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A Picasso of Perspectives  
on Formulaic Language
Frog, University of Helsinki 

William Lamb, University of Edinburgh

Formulaic phraseology  presents the epitome of words worn and weath-
ered by trial and the tests of time. Scholarship on weathered words is, by 

nature, exceptionally diverse and interdisciplinary. Verbal art is in focus here, 
and this volume appears in the Publications of the Milman Parry Collection of 
Oral Literature. Given the centrality of Oral-Formulaic Theory (OFT, also called 
“Oral Theory”1) in discussions of verbal art—a paradigm initiated by Parry 
himself—it is addressed directly in some chapters and indirectly in most others. 
Yet, this is not a book about OFT per se. Weathered words are but a part of it and 
OFT is, itself, but a part of scholarship on weathered words. Rather, the present 
volume displays a diversity of approaches to, and perspectives on, a phenom-
enon of language, rather than trying to obscure that phenomenon behind one 
theoretical arc. Each contribution has its own scope and degree of abstraction, 
and brings particular aspects of formulaic language into focus. Of course, no 
volume on such a diverse topic as formulaic language can be all-encompassing, 
but the eighteen chapters presented here highlight aspects of the phenom-
enon that may be eclipsed elsewhere. It is worth noting that the contributions 
diverge not only in style, but sometimes even in the way they choose to define 

1 Whereas the term “oral-formulaic” spread principally through the title of an article by Francis 
Peabody Magoun, Jr. (1953), Albert Bates Lord did not use the term “oral-formulaic theory” and 
referred to OFT instead as “oral theory” (e.g. 1960:5; 1995:167), which established it as a synonym 
for OFT from 1960 onwards. A few scholars now use “Oral-Formulaic Theory” for Lord’s and 
other early forms of OFT and use “Oral Theory” for its developments from mainly the 1990s 
and thereafter (a terminological distinction erroneously attributed to John Miles Foley in Acker 
1998:xiv–xv). Owing to continuities in the gradual evolution of OFT research as it was refined, 
revised, and its scope of concerns expanded without a clear break, we distinguish Lord’s formal-
ization below as “Classic OFT.”
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“formula” and related phenomena. As such, these chapters offer eighteen over-
lapping frames that complement one another both in their convergences and 
their contrasts. While they view formulaicity from multifarious angles, they 
unite in a Picasso of perspectives on which the reader can reflect and draw 
insight.

1. Background
A deep-rooted and enduring division exists between approaches to formulaic 
language in oral poetry and in other forms of human discourse. This gap emerged 
subtly and has been maintained on both sides, owing in large part to ideolo-
gies about poetry that now seem dated. Almost accidentally, the divide formed 
through the notion that poetry and language use more generally are somehow 
separate, so research was done on one or the other in isolation. Nevertheless, 
the divide was gradually recognized as illusory and approaches on both sides 
have begun to converge in recent decades: there has been a growing interest 
in interdisciplinary perspectives on weathered words. The present volume is a 
consequence of this interest beginning to precipitate into open discussion.

1.1 Classic Oral-Formulaic Theory and reification of the divide

The divide that became such an obstacle to cohesive discussion was not always 
there. The study of recurrent phraseology in any particular language was 
initially integrated. It may be tempting to assign the divide to modern disci-
plinary diversification, which centrally developed in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, but it is not so straightforward. The divide did not 
begin as a segregation of poetic from non-poetic discourse. It was initially a 
pragmatic division of focus. Formulaic language in non-poetic discourse was 
primarily studied in the researchers’ own languages—modern Germanic and 
Romance languages in the West. In these languages, poetry is generally seen as 
a literary art, in which unique expression is valorized. From that perspective, 
poetry is not deemed useful for studying conventional phraseology. Although 
studies of weathered words in oral poetry were unambiguously concerned with 
conventional phraseology, the traditions surveyed were in other languages and 
the studies were predominantly descriptive; recurrent phraseology was not 
theorized in these works to any great extent. However, that changed with Oral-
Formulaic Theory. 

Scholarship on formulaic language diversified as a result of the remarkable 
success story of OFT in Western scholarship. OFT was built on Milman Parry’s 
studies of formulaic language in Homeric epics (e.g. 1928), which engaged an 
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ongoing debate about whether these epics were oral or written (see also Foley 
1988). The central idea was that long epics are not memorized texts: they are 
composed in performance, using a conventional phraseology that is pre-fitted 
to particular metrical positions. At the time, one of the more enduring ques-
tions of Western literature was whether Homer’s poems were originally oral 
or literate. Parry’s theory was that, if the phraseology of an epic was predomi-
nantly formulaic, it had been composed orally. 

Parry went through the Homeric canon, identifying instances of phrase-
ology that recurred in the same metrical positions of a line, and described what 
he found as formulae. This led him to define a formula as “a group of words 
which is regularly employed under the same metrical conditions to express a 
given essential idea” (Parry 1930:80, emphasis removed; adapted from Parry 
1928:16). Parry’s model had only modest impact at first, but it was further devel-
oped by Albert Bates Lord, whose dissertation (1949) produced a stir of interest 
in Harvard circles. Subsequently, Lord formalized OFT in his Singer of Tales (1960), 
introduced as “Parry’s oral theory” (1960:5, also 12), and this produced a boom of 
discussion internationally. Lord’s magnum opus propagates Parry’s definition of 
formula, which is explicitly linked to meter (1960:4), and more generally frames 
formulaic language as a phenomenon distinctive of metered verse improvised 
within a tradition—what Lord described as composition in performance.

Lord’s formalization can be distinguished as Classic OFT. Its international 
spread across the next two decades was remarkable. Karl Reichl (this volume) 
points out that Parry saw his definition as specifically for Homeric poetry; it 
was not meant to be universal and was rapidly considered too narrow even for 
Homeric poetry (Hainsworth 1968). Parry’s statistical method for assessing the 
orality of a text based on formulaic density was also widely debated and shown 
to be problematic (Russo 1976). Nevertheless, the central idea of a relation-
ship between formulaic language and improvisation was generally upheld. OFT 
was widely embraced and, already during its initial boom, it was energetically 
adapted to an ever-increasing variety of traditions, from stanzaically structured 
ballads (Holzapfel 1969) to prose narration (Bruford 1966). OFT gradually assim-
ilated and superseded alternative approaches to how formulaic language works 
in practice. This does not mean that OFT became the only approach to verbal 
art—far from it. OFT was received enthusiastically because it provided a model 
for versification as language production, rather than simply for identifying 
and analyzing formal units (even if that is what much early OFT research did). 
Postmodernism was working its way through academia, bringing situations and 
contexts into focus for considering variation and interpretation that precipi-
tated into, for example, the so-called performance-oriented turn (cf. Bauman 
1975 [1984]; Ben Amos and Golstein 1975). OFT aligned with such interests: 
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unlike other approaches, it accounted for how performers can perform verbal 
art in situ, advancing far beyond Parry’s original questions about the Homeric 
poems.

Prior to The Singer of Tales, formulae in prose verbal art had received scat-
tered attention (e.g. Nutt 1890:448–450, 497; Thompson 1951:457–459). Yet, they 
were viewed collectively under the aegis of “style,” not in terms of formal or 
functional features that would bring them into research focus and invite compar-
ative analysis. Scattered applications of Classic OFT and its concepts to prose 
did not gain footing. Consequently, such formulae might be acknowledged, but 
discussions tended to remain both fragmented and also isolated from poetry, 
focusing on particular formulae or types thereof. Without gaining coherence, 
let alone momentum, discussions about formulaic language in prose verbal art 
remained relatively undeveloped (e.g. Lüthi 1990:57–67; Sävborg 2018).

Within a vast international discussion, OFT was flexed and developed in 
numerous ways. “Formula” became a trending term, which calved away from 
Parry’s definition and was applied to almost any recurrent feature in lines 
(“syntactic formula,” “structural formula,” “metrical formula,” etc.). Lord’s 
Singer of Tales stood like a Maypole at the center of dynamic debate, and OFT 
rapidly evolved as a result. OFT sought to account for formulaic language, but 
also the content units that Parry called themes, and the whole text-types that 
Lord called songs. Its amorphousness allowed it to absorb approaches to similar 
units like a sponge. OFT’s terminology became interdisciplinary, and earlier 
expressions like locus communis, commonplace, cliché, and phrase were replaced 
by formula. With such shifts in terminology, once separate discussions came 
into dialogue with OFT. Eventually, OFT became so encompassing that different 
approaches were considered to be integrated with it, rather than in competi-
tion. Although The Singer of Tales stood as a monolith in the midst of this hetero-
geneity, Classic OFT accounted for only one type of oral poetry: line-by-line 
improvisation in a periodic meter (e.g. Finnegan 1977:ch. 3). It became the de 
facto framework for analyzing formulaic language in verbal art, yet its condi-
tions were obstacles for traditions that did not fit the profile. Ultimately, OFT’s 
implicit ideology—that a formula is a phenomenon specific to oral, metered 
poetry—reified the divide in research on formulaic language at large.

OFT has evolved considerably since Lord’s Singer of Tales. Around 1990, the 
movement to approach and understand forms of verbal art on their own terms 
reached a critical mass. Rejecting prescriptive Western models of poetics, Dell 
Hymes’ ethnography of speaking (e.g. 1981) and Denis Tedlock’s ethnopoetics (e.g. 
1983) deconstructed the long-presumed contrast between “poetry” and “prose.” 
They reconceptualized versification by explicating the organizational principles 
underlying certain forms of Native American verbal art. Their work was not aimed 
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at formula research per se, but its implications pulled the rug out from under 
Parry’s criterion of “under the same metrical conditions” (1928:16; 1930:80; Lord 
1960:4). Interest shifted from formulae as poetic compositional building-blocks 
to their variation and meaningfulness in tradition-dependent patterns of use. 
Consequently, “formula” became more flexibly conceived “as an integer of tradi-
tional meaning” in much OFT research (Foley and Ramey 2012: 80).

OFT scholars began to move beyond propositional meanings. John Miles 
Foley was particularly influential here, through his development of a semiotic 
approach to the production and reception of expressions in oral tradition. His 
theory of immanent art (1991) built on the study of formal units developed in 
OFT to account for their propositional, but also their connotative semantics, 
which can be highly distinct within verbal art. Foley’s work, and that of similar 
scholars, fed back into the sea of OFT research. Terminological distinctions 
from OFT developed in some networks and dissolved in others. “Oral-Formulaic 
Theory,” or its variation “Oral Theory,” stuck most widely to refer to frame-
works for how formulae and themes “work” in a tradition. Immanent art, on the 
other hand, has become more commonly discussed as the traditional referentiality 
of such units (cf. Foley 1991:6–8).2 Foley (1995) later systematically synthesized 
immanent art with OFT, Richard Bauman’s theory of performance (e.g. 1984), 
Dell Hymes’s ethnography of speaking (1981), and Denis Tedlock’s ethnopo-
etics (1983). All of these approaches remain distinguishable, but through their 
centers rather than their boundaries; they have enriched one another at their 
sites of intersection and overlap.

The turn to tradition-dependent meanings revived interest in OFT and 
stimulated adaptations to traditions that did not fit the profile of Classic OFT. 
Polarized oppositions of “memorized” and “improvised,” as well as “oral” and 
“written,” were breaking down. Scholars adapted OFT as a tool for exploring 
regularities in different forms of verbal art without presuming or testing the 
sort of “composition in performance” emblematic of Classic OFT’s models 
(Harvilahti 1992; cf. also Lord 1995), as well as in written text transmission, in 
traditions where “oral improvisation has changed its locus” (Parks 1986:650; see 
also Doane 1994). Foley’s theoretical work contributed to this process. At the 
same time, the turn towards semantics was a turn away from defining abstract 

2 Traditional referentiality is sometimes conceived through “intertextuality,” although it is 
better seen as a response to the latter. Intertextuality developed in literature studies as a way 
of viewing meaning in texts through their networks of relationships to one another, custom-
arily approached as independent of an interpreter. Traditional referentiality localized meaning 
in units of expression as signs (e.g. Foley 1991:7), as what could otherwise be described as the 
indexicality of those signs, which Foley developed in an experience-based framework rather 
than treating it as having an objective existence (esp. Foley 1995:47–59).   
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concepts like formula. Foley, for example, did concentrated work on formulaic 
language (e.g. 1990), but later found meanings came into better focus through 
performers’ emic concept of a “word” as a unit of utterance, rather than as an 
orthographic unit (e.g. 2002:11–21). “Word” cut past technicalities of how to 
define a formula or theme. This avoided rather than developed a theory of what 
constitutes formulaic language versus something else, but the performance-
centered concept of “word” provided a new instrument for talking about weath-
ered words and the “loads” of meaning that they may carry, theorized through 
traditional referentiality. On the other hand, Parry’s formula definition remains 
prominent in OFT (e.g. Foley 2002:110–112) and Lord’s Singer of Tales is still the 
most common point of entry for scholars interested in formulaicity in verbal art.

1.2. Evolution across the gap

While OFT underwent its boom and evolution from the 1960s onward, research 
on recurrent phraseology also developed in leaps and bounds on the far side 
of the divide. In linguistics, partly due to the emphasis on structuralism in the 
mid-twentieth century—and generative syntax in particular (e.g. Chomsky 
1957)—conventional expressions were seen as relatively insignificant for under-
standing language. However, situated language began to come into focus from 
the late 1960s, with the rise in functionalist and corpus-based studies (Bybee 
2006), while new fields began taking shape at the intersections of linguistics 
and anthropology and of linguistics and sociology. These developments reached 
a watershed in the 1970s and set the stage for the next half-century of research 
(Pawley 2007). 

Earlier research had commonly focused only on idioms that deviate in 
some way from the meaning, syntax, or lexicon of “normal” speech. The crucial 
development in the second half of the twentieth century was reconceptual-
izing formulaic language as also including phraseology analyzable through the 
lexicon and grammar. This development combined with new methodologies 
and changing interests to give new life to approaches focused on the linguistic 
lexicon within an objectified model of language. In parallel with this, the rise of 
interest in socially situated language and its links to social behavior and interac-
tion came into focus at a multidisciplinary nexus that can be broadly described 
as discourse studies. These two trajectories of development can be viewed as at 
the extremes, with a continuum of research between them, but they are signifi-
cant for understanding the different ways that formulaic language became 
conceived and understood. Research focused on language as an objective entity 
brought formulaic language into focus as a formulaic sequence, i.e. as consti-
tuted of multiple words or perhaps morphemes that collectively form a regular 



A Picasso of Perspectives | Frog and Lamb

7

linguistic unit; the conception of such a sequence then gradually developed to 
include constructions more abstract than lexemes alone. At the other end of 
the continuum, research focused on situated discourse began looking beyond 
linguistic signs to include paralinguistic features like intonation and gesture, 
functions in interpersonal interaction, and so forth (Pawley 2009), which led 
such features to be considered in combination with lexemes as formulae. 
Formulaic language was sometimes conceived in incompatible ways, and these 
proliferated in parallel to the various uses of “formula” in OFT on the far side 
of the divide.

Later, as OFT research moved away from concerns about the role of formulae 
in composition at the rate of performance, researchers in other fields were real-
izing the variety and density of prefabricated linguistic units and constructions 
in everyday talk. Considerable work has occurred from a variety of angles on 
formal typologies and meanings or functions in discourse: questions of how 
humans produce and interpret language are now in focus. 

Alison Wray’s work has proven particularly influential in recent decades. 
Through Wray’s principle of needs-only analysis, she articulated how formulaic 
phraseology alleviates the cognitive load involved in producing and interpreting 
language (2008:17–20). According to this principle, people will not normally 
analyze units of language in the flow of spoken or written discourse beyond 
what is necessary to interpret the message. In other words, they do not expend 
additional cognitive effort without a motivation of “need” (Wray 2008:130–132). 
This principle operates irrespective of how people learn a formulaic sequence; 
it is inconsequential whether they learn it holistically (without cognizance of 
its constituents) or by analyzing the sequence and only gradually internalizing 
it as a unit. This approach leads to her oft-repeated definition of a formulaic 
sequence, which has had wide-ranging utility:

[It is] a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or other 
elements, which is, or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, stored and 
retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being 
subject to generation or analysis by the language grammar.

Wray 2002:9

More concisely, Wray describes the formula and formulaic sequence in terms 
of a morpheme-equivalent unit or MEU (2008:11–12), a concept that has proven 
particularly influential in recent years. Wray’s innovative approach synthesizes 
long-developing discussions across the field of linguistics and related disci-
plines. She also presents it in an accessible way, which has facilitated its spread 
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in numerous directions, becoming both an instrument and emblem of changes 
in formulaic language scholarship.

1.3. Convergence and communication

Already decades ago, attempts were being made to bridge different branches 
of research on weathered words (e.g. Kiparsky 1976; Kuiper and Haggo 1984). 
Some innovations in OFT research drew directly on research from across the 
divide (e.g. Acker 1983; 1998) and OFT also fed into research in other fields, for 
example, cognitive psychology (Rubin 1995). Such efforts never bloomed into 
open discussion, but the landscape has changed in recent decades. Independent 
developments on each side have led to a convergence of definitions and inter-
ests. However different their backgrounds and terminology, Foley’s and Wray’s 
approaches are fully aligned: a formula is a “word” of the register describ-
able “as an integer of traditional meaning,” corresponding to a “morpheme- 
equivalent unit” (cf. also Kuiper 2009). The convergence gives rise to both 
compatibility and relevance. The relevance, however, is most easily recognized 
from the side of verbal art research, because entry points into current, accessible, 
and broad discussions on formulaic language in other fields are easier to find. 
Weathered words have moved from the spotlight in research on verbal art, so 
concentrated discussions are fewer, narrower, and often embedded in a broader 
discussion, and books with “formula” or “formulaic” in the title have only been 
appearing on the other side of the divide. It is thus unsurprising that, for those 
attempting to engage with OFT from another perspective, Lord’s and Parry’s work 
remains as the main frame of reference (e.g. Wray 2008:ch. 4; Rubin 1995).

Although the gap persists, scholars’ attitudes have changed in recent 
decades, especially among those working with verbal art. Repeated stum-
bling over Parry’s definition generated a need for something better suited to a 
broader range of verbal art, for which Foley’s broad concept of “word” provided 
a patch, but has not provided a solution for a more nuanced analytical tool. 
Refocusing on situational meaning in OFT research has also driven interdiscipli-
narity. Engagement across the divide has been facilitated by the convergence of 
interests and alignment in approaches to weathered words. 

The present volume has emerged on this background and brings into focus 
the variety of current research on weathered words in verbal art. Some of the 
chapters focus on formulae that align fully with Parry’s definition, while others 
focus on recurrent elements that fall well outside of it. This volume introduces 
current research on a phenomenon of multidisciplinary interest, with the hope 
that it will stimulate future discussion and innovation. The trend in current 
research on verbal art has been the exploration of situation-specific meanings, 
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but such a focus requires accounting for both the formal and semiotic aspects of 
language. It is at this broad intersection that the present volume is positioned.

2. Organization
The contributions to this book could be grouped a dozen different ways. With 
each arrangement, connections between chapters are juxtaposed by unavoid-
able contrasts. We offer what we believe is the best arrangement, in five sections 
of three to four chapters each. OFT is still the dominant framework in Western 
scholarship for investigating how verbal art “works” in performance; therefore, 
it is appropriate to open this collection with the section, Oral-Formulaic Theory 
and Beyond. Each subsequent section brings a particular topic into focus that is 
of central concern for the collection. After considering some general perspec-
tives on formulaic language in verbal art, and OFT as a widespread framework, 
the collection highlights additional theories and methodologies in formula 
research. Sections are organized around the role of the verse form in struc-
turing formulae, the limits of formulaic language, and its roles in constructing 
different forms of discourse.

2.1. Oral-Formulaic Theory and beyond

In “Formulas in Oral Epics: The Dynamics of Meter, Memory, and Meaning,” 
Karl Reichl opens Part I of the volume with perspectives on formulaic language 
going back to Parry’s seminal work and explores its dimensions through more 
recent understandings. He then grapples with several issues that run through 
the book: the relationship of formulae to meter; the role of memory in perfor-
mance; the significance of formulaic language in practice; and the possibility 
for long stretches of text to be more or less fixed even in an otherwise highly 
variable form of verbal art. Reichl provides valuable insights into these topics by 
considering poetry and song in the Kirghiz epic tradition.

Since the nineteenth century, scholarship on Old English alliterative 
poetry has discussed formulaic language and it has been an important nexus 
for advancing formula research. OFT’s foundations are situated upon studies 
of Homeric and South Slavic epic poetry. Both poetic traditions are organized 
by similar metrical systems, based on counting syllables or syllables and their 
quantities. In contrast, Old English verse uses a stress-based system, where the 
number of syllables can vary. Furthermore, the meter requires alliteration, which 
drives variation in word choice. Parry’s definition of formula was not transfer-
rable to this poetry without adaptation, which produced rich discussions about 
how to define and distinguish concepts like formula, and how different concepts 
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of OFT relate to it. In “Of Scopas and Scribes: Reshaping Oral-Formulaic Theory 
in Old English Literary Studies,” Steven C. E. Hopkins elucidates the history of 
this rich vein of research, which exemplifies how OFT was adapted to one poetic 
tradition after the next. Hopkins introduces the reader to a vital arena of OFT 
research, one that also provided an abundance of valuable perspectives on oral–
written interaction—some of the most significant insights produced to date.

Although OFT research built especially upon South Slavic epic as a living 
oral tradition, this has not been the only approach to that poetry. The turn 
from detailing the formal operation of language units to how their meanings 
and associations are constructed is also not exclusive to OFT. In “Vlach Paupers: 
Formula and Layers of Meaning,” Sonja Petrović pursues these issues across 
several genres of South Slavic traditions. She offers a fresh and innovative 
perspective that complements Classic OFT research. Conducting a case study 
of one particular formula, she traces both its connections to historical social 
environments and its uses in different genres. 

Anatoly Liberman brings the discussions of this section to a close by looking 
at formulaicity as a broad and fundamental phenomenon. In “Humans as 
Formulaic Beings,” Liberman offers a wide, comparative context for the emer-
gence of OFT, and he reminds us that formulae can be explored in diverse forms, 
rather than exclusively as a linguistic phenomenon. His learned discussion 
provides nuanced perspectives on how and why people engage with formulaic 
language, and significant observations about how patterns in idiom may change 
over the course of history.

2.2. Methodological approaches

Methodology is another key focus of formula research. Relevant scholarship 
has encompassed the theories that underpin analyses and interpretations, but 
also the strategies and procedures that form methods proper. Both concerns 
are advanced in Part II, “Methodological Approaches.” Discussion is launched 
by Frog, who takes up multiform theory, which was initially formulated by Anneli 
and Lauri Honko (1995; 1998) as part of an alternative to OFT. The Honkos felt 
that their theory of linguistic multiforms could better account for certain 
phenomena of variation and flexibility in verbal art. In “Multiform Theory,” 
Frog introduces this theory and its history, proposing that it reflects a basic 
linguistic phenomenon—one not limited to poetry. He distinguishes the multi-
form from the formula in its complexity and polysemic capability, arguing that 
it is a complementary type of unit, and also compatible with OFT.

In a similar strand, Raymond F. Person, Jr. considers the theory of category 
triggering presented by Gail Jefferson (1996). Category triggering concerns how 
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the production of language in discourse activates networks of association in 
vocabulary. Jefferson’s theory accounts for patterns and variation in conver-
sational language, like when using a wrong word that is linked by sound or 
sense to the one intended. In “Formulas and Scribal Memory: A Case Study of 
Text-Critical Variants as Examples of Category-Triggering,” Person combines 
this theory with OFT and its expansions through Foley’s work, offering valuable 
insights into variations made by scribes in copying ancient biblical texts and 
Greek epics. This chapter illustrates the importance of balancing approaches to 
flexibility in language use with the sources for particular traditions, as well as 
relevant questions that the sources are equipped to answer. 

The rise of meanings in formula research on verbal art has given little atten-
tion to how formulaic language may be used to structure relations between the 
performer and what is referred to, reflecting his or her stance toward it—i.e. 
stance-taking. Koenraad Kuiper and David Leaper investigate stance-taking in 
sports commentators’ formulaic epithets, referring to players and the feats of 
local and foreign teams. In “We Don’t Support; We Observe: Epithets and Modifiers 
in a Vernacular Formulaic Genre,” they offer a sophisticated quantitative anal-
ysis of formulaic language in sports commentary, situating their discussion in 
relation to OFT research on epic. This chapter introduces the valuable concept 
of formulaic genre. Whereas Classic OFT’s methodology built on statistical surveys 
of formulae and used formulaic density as a litmus test for orality, formulaic 
genre is a descriptive term for a verbal genre characterized by a high density of 
formulaic language, irrespective of whether it is oral or written (see also Kuiper 
2009). Kuiper and Leaper illustrate how quantitative methods can be used to 
determine whether structures of social relations are built into formula usage. 

Statistical methods are also at the forefront in William Lamb’s “From Motif 
to Multiword Expression: The Development of Formulaic Language in Gaelic 
Traditional Narrative.” An issue widely debated in Classic OFT research was the 
relationship between formulaic language and so-called themes, units of narra-
tive content. Lamb takes up a corresponding question in prose narration. Using 
a corpus of traditional tales featuring motif annotation by Stith Thompson 
(MacKay 1940), Lamb explores how formulaic language links to international 
tale motifs and how these relations vary by genre. In this way, he attempts to 
provide an empirical basis for two proposed factors underlying the develop-
ment of formulae: recurrence and semantic distinctiveness.

2.3. Language and form

Part III focuses upon relationships between formulaic language and the 
organizing principles of poetic discourse. The organizing principles of many 
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traditions of oral poetry diverge from Homeric and South Slavic epics far 
more than Old English verse. James J. Fox starts off the section with “Form and 
Formulae in Rotenese Oral Poetry,” in which he introduces formula construc-
tions in a tradition of canonical parallelism that lacks periodic meter. In canon-
ical parallelism, lexical pairs regularly recur in parallel lines. Fox elucidates 
how this type of lexical pair functions as a unified formula and reveals how sets 
of such formulaic pairings can develop complex patterning across a series of 
lines. Fox connects with the preceding section on methodology by presenting 
his system for mapping pairs through stretches of poetry. He then situates 
the operation of these formulaic pairings in relation to Roman Jacobson’s 
approaches to poetics.

Naming formulae were central to Parry’s (1928) early theorizations, in 
which he explored their fixity and variation, semantics, and patterns in their 
metrical structures. In “Formula and Structure: Ways of Expressing Names in 
the Northern Runosong Tradition,” Jukka Saarinen takes up this classic topic 
in his study of how naming formulae are structured in so-called Kalevala-
meter poetry. This poetry’s short epic form led poems to be remembered and 
performed as “texts” rather than as improvised compositions in performance. It 
has a regular syllabic rhythm with often only two to four words per line, which 
stabilizes its phraseology. Saarinen shows that naming in this poetry follows 
formal patterns and outlines a typology of syntactic-metrical types, each of 
which he describes as a formula system, adapting a concept initially outlined 
by Parry (1928; 1930; cf. Lord 1960:35, 47–48; see also syntactic formula in Russo 
1963). Saarinen considers how the dominance of particular metrical-structural 
formulae led to new formulations on the same pattern—i.e. they are generated 
within the framework of an established syntactic type. 

To understand the relationship between formulae and poetic structure, it 
is valuable to examine what happens to them when they move between poetic 
systems. Yelena Sesselja Helgadóttir examines this phenomenon in “Formulae 
across the North Atlantic (from Continental Scandinavia to Iceland).” She 
traces the movement of formulaic language across genres and closely related 
languages, which may sometimes allow etymological translation and other 
times require alternative phrasing. Her study offers valuable insights into how 
language interacts with the organizing principles of a poetic form. She describes 
how the loss of a poetic feature like alliteration or rhyme in the movement of 
a formula to a new poetic system may be “compensated” by another poetic 
feature, revealing that such compensation may occur even when it is not neces-
sarily required by the new metrical environment.
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2.4. Explorations at the boundaries

Part IV, “Explorations at the Boundaries,” carries discussions of weathered 
words to the peripheries of formulaic language. Ian Brodie leads the section by 
investigating formulaic language in stand-up comedy. He focuses, in particular, 
on how language crystallizes in stand-up performance routines and how situ-
ationally motivated variation for such language works in the genre. In “I Am 
a Fan of Hilarity: Possible Directions for Oral-Formulaic Theory and the Study 
of Stand-Up Comedy,” Brodie illuminates the process of choosing between 
competing phrases as strategic choices for humorous effect. Bringing choice 
and variation into focus leads formulae to be framed as units in the lexicon that 
are used like non-formula units. This highlights the fuzzy boundary between 
whether particular units are or are not formulae.

Classic OFT was built on an idea that poets use phraseology pre-fitted to 
metrical positions in order to produce metrically well-formed lines at the rate 
of performance. Hans Nollet reveals that such recycling of weathered words can 
also occur in quite different traditions. In “Formulas in Neo-Latin Poetry as a 
Means to Language Enrichment and Self-Representation: Language Tips and 
Sociolinguistics in Justus Lipsius’ Poems,” Nollet illustrates that a corresponding 
motivation of ensuring the metricality of lines is found among Neo-Latin 
literary poets. Such practices were directed both towards displaying erudition 
and avoiding metrical mistakes. Neo-Latin poets composed in Classical Latin 
meters, which included rules related to syllabic quantities that were no longer 
distinguished in spoken Latin, which made the reuse of tried and tested turns of 
phrase from earlier poets the surest means to prevent an acoustically—but not 
analytically—unperceivable metrical error. These weathered words operate as 
formulae, but are not the formulae of an oral poetic idiom. This chapter situates 
some of the most basic perspectives on recurrent phraseology in oral poetry 
in relation to a formally identical phenomenon in literate compositions, where 
Nollet situates it in contradistinction to contemporary ideas of plagiarism. 

Although most approaches to formulaic language stress the expression as 
forming a unit of meaning, Sergei Klimenko brings into focus rhythmic fillers. 
These have functional roles in regulating the flow of language in performance, 
but, because they do not communicate propositional meaning, they were some-
times omitted from early transcriptions of oral poetry. In “Rhythmic Fillers in 
Ifugao hudhuds,” Klimenko applies a sophisticated linguistic approach to the 
operation of language in sung performance and reveals the importance of these 
fillers for realizing verse form. A filler of this type does not correspond to an 
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“integer of meaning,” or to a “morpheme-equivalent unit,” yet Milman Parry 
(1928) argued that the epithet “swift-footed” could equally be used as a formu-
laic metrical filler, accompanying the name “Achilles” to complete required 
line positions without contextual meaning. Like the preceding chapters in this 
section, Klimenko’s study explores weathered words at the boundaries of what 
is commonly addressed as formulaic language in verbal art.

2.5. Constructing worlds of discourse

The final section of the volume, Part V, considers what formulae do and how they 
operate, both formally and at the level of texture. In “Formulaic Expression in 
Olonets Karelian Laments: Textual and Musical Structures in the Composition of 
Non-Metrical Oral Poetry,” Viliina Silvonen explores how linguistic and musical 
units are combined during the composition in performance of a regional form 
of Karelian laments. These laments are a form of sung, non-metrical poetry. 
Formulae may be structured through alliteration, but their length is flexible: 
such flexibility operates in tandem with the different durations of melodic 
units. Silvonen’s investigation leads to the valuable observation that formulaic 
density and verbal regularity vary considerably between expressions that are 
personal to the performer and those that are ritually required in every lament 
of a particular type.

Formulaic language in genres of prose storytelling has been widely 
acknowledged but rarely received concentrated attention as a broad phenom-
enon.  The density and use of weathered words in such genres vary, but they are 
particularly prominent in the Russian tradition. Tatiana Bogrdanova explores 
how translators have engaged with the highly formulaic quality of these folk-
tales by comparing multiple translations of a particular collection. In “Folklore 
Formulas in Arthur Ransome’s Old Peter’s Russian Tales (1916),” Bogrdanova 
reveals how different renderings of formulaic language can manipulate a read-
er’s experience of the text, and she considers how translators encode cultural 
differences in narration. 

Although weathered words in folktales may be less researched, some—such 
as Once upon a time—have vast resonance for the genre. This section, and the 
book, ends with Jonathan Roper’s investigation of key formulae in English fairy-
tales. In “Opening and Closing Formulas in Tales Told in England,” Roper reveals 
the functional differences of common formulae in structuring narration, as well 
as their potential to evolve on the oral–written continuum. He shows that a 
single complex formula may travel between very different cultural environ-
ments, and maintain features belonging to one, but not the other. In addition 
to variation through elaboration and simplification, Roper makes the important 
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observation that, even when formulae originate in prose, they may exhibit 
poetic structuring at a phrasal level, a point of note that underscores the false 
division between “poetry” and “prose.”

3. Warp and Weft
The five sections of Weathered Words move through general overviews, theoret-
ical discussions, and case studies, to explore the limits of what might be consid-
ered formulae and the broader discourses constructed through them. Some 
of the threads of the individual chapters may be self-evident, yet others may 
escape view in the course of reading, especially when a particular chapter is 
read in isolation. In order to help readers to anticipate and map the diverse 
connections, the more prominent of these threads are briefly mentioned here.

3.1. The metrical criterion of Parry’s definition of formula

The scholars of Old English poetry discussed by Hopkins were amongst the 
first to wrestle with the metricality condition of Parry’s formula definition. 
This condition has been an obstacle for those working with oral poetry regu-
larly organized on principles other than periodic meter, such as parallelism in 
the study by Fox, or poetry in which particular organizing principles are not 
uniformly applied, such as the traditions covered by Silvonen and Yelena Sesselja 
Helgadóttir. Parry’s definition has remained a stumbling block to adaptations of 
OFT to prose, because scholars may feel that the failure to meet Parry’s crite-
rion of metrical conditions needs to be justified (cf. Lamb 2015; Sävborg 2018). 
More specifically, discussions of prose formulae are often disconnected from 
questions of how language is produced in performance, as seen in Roper’s study, 
where language production is simply not relevant. Reichl highlights the discon-
nection between Parry’s intentions, when formulating his definition, and its 
dissemination through The Singer of Tales. What often remains unrecognized is 
that Parry’s criterion of “under the same metrical conditions” (1928:16; 1930:80) 
derives directly from his original methodology for identifying formulae by 
looking for the recurrence of words in the same metrical positions—i.e. his defi-
nition is a description of the things his method would find (Frog 2014:41; cf. Wray 
2008:94–97). Without that criterion, however, Parry’s definition as “a group of 
words which is regularly employed ... to express a given essential idea” (1928:16; 
1930:80) corresponds to Wray’s morpheme-equivalent unit (2008:12). While the 
issue of Parry’s metrical criterion is often in the background of research, it is 
worth foregrounding here; it is widely encountered, and duly considered in 
some of the chapters of the current book.
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3.2. Formula and poetics

We can identify the relation of poetics and formulae as another thread woven 
through certain chapters here. Part III, “Language and Form,” examines the 
relationship between organizing principles of poetic form and the shape of 
formulae. Fox and Saarinen bring particular types of formulae into focus, and 
Yelena Sesselja Helgadóttir highlights what occurs as they move between poetic 
systems, yet the dynamics of weathered words in relation to poetic principles 
is a recurrent topic through the volume. Hopkins introduces the relationship 
between formulaic language, alliteration, and a rhetorical figure known as the 
“kenning” in Old English and Old Norse poetries. Frog sketches the relationships 
between poetic form and formula as a frame for considering types of variation, 
as well as more complex structures in which formulae participate. Klimenko 
explores the role of non-semantic fillers that complete what would otherwise 
be gaps in the flow of a performance. Nollet draws attention to literary uses 
of phraseology pre-fitted to meter. Silvonen and Roper each discuss formulae 
that are internally structured through alliteration or rhyme, independent of 
the surrounding unmetered discourse. The relationship between formulaic 
language and poetic form was of central interest already for Parry, but consider-
ations of such phenomena have evolved considerably since that time. Now, they 
extend even to poetically organized formulae occurring in prose.

3.3. Fixity and variation

Alongside discussions of form are discussions of formula fixity and variation. 
Both fixity and variation concern weathered words of different sorts of scope, 
from a simple formulaic sequence to a stretch of language communicating 
one of OFT’s themes. While most of the contributions examine how individual 
formulae vary—a fairly bread-and-butter topic—certain contributions highlight 
the phenomenon that Lord (1960:58–60) called a run. This is a term established 
by Alfred Nutt (1890:448–449) for stretches of recurrent text in metered or 
unmetered discourse that he, and later Lord, considered characteristic of oral 
traditions. More recently, multiform theory allows runs to be viewed in relation 
to a broader range of phenomena, as shown by Frog. Multiform theory focuses 
on complex verbal frameworks in the mind of a performer that work to produce 
stretches of discourse longer than a single line. These linguistic multiforms may 
also operate as macro-formulae, expressing a regular unit of narrative content, 
for instance. Shorter poetic forms with greater text stability were not initially 
well-suited to analysis through Classic OFT’s focus on formulae within a verse 
line, yet their composition and variation becomes compatible with OFT when 
attention is on these larger units (see also Lord 1995:ch. 6).
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Reichl highlights that Classic OFT’s idea of “composition in performance” is 
linked not just to the long epic form, but more directly to the epic traditions on 
which it was developed. He reveals that the Kirghiz long epic form is character-
ized by long sequences of text that are reproduced with a high degree of fixity 
at a verbal level. Ian Brodie applies Anna-Leena Siikala’s (1984 [1990]) concept 
of crystallization to understand how units of narration are linked together in the 
mind of a narrator. This concept avoids viewing fixed and free as a binary oppo-
sition, allowing a spectrum on which fixed memorization and free generative 
reformulation are extremes. Silvonen also uses this concept, well established 
in Finnish scholarship, to discuss the relative fixity of both individual formulae 
and complex formal units on a hierarchy of different scopes. The more complex 
units have remained outside of the interests of Classic OFT research, but both 
these and the phenomenon of crystallization have special relevance to unme-
tered forms of discourse.

3.4. Formulaic density

Salient to explorations on the relative fixity of runs and other long stretches 
of verbal art is formulaic density. The chapters in this volume do not adopt the 
spurious notion that formulaic density can be used to index a performance’s 
“orality,” but rather that it varies meaningfully across performances and genres 
of oral tradition. For example, Kuiper and Leaper observe that formulaic density 
is higher in so-called “calling” commentary of sports commentators—the 
play-by-play presentation of ongoing action—than in “color” commentary. In 
the latter, the pace is more relaxed and the topics more variable. Similarly, 
Silvonen observes that formulaic density is higher in ritual sections of 
Karelian laments than in non-ritual sections, where a performer may present 
a broader range of information. Lamb’s statistical analysis produces comple-
mentary results in traditions of Gaelic storytelling. He finds a clear correlation 
between formulaic density and the recurrence of traditional motifs, and also 
shows that formulaic density varies, more generally, across different narrative 
genres. These discussions, in their turn, provide interesting frames of reference 
for considering comments on particular cases and examples in other chapters.

3.5. Oral and written discourse

In recent decades, scrutinizing the relationships between different forms of 
discourse (e.g. speech and writing) has become an independent research domain 
(see Biber and Conrad 2009). Several contributions to this volume engage with 
the topic in different ways. Issues of fixity and variation become particularly 
interesting in medieval and ancient oral-derived texts that have been produced 
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at the intersection of oral tradition and writing technologies (Foley 1990:5). In 
addition to the initial process of writing out such texts, copyists may consciously 
or unconsciously vary these texts based on their own competence in the tradi-
tion, a phenomenon known as scribal performance (Ready 2019:203–215). As 
noted above, Hopkins surveys the rich discussions on this topic in research on 
Old English poetry, while Person explores its manifestation in biblical Hebrew 
and Homeric poetry. Classic OFT spread in an environment where orality was 
synonymous with the authenticity of tradition, yet the reality of many tradi-
tions is that there is interplay of composition, transmission, and re-composition 
between written text and oral practice. This is exemplified in the post-medieval 
poetry discussed by Yelena Sesselja Helgadóttir, as well as in the lively manu-
script traditions of Iceland (Sävborg 2018) and Gaelic Scotland and Ireland 
(Bruford 1966; Lamb 2013), and in the English fairytales analyzed by Roper. So 
many tales were preserved in manuscripts and publications edited and recom-
posed for a literate audience that, inevitably, these literate stories reciprocally 
become the stuff of oral performers.

For Bogrdanova, this phenomenon is carried to yet another level; formulae 
rooted in the oral background of the Russian tale tradition are mediated, 
adapted, or omitted in the translation of these tales for popular English versions. 
Brodie, on the other hand, addresses stand-up comedy, where scripts may be 
formulated through a written medium to be performed orally, with the inten-
tion of appearing spontaneous. Alternatively, Nollet looks at parallels between 
formulaic language use, as described through OFT, and the reuse of phraseology 
in written poetry among Neo-Latin poets. When the topic of oral and written 
discourse is brought into focus across these chapters, their numerous and 
complementary perspectives provide a vibrant dialogue for the reader.

4. Cubism
In the wake of increasing institutional emphasis on bibliometrics and associated 
de-emphasis of monographs, books comprised of articles or chapters by diverse 
authors have been on the rise in the humanities. Even when they are systemati-
cally designed, and chapters strictly assigned, readers may perceive such books 
as lacking coherence. To an extent, this is due to the normal diversity found 
across individual authors’ knowledge, interests, experience, and emphases. Yet, 
diversity can be unified and unifying. This is important to acknowledge because 
reader expectations are key to how a book is read and received. For instance, 
if realism is assumed as a frame of reference, a Picasso may look childish or 
aberrant; Carl Jung (1932 [1966]) observes that, if received from a patient, some 
of Picasso’s works would be considered symptomatic of schizophrenia. As will 
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be obvious from this introduction, rather than pruning divergences, we have 
nurtured diversity. In each chapter, the object of weathered words is taken up 
in different materials, bringing a particular aspect of a phenomenon, theory, 
or method into focus. Each chapter makes a valuable contribution to the topic 
of formulaic language. Together, these diverse and juxtaposed representations 
form a portrait of Weathered Words.
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