t h r o a t ,  and t o s s e d  h i s  murdered body on a  dungheap. 22 
The co rpse  was d i s c o v e r e d  when--even a f t e r  d e a t h - - i t  con- 
t i n u e d  t o  s i n g  t h e  hymn, a  m i r a c l e  wh ich  e l e v a t e d  t h e  
c h i l d  t o  s a i n t h o o d  and caused t h e  Jews t o  r e p e n t  t h e i r  
c r i m e  and c o n v e r t  t o  C h r i s t i a n i t y .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  i t s  
l i t e r a r y  t r e a t m e n t s  by Chaucer and Wordsworth, t h i s  s t o r y  
has endured i n  f o l k  b a l l a d r y  ( C h i l d  155)  f o r  a t  l e a s t  
t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  day. O u t s i d e  t h e  r e a l m  o f  
a r t ,  t h e  p l o t  has p e r s i s t e d  i n  l egenda ry  accoun ts  p u r p o r t e d  
t o  be t r u e .  F o l k l o r i s t s  have f o u n d  r e f l e x e s  o f  t h e  Hugh 
s t o r y  i n  t a l e s  by modern w h i t e  Americans, i n  wh ich  b l a c k s  
s t i l l  k i l l  a  w h i t e  c h i l d ;  i n  n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  A f r o -  
American n a r r a t i v e s ,  i n  wh i ch  t h e  r o l e s  a r e  reve rsed ;  
and a g a i n  among w h i t e s ,  w i t h  g y p s i e s  p l a y i n g  t h e  murderers f  
r o l e s . 2 3  

T h i s  one t a l e ,  a l r e a d y  seven c e n t u r i e s  o l d  when i t  
was t o l d  o f  Hugh seven c e n t u r i e s  ago, r e v e a l s  much abou t  
t h e  compara t i ve  v a l u e s  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  groups. wh ich  have 
passed i t  on i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  a r t  o r  rumor.  I n  P r o t e s t a n t  
v e r s i o n s ,  t h e r e  i s  no m i r a c l e  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  s t o r y ;  an 
e lement  o f  r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e  has had a  s h a p i n g  i n f l u e n c e  
here .  The v i l l a i n  v a r i e s  f rom v e r s i o n  t o  v e r s i o n ,  b u t  
i n  each he i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  e t h n i c  g roup  
which t h e  t e l l e r ,  f o r  one reason  o r  ano the r ,  f i n d s  more 
t h r e a t e n i n g  t h a n  any o t h e r .  Thus, t h e  s t o r y  p r o v i d e s  an 
i n d e x  o f  t h e  f e a r s  of a  g i v e n  group.  The s e t t i n g s  i n  



which t h e  c r i m e  t a k e s  p l a c e  ( i n  t h e  o l d e r  v e r s i o n s ,  a  
Jewish g h e t t o  i n  d a y l i g h t ;  i n  Sou the rn  b l a c k  v e r s i o n s  
of  t h e  l a s t  c e n t u r y ,  n i g h t t i m e  f o r e s t s  and o t h e r  p l a c e s  

c o n s i d e r e d  o f f - l i m i t s  t o  b l a c k s  a f t e r  da rk ;  i n  modern 
w h i t e  v e r s i o n s ,  shopp ing  c e n t e r s  i n  e t h n i c a l l y - m i x e d  

oe ighbo rhoods )  p r o v i d e  c o g n i t i v e  maps o f  t h e s e  l o c a l e s ,  

t i ~ e s ,  and even ts  wh ich  one group c o n s i d e r s  most t h r e a t e n -  

i n g  f o r  spawning v i o l e n t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  r i v a l  group. 
Beyond these  s p e c i f i c  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  t h e r e  i s  

a  s e r i e s  of u n i v e r s a l  t r a i t s  r e v e a l e d  i n  t h e  l egend :  
t hese  can be t a k e n  as e x r e s s i o n s  o f  deep-seated conce rns  
i n  a l l  human s o c i e t i e s .  M u t i l a t i o n ,  f o r  example,  o c c u r s  
i n  a l l  t h e  t a l e s ,  r e v e a l i n g  a  s t r o n g  tendency  by  a l l  
t e l l e r s  t o  c o n s i d e r  d i s f i g u r e m e n t  a  c r i m e  pe rhaps  as ap- 
p a l l i n g  as murder i t s e l f .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  v i c t i m  i s  
a lmos t  a lways a  c h i l d - - a  t r a i t  used u n i v e r s a l l y  t o  empha- 
s i z e  t h e  coward i ce  and c r u e l t y  o f  t h e  a l i e n  group, as 
w e l l  as t o  p l a y  upon t h e  e m o t i o n a l  v a l u e  o f  t h e  c h i l d .  An 
i n n o c e n t  c h i l d  b u t c h e r e d  by one a d u l t  o r  (more f r e q u e n t l y )  
a  group o f  a d u l t s :  t h e  image embodies a  c o n t r a s t  wh ich  
p o l a r i z e s  t h e  v i c t i m ' s  group f r o m  t h e  v i l l a i n ' s - - m a k i n g  
t h e  fo rmer  appear a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t  and t h e  l a t t e r  con- 
summately e v i l .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  i m p u l s e  appa ren t  i n  a l l  t h e  
s t o r i e s  ( t o  dehumanize t h e  v i l l a i n )  and t h e  obv ious  f u n c -  
t i o n  o f  most of  them ( t o  marsha l1  s e n t i m e n t  a g a i n s t  a  
r i v a l  g roup )  combine t o  r e v e a l  a  b a s i c ,  i f  unappea l i ng ,  
aspec t  of f o l k  groups i n  g e n e r a l :  n o t h i n g  can u n i t e  a  
community more r e a d i l y  o r  more s u r e l y  t h a n  t h e  presence 
o f  a  common enemy. Thus, t h e  s u b s t a n t i a l  amount o f  s u r v i w  
i n g  m e d i e v a l  l o r e  can s e r v e  as a  u s e f u l  complement t o  
more r e c e n t  m a t e r i a l  i n  d e t e r m i n i n g  t h e  age, e x t e n t ,  u n i -  
v e r s a l i t y ,  and d i a c h r o n i c  deve lopment  o f  c e r t a i n  k i n d s  o f  
t r a d i t i o n a l  a r t ,  t h o u g h t ,  and b e h a v i o r .  

2. The study of medieval f o l k l o r e  can c l a r i f y  t h e  
concept of t h e  community, o r  f o l k  group. No debate  i n  
c u r r e n t  f o l k l o r e  s t u d y  i s  more complex o r  more i m p o r t a n t  
t h a n  t h a t  wh ich  c e n t e r s  around t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  f o l k .  
A l l  ongo ing  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  e t h n i c i t y ,  r e g i o n a l i s m ,  and 
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  f o l k l o r e  t o  mass c u l t u r e  must sooner  
o r  l a t e r  embrace t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  what c o n s t i t u t e s  a  f o l k  
group. There i s  g e n e r a l  agreement among f o l k l o r i s t s  t h a t  
t h e  v e r y  concept  of  f o l k l o r e  r e q u i r e s  a  community o f  some 



s o r t .  Even A l a n  Dundest d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  f o l k  as Itany 
group o f  peop le  whatsoever  who sha re  a t  l e a s t  one common 
f a c t o r "  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  -ud imen ta ry  i d e a  o f  community.  24 
The t r a d i t i o n a l  s c h o l a r l y  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  a  f o l k  group as 
an i n s u l a r ,  homogenous, s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  community has 
l o n g  been under  f i r e .  Yet even t h e  most p r o g r e s s i v e  s o c i -  

o l o g i s t s  and u rban  p l a n n e r s  now h o l d  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  
t h e r e  i s  some th ing  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  s t a b l e  about  such groups-- 
t h a t  communi t ies  f o s t e r  a  f e e l i n g  o f  s e c u r i t y ,  a  sense of  
i d e n t i t y ,  and a  b a s i c  day-to-day p o s i t i v i s m  wh ich  p r o v i d e s  
s u s t a i n i n g  i n f l u e n c e  on i n d i v i d u a l  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  even 
t h e  most complex and p l u r a l i s t i c  s o c i e t i e s .  25 F o l k l o r i s t s  
a re  b e g i n n i n g  t o  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s c h o l a r l y  
concep t  o f  t h e  f o l k  group i s  i n d e e d  t h e  i d e a l  wh ich  modern 
f o l k  themselves s t r i v e  a f t e r  as . they deve lop  e m o t i o n a l  
a t t achmen ts  t o  a  v a r i e t y  o f  f r a g m e n t a r y  subcommuni t ies- -  
n u c l e a r  f a m i l i e s ,  o c c u p a t i o n a l  g roups,  r e c r e a t i o n a l  c lubs- -  
wh ich  now c h a r a c t e r i z e  d a i l y  l i f e  i n  Western s o c i e t y .  

F o r  t h e  Western w o r l d ,  t h e  M i d d l e  Ages mark t h e  most 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y  t i m e  o f  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  community t o  soc ie t y .  
As such, t h i s  p e r i o d  can be s t u d i e d  t o  good e f f e c t  by 
f o l k l o r i s t s  as w e l l  as by o t h e r s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  s i m i l a r  
t r a n s i t i o n s  now o c c u r r i n g  i n  A f r i c a ,  L a t i n  America,  and 
t h e  M i d d l e  Eas t .  The funds  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  f r o m  
t h e  M i d d l e  Ages a r e  f a r  r i c h e r  t h a n  most n o n - m e d i e v a l i s t s  
wou ld  imag ine .  The s t u d y  o f  modern community mores and 
s o c i a l  dev iance  can b e n e f i t  f r o m  t h e  e x t a n t  r e c o r d s  o f  
med ieva l  Eng land.  The e a r l i e s t  t r a n s c r i p t s  r i c h l y  document 
commun i t y - s t y l e  systems o f  j u s t i c e ,  whe re in  t h e  L o r d  o f  
each manor ( o r ,  o c c a s i o n a l l y ,  t h e  commoners t hemse lves )  
passed down judgments  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  norms wh ich  had 
l o n g  been o p e r a t i v e  i n  a  s p e c i f i c  l o c a l e .  What i s  a t  
work i n  t hese  documents i s  n o t  an a b s t r a c t  concep t  o f  
t h e  law, b u t  v a r y i n g  and p a r t i c u l a r i z e d  t r a d i t i o n a l  codes 
of  s o c i a l  b e h a v i o r :  f o l k  j u s t i c e .  The s k i l f u l  r e s e a r c h e r  
can use these  r e c o r d s  n o t  o n l y  t o  s t u d y  s o c i a l  dev iance,  
b u t  a l s o  t o  i l l u m i n e  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e ,  customs and ho l idays ,  
f o l k l i f e  p u r s u i t s ,  v e r b a l  b e h a v i o r ,  and o r a l  a r t  i n  commu- 
n i t y  s i t u a t i o n s .  2 6 

Between t h e  e l e v e n t h  and f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s ,  t h e  
E n g l i s h  k i n g s  a t t e m p t e d  t o  c r e a t e  a  u n i f i e d  sys tem o f  

j u s t i c e  by b r i n g i n g  l o c a l  and m a n o r i a l  c o u r t s  under a  



common l e g a l  s t a n d a r d .  The t r a n s i t i o n  was l o n g  a n d  p a i n -  
f u l .  R e c o r d s  r e v e a l  a  p e r s i s t e n t  s t r u g g l e  b e t w e e n  communi- 

t y  p r a c t i c e  a n d  l e g a l  i d e a l .  Because  t h e  communa l  i m p u l s e  
was s t r o n g  e v e n  w i t h i n  t h e  c o u r t r o o m ,  r e c o r d s  f r o m  as  
l a t e  a s  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  r e v e a l  much more  a b o u t  
c o m m u n i t y  b e h a v i o r  t h a n  a b o u t  t h e  l e t t e r  o f  t h e  l a w .  
M a r t h a  F r a n c o i s  h a s  r e m a r k e d  t h a t  s o c i o l o g i s t s  w o r k i n g  
w i t h  modern  p r o b l e m s  a r e  amazed a t  t h e  amoun t  a n d  q u a l i t y  
o f  t h e  d a t a  s h e  h a s  amassed t o  i l l u s t r a t e  c o m m u n i t y  d e v i -  
ance  i n  E l i z a b e t h a n  E n g l a n d .  27  Because  t h e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
a n d  commons c o u r t s  o f  t h a t  p e r i o d  made i t  t h e i r  b u s i n e s s  
t o  l l l e g i s l a t e  m o r a l i t y , ' '  we h a v e  s u r p r i s i n g l y  r i c h  a c c o u n t s  
o f  s e x u a l  b e h a v i o r ,  v e r b a l  a b u s e ,  a n d  o t h e r  s o r t s  o f  d a i l y  
c o n d u c t  w h i c h  a r e  n e a r l y  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  document  s o  thorough-  
l y  i n  modern  W e s t e r n  c u l t u r e .  Thus, t h e  s t u d y  o f  m e d i e v a l  
c o m m u n i t y  h e l p s  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t  i n  t w o  ways,  p r e s e n t i n g  
b o t h  a  g e n e r a l  m o d e l  o f  c o n f l i c t  b e t w e e n  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  
s o c i e t y  a n d  an enormous  amoun t  o f  d a t a  o n  t r a d i t i o n a l  
g r o u p  a t t i t u d e s  a n d  a c t i v i t i e s .  

By t h e  same t o k e n ,  modern  l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s  c o u l d  
g a i n  g r e a t l y  f r o m  t h e  f o l k l o r i c  c o n c e p t  o f  c o m m u n i t y .  
C r i t i c s  who c o n c e i v e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  t h e y  p r a c t i c e  a n d  
e n j o y  i t - - a s  a  s i l e n t  commun ion  b e t w e e n  a u t h o r  a n d  b l a n k  
pages ,  w h i c h ,  when s u c c e s s f u l ,  c r e a t e s  a  s e c o n d  communion 
b e t w e e n  w r i t t e n  p a g e  a n d  n u m b e r l e s s  anonymous r e a d e r s - -  
f o r g e t  t h a t  t h e  m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d  m a r k e d  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  
b e t w e e n  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y  f o r  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  w e l l  as  
f o r  l a w . 2 8  The v e r n a c u l a r  l i t e r a t u r e s  o f  t h e  M i d d l e s  Ages 
were  c r e a t e d  f o r  s m a l l  l o c a l i z e d  g r o u p s  o f  l i s t e n e r s  a n d  
r e a d e r s  who t h e m s e l v e s  c o n s t i t u t e d  f o l k  g r o u p s  o f  v a r i o u s  
k i n d s .  Such a c k n o w l e d g e d  l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r p i e c e s  a s  t h e  
Roman de l a  Rose ( w h i c h  e n j o y e d  a  m e d i e v a l  l i t e r a r y  l i f e  
o f  t w o  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  a n d  was t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  s e v e r a l  
l a n g u a g e s )  w e r e  e x c e p t i o n a l .  The g r e a t  m a j o r i t y  o f  v e r -  
n a c u l a r  t e x t s  a p p e a l e d  t o  s p e c i f i c  r e g i o n a l  a n d  s o c i a l  
c o m m u n i t i e s .  The w o r k  o f  t h e  P e a r l  P o e t ,  a n  e x a c t  c o n -  
t e m p o r a r y  o f  C h a u c e r ,  was composed  f o r  a  r u r a l  M i d l a n d s  
a u d i e n c e  a n d  c o n t a i n s  l i t t l e  w h i c h  C h a u c e r ' s  u r b a n  a u d i e n c e  
w o u l d  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  o r ,  p e r h a p s ,  u n d e r s t a n d .  C h a u c e r ' s  
own a u d i e n c e ,  t h o u g h  u r b a n ,  a n d  t o  some e x t e n t  i n t e r n a t i o n -  
a l ,  was a l s o  a  v e r y  s m a l l  c i r c l e  b y  modern  s t a n d a r d s :  a  
f e w  h u n d r e d  n o b l e s  a n d  w e a l t h y  b o u r g e o i s  whose l i f e  



h i s t o r i e s  can be t r a c e d  w i t h  r e l a t i v e  ease t h r o u g h  t h e  
p u b l i c  r e c o r d s  o f  London, a t  t h a t  t i m e  a  c i t y  w i t h  l e s s  
t h a n  40,000 i n h a b i t a n t s .  The med ieva l  a r t i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n  
f i n d s  i t s  echoes i n  modern r e g i o n a l  and m i n o r i t y  l i t e r a -  
t u r e s .  Recent f o l k l o r i c  s t u d i e s  o f  aud ience  e f f e c t  upon 
t h e  shap ing  o f  a  t e x t  s h o u l d  h e l p  d e s c r i b e  n o t  o n l y  t h e  

per formance dynamic a t  work i n  Chauce r ' s  t i m e ,  b u t  a l s o  
t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between aud ience,  p r i n t ,  and spoken word 
i n  l i t e r a t u r e s  now emerg ing f rom o r a l  c u l t u r e s .  

3. The temporal distance and fragmentary nature of 
sedieval records can help the folklorist clarify the basic 
issues and methods of his discipline. T h i s  f i n a l  p o i n t  
may seem a  weak a t t e m p t  t o  "maken v i r t u  o f  necess i t ee , "  
t o  t r a n s f o r m  a  f r u s t r a t i n g ,  a lmos t  p a r a l y z i n g  l a c k  of 
c o n t e x t u a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  i r o n i c a l l y  i n t o  a  s c h o l a r l y  s t reng th .  
Bu t  t h e r e  i s  more t h a n  a  h i n t  o f  t r u t h  i n  such a  v iew. 
A l t hough  t h e  p a u c i t y  o f  m e d i e v a l  d a t a  i s  o f t e n  s t u n n i n g ,  
and a l t h o u g h  we s t i l l  have n o t  deve loped  t h e  me thodo log ies  
needed t o  answer some o f  t h e  most b a s i c  q u e s t i o n s  p e r t a i n -  
i n g  t o  med ieva l  f o l k l o r e ,  such impediments  have o f t e n  
s e r v e d  t o  sharpen t h e  minds o f  m e d i e v a l i s t s  and have g i v e n  
r i s e  t o  remarkab l y  i n g e n i o u s  methods o f  p r o b l e m s o l v i n g .  

S t u d e n t s  o f  modern c u l t u r e  o f t e n  l o s e  themse lves  i n  
f o rm less  moun ta ins  o f  d a t a  f r o m  wh ich  t h e y  must t r y  t o  
e x t r a c t  r e l e v a n t  i n f o r m a t i o n .  The m e d i e v a l i s t  i s  f a c e d  
w i t h  t h e  o p p o s i t e  prob lem.  I f  he i s  c l e v e r  enough and 
h i s  s o l u t i o n s  work, he may be a b l e  t o  h e l p  t h e  m o d e r n i s t  
i d e n t i f y  r e l e v a n t  t r e n d s  wh ich  c o u l d  o t h e r w i s e  be obscu red  
by l e s s  p e r t i n e n t  da ta .  A c l a s s i c  example i s  M.M. P o s t a n t s  
s t u d y  o f  c r i m e  and economy i n  med ieva l  ~ n g l a n d . * ~  W i t h  
o n l y  two s o r t s  of  e v i d e n c e - - c r o p - y i e l d  s t a t i s t i c s  and 
c r i m i n a l  c o u r t  r eco rds - -Pos tan  was a b l e  t o  show t h a t  c r i m e  
i n v a r i a b l y  r i s e s  i n  t i m e s  when f o o d  s u p p l i e s  a r e  l i m i t e d .  
An e m b a r r a s s i n g l y  o b v i o u s  c o n c l u s i o n ?  Perhaps; b u t  t h e r e  
i s  ev idence  t o  sugges t  t h a t  t h e  r e s o u r c e f u l n e s s  demanded 
of t h e  m e d i e v a l i s t  has i n s p i r e d  s c h o l a r l y  b r e a k t h r o u g h s  
which have se rved  t h e  needs o f  s t u d e n t s  o f  more r e c e n t  
h i s t o r y .  I n  1941, George C .  Homans, w o r k i n g  w i t h  r e c o r d s  
s i m i l a r  t o  P o s t a n t s ,  s k i l f u l l y  c r e a t e d  a  h o l i s t i c  d e s c r i p -  
t i o n  of  day-to-day l i f e  on an E n g l i s h  manor. English 
Villagers of the Thirteenth Century i s  a  landmark  s t u d y  
of t h e  l i f e s t y l e s  o f  l o r d  and peasan t  a l i k e .  A lmost  t h i r t y  



y e a r s  w o u l d  p a s s  b e f o r e  John Demos' A L i t t l e  Commonweal th 
( 1 9 7 0 )  w o u l d  u s e  s i m b l a r  m e t h o d s  t o  p r o d u c e  a  h o l i s t i c  

s t u d y  o f  New E n g l a n d  f o l k l i f e  i n  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  

t h o u g h  t h e r e  were c e r t a i n l y  more a v a i l a b l e  r e c o r d s  f o r  
t h e  l a t t e r  book .30  

More r e c e n t l y ,  Le  Roy L a d u r i e l s  e n o r m o u s l y  i n s i g h t f u l  

s t u d y  o f  M o n t a i l l o u  u s e d  i n q u i s i t i o n  r e c o r d s  a s  i t s  s o l e  
s o u r c e  f o r  r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  t h e  c u l t u r a l  e c o n o m i c ,  s o c i a l ,  
r e l i g i o u s ,  and  a r t i s t i c  l i f e  o f  a  p a r i s h  i n  S o u t h e r n  F r a n c e  
a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y . 3 1  Le Roy 
L a d u r i e f s  work  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  D u n d e s l  c o n c e p t  o f  I I F o l k  
I d e a s  as U n i t s  o f  W o r l d v i e w "  c a n  i n d e e d  be  z p p l i e d  t o  
c o m m u n i t y  s t u d i e s . 3 2  M o n t a i l l o u  p r o v i d e s  many m e t h o d o l o -  
g i o c a l  h i n t s  and  t h e o r e t i c a l  i n s p i r a t i o n s  u s e f u l  t o  f o l k -  
l o r i s t s  now e m b a r k i n g  on  c o n t e m p o r a r y  c o m m u n i t y  s t u d i e s .  
Even t h e  mos t  g l a r i n g  s h o r t c o m i n g s  o f  m e d i e v a l  s t u d i e s  
l e n d  s t r e n g t h  t o  o t h e r  d i s c i p l i n e s .  

There  i s  y e t  one more a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  f r a g m e n t a r y  

r e c o r d  w h i c h  I i n v o k e  as a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  m e d i e v a l  
f o l k l o r e  s t u d i e s .  I n  h e r  r e c e n t  a n d  v e r y  p o p u l a r  b o o k  o n  
F r e n c h  m e d i e v a l  h i s t o r y ,  B a r b a r a  Tuchman p r o p o s e s  t h a t  
t h e  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  i s  A D i s t a n t  M i r r o r  o f  o u r  own-- 
t h a t  t h e  e v e n t s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  h o p e s ,  a n d  f e a r s  o f  t h a t  t i m e  
c a n  b o t h  c o m f o r t  a n d  i n f o r m  u s  now.33 B e h i n d  t h a t  n o t i o n  
t h e r e  seems t o  l i e  a  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  if we do  n o t  know 
a l l  o f  wha t  h a p p e n e d  t h e n ,  we a t  l e a s t  know what  we h a v e  
t o  know. T h i s  c o n v i c t i o n ,  i n  t u r n ,  w o u l d  b e  r o o t e d  i n  
a  b e l i e f  t h a t ,  somehow, t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  i n f o r m a t i o n  
w i l l  s u r v i v e - - t h a t  i n d e e d ,  i t s  s u r v i v a l  i s  t h e  f i n a l  p r o o f  
o f  i t s  i m p o r t a n c e .  T h i s  b e l i e f  i s  n o t  s o  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  
one o f  t h e  g u i d i n g  t e n e t s  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r y  s t u d i e s :  t h a t  
what  p e o p l e  remember a n d  c o n s i s t e n t l y  r e c a l l  f r o m  t h e i r  
p a s t  i s  t h e  b e s t  measure  o f  t h e i r  own v i e w  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t .  

T h e r e f o r e ,  a t  t h e  r i s k  o f  b e i n g  l a b e l e d  a  f a t a l i s t  
o r  a  m y s t i c ,  I p r o p o s e  t h a t  t h e  m e d i e v a l  p e r i o d  h a s  g i v e n  
t h e  f o l k l o r i s t  a l l  he  n e e d s  t o  work  w i t h  o u t s i d e  t h e  know- 
l e d g e  o f  h i s  own t i m e ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  mos t  i m p o r t a n t  i n f o r m a -  
t i o n  h a s  s u r v i v e d ,  and  t h a t ,  t h r o u g h  a  g r a d u a l  p r o c e s s  o f  
a t t r i t i o n  a n d  r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i t  h a s  p a s s e d  down l e s s  
o f  wha t  we do n o t  have  t o  know t h a n  h a v e  a l l  more  r e c e n t  
t i m e s .  The f o l k l o r e  o f  t h a t  t i m e  s t i l l  s u r v i v e s  i n  abund- 
ance and  needs  o n l y  a  c l e a r  i n t e n t  and  a  s o u n d  m e t h o d o l o g y  



t o  come t o  l i g h t .  Once t h e s e  t h i n g s  a re  b r o u g h t  i n t o  

p l a y ,  what rema ins  may r e v e a l  as much about  t h e  f o l k l o r e  
o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  age as can be d i s c o v e r e d  i n  s t u d i e s  wh i ch  w 
l a c k  a  s i m i l a r  t ime -dep th .  I f  s t u d e n t s  o f  m e d i e v a l  f o l k -  

l o r e  must s t u d y  f ragmen ts ,  t h e y  have a t  l e a s t  some v e r y  
s u b s t a n t i a l  f r agmen ts  t o  work w i t h .  L i k e  t h e  weathered 

s t a t u e s  s t a r i n g  down f r o m  t h e  tympanums o f  C h a r t r e s  and 
N o t r e  Dame, med ieva l  f o l k  c u l t u r e  rewards  t h e  watcher  
who l o o k s  l o n g  and h a r d  i n t o  i t s  f ace :  .r 

Fragmentary  s t o n e  f a c e s  r e f l e c t .  
Time d i s c e r n s .  
You a r e  enob led  i n  r e t r o s p e c t .  
Age e rases  

easy s m i l e s  
and h a l f - e a r n e d  p a i n  

f r o m  e a r t h l y  f aces .  
The p a s t  i s  p i e c e s ,  
b u t  i t ' s  a l l  you r  wo r th .  

c a r 1  L i n d a h l  
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