
Live at the 

S mlEONE ONCE SAl[) THAT PEOPLE 

who hadn'( read Homer's lii(l(/ and 

OliysSf!J were like those who'(1 

never visilCJ the ocean- there's II great 

thing on Earth they hadn't seen. Every

olle agrees that the heroic tales of go<ls 

and men not only entertained anciellt 

Greeks. but also taught them politics, 

geography, morals. metallurgy, history 

and shipbuilding. They contain inspira. 

tion for modern governments. Mostly. 

though. we marvel at how they've 

reigned over the world of letters in the 

\Vest for nearly 3,000 years. 
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HOMER'S MASTERPIECES THE "ILIAD" AND "ODYSSEY" AREN"T THE FINE 

WRITING THAT SCHOLARS ALWAYS THOUGHT THEY WERE. BUT WHAT ARE 

THEY? THE ANSWER EXPLAINS EVERYTHING FROM RECIPES TO REVOLTS. 

But if you havcn't read Homer 's 

poems, not to WOffy. They weren't meant 

to be read; they wer"" meant to be heard, 

says John }ooley, Cu rators' Professor of 

English and classical studies. MallY of 

those students who have read Homer-

even the poets who translated the epics to 

test their mettle--haven ' t really "seen 

the great thing" either. At least not on its 

own terms. Recent breakthroughs by 

Foley and others have shown that a work 

like the Odyssey is not great poetry at all 

in our usual sense. Instead , it 's a variety 

of folksong, complete with stock melodies 

and characters, repetitions and formu_ 

laic ways of speaking that most people 

would recognize from ballads. 

That special way of speaking 

used by ancient Greek 

"folkSingers" is their "regis

ter"-a kind of special lan

guage for telling in verse the 

great stories of a people. 

\\'C're not talking about 

performers like Pete Seege r, 

who typically memorize 

their material. The singers 

of Homer's work used the 

register'S handy cache of 

plot and character to 

recompose their book

length stories on the spot 

during each performance. 

The Odyssey's basic plot 

has endured: Hero 

Odyssells goes to war, outla.~t.~ a long 

imprisonment and has several fantastic 

adventures with onc-eyed giants, sea mon

sters and a visit t'1 Hades during his long 

return home. \\!hell he fhmlly reaches 

Ithaca after 20 years, locals have long pre

sumed his death. He travels in disguise 

and finds a crew of suitors vying for his 

wife 's hand in marriage. During the inter

minable waiting for her hero-husband, 

clever Penelope weaves and unwea,'es a 

PICK A FAVORITE POET AND 

tapestry to stall the suitors in hopes 

Odysseus will return to save her. 

Foley has heard variations on that plot 

play out during his fieldwork, which has 

taken him to the noisy, working-class 

taverns of the former YugoslaVia. There, 

from the lips of traditional singers-liv_ 

Thi.f 45 RPM recordJrom tht mid,J970-, capturu a perfonnallu of 
"The Wed(ling of AIilitch the Sf(mdard_Deartr" by tht guslar Rade 'Jamina. 
'Jumina b bou'ing tht ont_stringed IlIfeliAt gllSlt as ht Sings. His epiC tradition 
(lUlU at least /0 the eighth untury. 
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Imp ... ?y 
in).!: Il"'lIa~ epic .'nll~.s wry I)IIH,I! lil-,' '('n'lI! f rllll! a lill'fury "'w 
til<' Ody.,,,,.'1 ~I ill rc~mJlld .... ~ Ilt'dally Ib.'el l Oil 1llH ling' fr"m 

Ihr<>llg IHIIII III., [slumi<' ~ " \'rl' I III)('1l1 h "I . I, is lh ill).!: lunglla)!,I' Iah" r;'I"ry 
IbllWdulI. "t'lI(li"I1l'I"~ ill,"UrrCnl li v ing in Yllg,,~ l n\ iu, a .~ \wll U' rl'-'l'arcl, "11 

Irml ili.Hl' ur,'mll I,('url)' MI wdl I ,'X(." , J.'" ley II!l~Mllildimn irril;til"I . 

hehuH'1 1 as WI' w"uld .~ I(PP"~l· Ull :ullli _ 

(~I1l'I' f"r p"l'lry .,]wuld 1Jl', " Full') MI)'S. 

" Thc)' dun '. _, il .hen- (] lI id ly li nd uppro_ 

haliwlyl' lupw ht.' lll hl' p"I." iS lll rHngh . 
T lw)' ." ir ann' lIIl . gl'l lip llml k·:.\"c, lulk 

(,' (lilt' Ullolhcr. ~ h'Hl t IHlllll'Cfn.ul' linl's, 

IIHlkcljll itl'n hi, ., fllnisc,l'rilid"Cl h c 

~ illger i f they 11.'11 '1 ap; rcc wit h w lwt 

hC's doingor iftlu'y doll ' l thin k he 's 

wry good . [n g.·ncrul they l'u-nl'ute the 

perli, rn lalleeu lu llgw ith tl le ban[. ·· 

Meanwhile. those Suut h S lu'Ik I>urds 

arc wurking llard ~ ingi ng U~ wel l us 

play ing the .JtlC"~lrinho'(!d I!,lIslc (p;ou~.:! . 

leh) Iwlf anlu,u r ur l110rca t u ~trdch 

llIwmplillc<[ uver til!' cllllllCf til' tWtI 

dozen men . The verI> "ttl s ing" in Se rh .. _ 

Cruatian is lllrflli(ttlll r_ah .tee) ,which 

meallS to <[riVe ,)lit llr impel . "S", y' lll ' rc 

driv ing this song ' HIt 11 1' you .. , Foley 

says. "Yuu're nut in any sense I>cing 

Iy rie or prcciolls. T llis is a phys icul 

aetivity dune w ilJI g reat gusto. II 's 

al most shu", ing, und it 's dunc \'CfY fa,q 

whilc play ing the instfum.:! lI t. '· Piek u 

favoritc poc t ami try tu imllgi llc he f ur 

h im eUl11pus ing houk . leng th verse on the 

fly whi lc playing l1l1 inst ru me nt and 

siuging a bove thc di n of' a bunch uf 
opiniuJ WICd and pussibly (Irunkcn revel

ers. If pruduci ll!; art undcr those coudi_ 

tim1.~ sccms il11pl1s.~ ihl c, you IHlve sO l11 e 

idea III' till' regi.~ tcr· s powcr and why an 

oral puet ry tradition just h a.~ to he cl if', 

WtNTER 2(1) 1 

"" " ll· li lnl'l- il lri~IIt·.IMI [(l l'"I' [lnd ,~ dl<,1 

lIT,' IIln .. l' hy d l'hllukiul!, I-l>\'Cfa ll<lllg' 

~tlmdillg idl'as a llUlit 1 [nJ11l'r. Mu~ l "f 
t ll l' lHiM llld e r s tal1tliJ1p;~l- tl'lIl fr.'111 

:tMU lllpti ''' IS tlmt lill'ra tl' p~")[l l l'a 'lt ') ' 

llIat il'ldly lilah, a lmllt p"ems t hul " Ii vc" 

illtl'xtl-. II"r imlllJ1Ce,t hc litcn lli 

:1 ,~s l1nled f;>rcelllllrie,~ t ha I 11,,,"er wasil 

p;eniusa lldlll r ; hlll l11 "re li kdy. he was a 

prd itcrate anti p"l-s illly it illcr[llll Imrol . 

w lwt radcdinMuriesita lltled . l"wll fi, r 

700 yeurs m so hy wonl "I' 111U1l1h . T he 

li lcrati "\,c llti lli ICoi Illl' sC Jl~cS" w ilh 111(' 

11'lnlcr i ~'ael-ll l c li e; hili II,,\\, il I"oks lik,· 

the Od!l.~.,·e,'1 wa.~ part "I' (I I11II1'JI h, rger 

t .·adit ilill tllUl aCl·mnpli. ... hcd (L lUI ,,1' 
practica l wurk . Tllelitt' r U li '~s"ljl."ry 

rcallc rsMIV'lrl'll "rig inul s , ndcs thmtlgh 

Ihl't'ye,tlwl1gh II UW il seellls l'iI'Ur tl mt 

Hmner 'swork was mca nt (or t heears of 

{'lall _.~ i ... el l cruwrls w iln a lready k llew 

I JI (' .~ l ",· i c.~. f\ S a s inbrcr "I' t a les in an o ral 

I ral[it inn, Humer rll l iler t llUll na millg 

II .~ illg l(' pe rso" allllllll llS 10:1 shurt . 

h:llu lllal11£' furthUllr ad it ion. 

Fuley's breakth fllugh has heen tu 

w restle HOl11er uway fwm the liteT[l ti 

by llese rihin!; Ihe oml (Iimcnsion of the 

arl I he poct ic reg is te r- wi dl scicn_ 

t i fie r igoJr l11 t1 rcnftcll assoeiatccl w itll 

phys ics , IHln Ihc hlll11 l1 l1it ics. III tonlrnst 

to sdlulars w ho I11 l1ke an ohservat iun 

und b'U 1IIIIlling for ev i,lenee to support 

it . Foley has c rcatc,lthc Lltcury tha l 
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d.' fil1t,~ 

his IIdd 

Mark AlIllOlIi" " f 
Vas .... ur ( 'o ll"g •. 

SlJy,~ F"I.·)" ,~ pm_ 
1;'" 1101 in ,~ i !-\],I S 
huv,·n,\ ·" lu. 

Ij,mi/"II I I", 

IIc l,l"f "fll l 

11 1('ury. Sdllllllrs:,llover 

lit l'wu rlolnuwl1sc thc 

(' f iteri" Fuley has 

d,'vd"pcd in study ing 

h"wllra l poctsstrlle

t lJrellteir work lind how 

thel-c lrad it iona l works 

impurt mea l1illg. Using his 

tlw l1 eycs,eu rs ul1 cl corn_ 

pllter:U1l1lyses, he hus 

d est' ri bc([thc oral-poctic reg_ 

C{h i., g~ak epil' s iJlger{mJidlJ'J 
j."gr.r.idwkiduJrlI1l'ilhIJis rip,!" 
IUllIilWlill'JiJ (/ 1,lrclfJIIllll'ilh his 

It]i h(lllil. AltfwlIgl. N/Jllle~'s 

Imill/im, ,.' rms fro ", (,, lensllhe 1211, 
rrJllltry13.C., il wII .• jir,dwrlllell 
tIOl" lIlwMrilerrltrUllhe lrll relf!,hlh 

t'I:lll11ry n.c. SIIlCtsclwl"r .• cml 't 

dojirldu'u rk ill tlIleitlll 
Qrrnr.llttli,'IIII!,Suwh 
Slu,.j(' lrllf/i/l""i." thr 

hu / wjllt/ml' /JJ. "'omc~. 

" 



7hi$jJorlrl/if. com/JO$u/bYI/,e 
"/Jcrli" " ,}//ill/fr. Ollf-of ,li e 
jinctltIJ,,'rul-j';:,tlT( ",u f' /Ju ili/cys1if 

(lIIdenl gree~e.'JOrlm.'l'~ U Y"lIl1grr 

(Wil/OS "dri villg" lli f'sollg 0 111 . 

Ollt-six/Ii of tlw Odyssey i .• s,mg 
by /h t liem hilllsrifill die COUTI of 
/ht P/UUUdllll.,· 

,llIlZOl 

btl'rll "t "llly 1;,rAlll'i .. ", (;r",·k, hut al~u 

for O ld EUJ..(li~lt (" Id.'r Ihall I .UOO )'l'a r,~) 

ami mud,'rll Sal",-Crl\'Ililm . F"ll'v's hahit 

of wl\rk ill~ :I"W!o!o I rutlil iou, h .. , I~,ad •. hi , 

!odwlar,llip a ll the IlWrl' "lIh.-ta nt ial, and 

mally,'" lleaw ,e~ 1':1\{' r"II"wl'l! Iii , 1":.111 
The illipli t':u i"l1 ~ ,,1' hrl'allrill J..( Il,., 

" "ralit y" ha.'k illl" Il"mer ami "t h.'r 

w" rk , ilH'I"lle.,.r it'. ly ar.i !o ti""" " CI·rns 

hlll nl, ,, f.\11 tln'ply illt" " lI l llln'~ pa~ 1 and 

I'rl','<' lI l . Fr"m . 11l' I"IIS of II" m~:.IlIds ,,/ 

lan).!;lIu).!;e,. tlml likely have ":-;i ." "11 "" 
Ea rt h , on ly aholll S() fllll -fl edWd litNa , 

tllre.' ewr IlevI,I"ped . \V ri. in14 d itill '\esj.,. 

Ulltillk,'clUhc'r"fhllflla llkitlll ', "year" 

1111 Earth. foll" wl'l llllll l'h lal cr hy paper_ 
hal,k hooks till New Y"ars Eve. All of lit I' 

w url{I 'sc'lIltllr,'s, CVl'1I t hl'lulIltlflll w i.h 

lilerut ll res, he14lln the,ullle way: w"rd "r 
ll"fIIlh . II 's Im n ltt, f!;ra~p I;,r 11" ,s.· ortis 

Illaking:.l li vill )!; plll1t:hin f!; PC'., ill N"nh 

Ame ri,:" "t1l1 Eurllpc' , bill 11 111.,1 "r IIlIr 

plal1el 's pe"ples SI illll~e vuri" I1 .~ "ral I rn_ 

~~:li~::~: 19i~~'::tlt:dr~ ~: ~ ~::,~;~~sl~g:~ ~~~'l(!~; I If 
t\1uin modes I;" c'Um IlHlI1i ~:lt illl!:' 

Umlerslamling I lulller as parl uf Ull "ral 

lradilion f.jlles Sit far as ltl help expbill lhc 

Illes meriz ing power exercisell hy pulili_ 

cians like lile laI C Marshal Til.lI, w l1l1 rose 

I" uffice afte r lea<lin f.j Ihe Yuglis iavili ll 
res isll\llcc againsl ti,e N nz is. His fllne ral 

Iwliees were filled wi dl heroic descrip
tions takclI dircl' tly from lhe South Slavic 

oru l ep ics. 

T H E I-I O,\(EIHC kEOISnln WASN'T 

the s. reCI language or urefm ic 

Grecee. In fa e • . il was really 

only good lor one t h ing: lelling heroic slo_ 

ries, Ancient Greeks woulli lltll ha\'c used 

the register whi le buy ing a Inar of breall. 

any morethnll you 'd pick II p a presc rip
t ion at the pharmucy w ith . " Ho lherc, 

stout apothecury, I pruy Ihce, mukc hasle 

and {"etefl now t l,at balm! " Foreenlurics, 
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bards learned the register's words. scenes 

and story plots by listening to the songs 

and through lots of practice. They kept 

what fit the verse meter as long as it had 

the right ring to it. Like any language, the 

register is so complex and large that no 

single persoll could have assembled it. To 

have composed the stories ill his own 

words from firsthand experience, Homer 

would have had to live a minimum of 500 

years all over Greece--sumetimes in two 

places at once-and would have had to 

speak two major dialects and some minor 

olles as well . Same goes for South Slavic. 

whose bardic register mixes dialects and 

keeps alive words that arc otherwise long_ 

obsolete, Poley says. "The dialect of 

Serbia, ekavski. and the dialect of 

Croatia, ijekavski , will stand side by side 

in the same line of verse. of course, out_ 

side the register, outside the special per
formance stage, never, never, never. " 

Some small recurrent pieces of the 

Homeric register, such as a phrase like 

"green fear," are packed with big mean, 

ings, but only in the oral tradition . Since 

110 ancient Greeks left a glossary behind, 

Foley has learned to tease the orality from 

texts with a kind of linguistic archaeol

ogy. It turns out that the phrase has a 

supernatural connotation. For instance, 
one of the )0 times "green fear" occurs in 

the epics is when Odysseus watches the 

shades gather ill Hades to drink sheep's 

blood before they can speak to him. The 

literati struggled with the translation, 

Foley says. "Some said ' pale fear ' because 

we have the metaphor that someone is 

pale with fear. It 's a nice equivalent at a 

MOST OF OUR PLANET'S 

poetic level, but that 's not what it means 

in Homer. If you look at all the instances 

of green fear in the iliad and Odyssey, 
and ask yourself the question , 'Is there 

anything else going on here besides the 

color green and tbe noun fear? ' what you 

find out is that it always means fear that 

derives from a supernatural source. Now, 
how docs that come abom? Is there any_ 

thing about green that is supernatural? 

No. Anything in fear that is stlpernatural? 

No. But when you use thcm together, 

'green fear ' takes on a special supernat

ural meaning in the tradition." 

Just as good politicians can improvise a 

Holding a cfrfl/wni(11 ill.Jtrumenf tAat'J mon 
for txAibifioll tAo.llfor accompaniment, and 

dOlAed in/utiL'al garb, Obnn MiritcA po.JU 

for hi! IJtrj'onliOllcf of a .Jolig about tAt htro 
Senjllninh"(J. 

WINTER 2001 HIZlOII 

stump speech from well-rehearsed and 

often-used sound bites, the register 

repeats itself. One-third of the Odyssey's 
language is verbatim repetition of formu

laic words and phrases, including 

nametags like swift-footed Achilles and 

Earthshaker-Poseidon. Those ready-made 
units were crucial to singers ,"vho com

posed while playing the gusle, and that's 

what the other breakthrough in Homeric 

studies was about back in the 1 920s. A 

YOWlg scholar named Milman Parry fig_ 

ured out that, in Homer's six-foot lilles, 

each nametag's menical makeup con

Signed it to one and only one particular 

slot. The verbs slip into complementary 

metrical slots. Singers had plenty of these 

mix-and-match formulas handy to gct 
even a stubborn character like much_ 

suffering divine Odysseus to ponder some

thing, trick a goddess, sit down, walk 

through a house, get ready to speak, poke 

out a monster 's eye, and much more. \Vith 

just the 27 nouns and 24 verbs that Parry 

studied for his dissertation, a singer could 
get 648 combinations of "X does Y. " That 

gave singers exponential power to tell 

well_known stories by arranging and 
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rC:l .. r:Hl~ i n~ thc rOrlllllla ~. Fulc), ,," tiill( '., 

a ll dli~ ill ti L(' ~ i x tll " I' hb J -I bnoks, '1111, 

'TII<""ry .j·OraICmH/)"sili"lI. 

whidl was pllhli~JII:, d ill 

C h illt:,~e thi~ Yl'ar, "l' r":,, I. 

ill ).!; till:' ha~ iL".~ "I" hi., IIL·I.II" 

a 11ll).!;" " CW p"p"iali"lI . l ie 
1I"le.~ h,,\\' I'r i l i L'~ COlliplaill.·.11 h~1 

III" nh"'l l al1ic~I ' ~ "IIll<lin~ t. h(," I') l·e. III ,·e.1 

I ra. lil i"nul s in,!!;"rs I" Ji ll).!;ui ~1 i" .... h"I .~ jll.-t 

. ' lr ill1-.!; ill ).!; 10A"", JH·rd idH::~. Surdy Illal 

could n' t :lel'tlU Il I f"r Ilollle r 's IIH:' m" no hl .. 

\\I"rk. I\ut Iwl;,rt , [lar ry '~ i. l ea~ L'tllIl " play 

'"11, IWtli('11 .,fa ).!; 1I 11 ~ 1 " '1 W.lIl l1llu . lllt· 

hl'u(1 ill I 'JJ"i 

Rtlllf!; ldy -10 Yl'ars !atl' r. a IIH:' re hi (,"1I1' 

ill J-\ollw r i" "l lIdi(' s. lh ... "ral ,arl parI 

~tarted ,'om ill).!; I,,~e tlle l' fll r Foley, wi", 

was fa~l"i ll utt,,1 hy I",w Ih .. \ [ullier ic n'gis, 

le r wtlrked stl~)"s lemalieall y. lli s ill .• i1-.!;ht 

wasll ' l a lltllllt he milill t i :ll:' tlf\\·tlrd.~ :lIId 

pJl ras('s. t!1' lII1-.!;h, h il I a t. t ile Ie\,('] "fwll<,l ... 

. ~Cl' n ... s. I-Ie remeJllher.~ t he prcci.,e IIHlIll ... 1Il 

ill f.!; r:l(lU:lte~e l"'tl l.l twas .lin li crt illl ... , lltll 

his " WII , h ut tllle "f IImny feas t scen ... ~ 

h(".1 fllllmi in t ransbling t h(, Of/yoUl'y 

frtllll Gre .. k Itl En~li s 11 . U p tt' lh:l.l poin l , 

f('asts had hc ... n predictahly filII of good 

mallll(' rs a nd high hopes fo r be ller till ](,~ 

1O eom .... [n th is O/le, though. t he hero 

s tops at an island Oil his long trip home, 

w he re " Ptl ly pllClllILS, t he Cyclops, i., 

cat ingO.1yssells' lIIen , ulld n"I I(, 100 

pt)lite ly," Foley says. "' nlll IlI00ie('(1 tha t 

he's eati ng the III w id l sO llie (If the sante 

li[)('s and p h ras('s IIsed in a ll ofd lC('on. 

ven t io lla l fea.~ l SCCnCS." 

I-I crc a re tile s tock lines lha t end all 

"r/u 1 rfUlilillll of epic )·O llg.~ WII.< ,,/1110.<1 ('erl(lilll!} " m"lr. 
(IOmillfltN/lIrt.!.utU"ollleuluul mu.,irfilmode·'· 'iftil rir 
(111'11. All of r/lt'!ie mll!iicul fmdit h}1l!i, i"dlll/ilig tllis 

l" "'I11"/J/"!}illg. lll/()IIh1e /J i/Jr.l("t're/Jll!iSt'l/llll f r()", 
/Jl'r.« w /" IJrrso ll1t Uhma IW/U/i.1/I ar ll'xf. 

IIIZZIIi 

<llh" I' I [ulilcriL' I~';hl': 

" They pUIlhci l' halld~ I "tllt' ).!:"(ld 

th ill f.(s l l,al lay I"c:u ly bd;""'I IIl'IH. 

Hut whcnlhc'y ha(ll'a~l(l frthcdni rl' 

I;,r.·utill f.!;:m d d r inl..i ll ).!; " 111L'Yf.(d 

1\ 11'] h,·n' ·., w hat O.IY''''' lIs ~ays w lIL'1I 

P"lyp[wmll s1-\"t:'.sl·a ll llihul · 

" 1\111 .'p r ill).!;i n).!; llp. 11<'1"11 Iii ., h:.IIldsto 

mY"'"IIP:I III"ns, . 
Hut w hl' lIlu:, had fill.,.1 h i .~~ rc:H hc ll)' . 

":H i l1~ man , mea l and , Ir illkill,l!; IInmi xc(1 

milk , 

S'·" in ).!: II ." s imi lar il i.,.~, F •• [I'Y .~ : .y." 

"' '1'1 .. , qll" ., 1 i.,11 11.1'11 anl~e ab,,," whdher 

IIII' p.,t'! wa.~ M' l' ns iavt,(1 hy I [It' I;,rlllll iaie 

bll).( uag'· Ii.al lit, had "Ill)' "lit' way log:Cl 

p .. op l'·I<lI':H .~ tlllr.· ' "I' wl ldll l'rlhL' lrad i, 

I itlll a[[" wl'. l lhl' P"'" li l'en~e I" I.cml 

h"p,' flll . I ~':I ~ 1 f;,rmllias 10 I he imnk pur, 

p".,e "fcan ni ha li , in1-\t hc hcru · .• mclI . "1 

le lltl ".lt"wanllh" lallt' r p".,s ihility," 

Foll'ysays . 

If a ll dl i., S" ll llll.~ like hig:hfallLlin liter· 

ary analys is. it. 's jU~ 1 the "ppu~it(' . lIut·k in 

Home r 's t illle. evcryhmly fro m king:s unt! 

(l llccns t" farlllt:' rs umi siavesp;rcwlip 

hcar i n~ dIe ,~ l nr i cs. E\'c ry bntly wtll ll{1 

have hce ll in " lI l hc juk .... \"hen 

Polyp ll(' lIll ls hccume fus., il ized in tl' ).:t, lhe 

li teral i stal'tcd rcalling rig:ht owr this 

hra nd of IIral urt. They plit allY ,,(I t! . 

snlln.1ing llIoml' n1.s c!nw n to J furner 's 

" noddi llg"' u nlh ... joh . [n fac t , Foley says, 

il was the literati t hat was lLudd ing. 

Homer was hllsy craft illg tlw ~ t.)rie s. 

sur('e liough ,lIsi ligsonle til1le, honore{1 

plans that wll rk j ust as well us formulas 

rccognizuble inlill' lutest romuntic com· 

edy : G u)' aud g irl ( I) arc smitten w ith 

euch other. (2) hi t hurd times, hreuk up 

und, (3) get but'k togethcr in til('end. t\ 

romunl ic co medy's {l'lality is judg('d not 

primarily by the novelty "f d ll' plot , but 

ra t her by the Uri or th e C.>;ce lll inn : The 

aU(IiCnfC must luug h and cry und II1('n 
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laugh again in all the right places. The 

problem with ~tudying Homer's plots is 

that only a pai r survives--the Il iad and 

Odyssey--and they arc so different that 

they cannot be directly compared like all 

the instances of feasts or boy-meet s-girl. 

That's partly why, s ince the 1930s, schol

ars including Foley have traveled a long 

way to see the living epic tradition in the 

for mer Yugoslavia. It's a rare thing for a 

class icist to do fieldwork. but it 's been 

the only way to Wlderstand how the plots 

themselves key the register. 

All over Yugoslavia , s ingers recreate a 

staple Odyssey-ty pe plot: Hero called 

away to 'war is taken captive ; while a cap_ 

tive, he hears of devastation at home; he 

makes his way back; he finds suitors 

n ocking around his wife; and he e,'entu

ally meets her again. It seems all very 

heroic and manly. The nuts and bolts are 

so consistcnt that scholars dubbed it a 

Return Song and went on their way. Foley 

was fascinated by the ending, though , 

which varies in tantalizing \ \fays. Some

times the wife has been faithful. and the 

homecoming is a happy one, Other times, 

she lays a trap for the returning hero and 

murde rs him . That kind of variety of sus

pense never shows up in \Vhell Ha rry 

IN TIMES OF CRISIS, ORAL 

ADAPTS. USUALLY, IT WILL 

PROVIDE SOME AID TO THE 

Mer Sally or in Homer's Odyssey, 
\Vhat 's more, in these heroic and manly 

tales told to men in t averns, t he w hole 

thing turns on the w ife, \Vill she be faith-
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SlIIr fing ill the 19th century, competitions Jor the li fie oJJo11! Singer 

(narodni g!ular) ture !!ehiclu Joroml tradif ional singers to becollle 
prominellt in m(I$S society. A ..• the label sh(n~'j, this selection oj storiu 
by Blagoje 7t/)avchwiUh was recorded at Radio-TV De/gnu/t. 

ful or not? In the Odyssey, wife Penelope 

is more than faithful-she cleverly fends 

off suitors for decades w ith ruse after 

ruse until Odysseus returns for her. But 

w hen the tradition lived 3,000 )'cars ago, 

the G reek Return Song wife may well 

have been as mcrcurial as the mythic 

Yugoslavian w ives. 

T HAT MYTH IC CRII'ONTH E IMAGI· 

nation can have down-to-earth 

resul ts. such as the rise to power 

of Marshal Tito, who led the Yugoslav ian 

resistance against Hitler and then ruled 

Yugoslavia for 3 5 years after\Vorld\Var 

II . In times of crisis, Foley says, oral tradi

t ion bends and adapts. "Usually, it w ill 

prOVide some aid to the society. This is a 
mooe that we don 't have." 

When Foley visited t he former Yugo

slavia in the 1 980s, the Nazis' h>'Cnoc idal 

campaign there was still apparent. Tito 

had led a guerilla-style force. whose repu
tation soon grew, " These resistance fight . 

ers developed a kind of Icgendary heroic 

reputat ion , w hich was memorialized in 

songs patterned on narrative epics. " Foley 

says. " It's almost as if you had a ready

made mold for heroic achievement . and 

into that )'o\! poured a new substance, and 

t hat new substance was no longer the leg-

mOl 

endary heroes of the 14th. 15th , 16th 

centuries. Instead , it was Tito and these 

folks right upelose we were hearing 

about in the newspapers because people's 

sons and fathers were involved with 

them. and they were fight ing the heroic 

battle against this oppressor's force. 

Those 'partisan songs' became a tradit ion 

in their own right. O nce ),ou got t hem in 

place-----and that t radition is part of peo
ple's identity- then the leader has 
immense political cachet. " TIto was like 

Eisenhower coming back from D-Day, 

but mult iplied by powers of 10, because 

Tito was t he principal heroic leader 

nanled in the songs. "So he comes out of 

that w ith an idcntity matching the great_ 

est heroes in pan-Yugoslavian his tory, 

and he rides it right into political office. 

The tradition d ocs things that no Single 

person could accomplish , and no one 

work could accomplish , because of its 
continuities. " 

O ral tradit ions all ove r the world , like 

the T ito songs, aren ' t " just a bUllch of 

pleasant ditt ies put in an anthology some

w here so people can ventilate t heir 

senses," Foley says. "O ral traditions can 

show us j ust how fundamental a role 

poetry can play in shaping and maintain
ing cul tures. " 
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