Perspectives on Folklore and Literature
(adapted from Mary Ellen Brown, “Introduction,” Encyclopedia of Folklore and Literature)

What follows details four different ways one can think about the interrelationship between folklore and literature. Depending on the literature in question, each approach may provide insights.
1. Folklore as a type of literature (verbal art)

Examples: Beowulf, The Iliad, “Barbara Allen”
Assumptions: Oral and traditional texts may be written down and presented as literature.
Problems: Standards of excellence for literature may differ from standards of excellence for an oral performance. Also, reading literature is different than hearing a tale, so the folklore may work differently as a literary text. Only works for verbal folklore.
2. Folklore as the inspiration or frame of a literary work

Examples: “Rip Van Winkle,” Uncle Remus Tales, The Robber Bridegroom
Assumptions: Oral and traditional texts can provide the general structure of a literary work. The author may take liberties in changing parts of the folklore.
Problems: Conservative elements of the folklore performance may be changed too much to connect the folklore and literature. See also the problems for #1.
3. Folklore “in” literature

Examples: playing the dozens in Their Eyes Were Watching God, child’s rhyme in “The Hollow Men
Assumptions: Depictions of verbal folklore as well as customary and material folklore can appear in literary works to develop characters, move plot elements forward, or establish settings.
Drawbacks: Folklore is performed in real life and isn’t just a text that can be inserted into a literary work (only the shell of the folklore performance can). Also, unless one moves beyond mere identification of folklore, there is little value to this approach.
4. Folklore recontextualized in literary performances

Examples: Nanabozho figures in Erdrich, Fa Mu Lan in Kingston, sacred text in Ceremony 

Assumptions: Because all folklore is decontextualized and recontextualized, placing folklore “in” literature may act as a type of performance. Readers can look for how traditional elements are altered to fit a new performance context while maintaining a connection to the traditional form. 

Drawbacks: A literary performance depends on readers who understand the folklore.
