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Introduction to Folklore Studies (SCAND 230/CLIT 230), Summer Quarter 2021 
B-Term (July 22 to August 20) 

Instructor: Guntis Šmidchens, guntiss@uw.edu; Office Hours: daily after class, and by appointment 

• This is an intensive summer course. Material from a regular ten-week quarter will be covered in 4½ weeks.  
• Class meetings are scheduled online Monday thru Friday, 9:10-11:20 am (Zoom links are in your Canvas website) 

Access and Accommodations: 

Course Description 

Lecture and meeting schedule  
Read assignments, watch video or listen to audio posted under a lecture before the class meeting on that day. Changes 

to this syllabus are possible: Follow the “Modules” section in Canvas for updates.   

Module 1 (July 22-23) What is folklore studies?  

Weekend 1 (July 23-25): Written Assignment #1 

Module 2 (July 26-30) The Art of Folk Poetry, texts performed  

Weekend 2 (July 30 to August 1) 

Module 3 (August 2-6) Fantasy Stories (Folktales): Texts, textures, contexts 

Weekend 3 (August 6-8) 

Module 4 (August 9-13) Reality Stories (Legends) and beliefs 

Weekend 4 (August 13-15) 

Module 5 (August 16-20) Folklore in a Complex World  
Monday: Back to the Field. Who am I, and what am I studying? How? 

• McNeill Chapter 1, “What is Folklore” in Folklore Rules [e-book at UW Library], 1-19. Review also Chapter 2, which we 
read in Week 2. 

• Šmidchens, “Ethics of folklore fieldwork” (1987).]  

Studying North European midsummer traditions   
• Latvian midsummer songs, and Baltic Midsummer on display at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival 

 

→ In-class: Where’s the folklore?  How do we find it and study it?  How? Why? Can I do it?  

 

Tuesday: Back to the roots. Folk groups. Insiders and outsiders 
Who are the folk? What folks are you?  

• McNeill, Chapter 4, “Types of Folk Groups” in Folklore Rules [e-book at UW Library], 65-88.  

• A missing chapter? Šmidchens, “Immigrant & Ethnic folklore” 

o Šmidchens, “Latvian folk history and Family Stories in America” (1987) 

mailto:guntiss@uw.edu
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/stga97/CP71193671510001451
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/stga97/CP71193671510001451
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
http://www.lituanus.org/1987/87_3_07.htm
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• Another missing chapter? Stephen Zeitlin, Sandra Gross, Holly Cutting-Baker, and Amy Kotkin, Family folklore, 

Smithsonian Folklife Festival 1976 

o Kathrine Morgan, “Caddy Buffers” 

Studying “them”?  Is it allowed?  
• Ruth Behar. (2009). Folklore and the Search for Home (American Folklore Society Presidential Invited Plenary Address, 

October 2008). The Journal of American Folklore, 122(485), 251-266. [link to article at UW Library] 

→ In-class: How many folks are you, and the people you study? How do we study other people?  

 

Wednesday: Organizing and categorizing the traditions we find 
• McNeill, Chapter 3, “Types of Folklore,” pages 37-64 in Folklore Rules [e-book at UW Library]  

Collecting Black folklore in context  
• Wiggins, W. H. (1974). "Lift Every Voice": A Study of Afro-American Emancipation Celebrations. Journal of Asian and 

African Studies, 9(3-4), 180-191.   

o What he knew, and how he knew it: William Wiggins 1974 dissertation, interviews, Volume 2.  See especially 

Texts: #40 (page 38), #53 (page 49); #56 (page 50-51); #95 (page 84-85); #104 (page 90); #151 (pae 120-121); 

notice poetry and songs, especially "Lift Every Voice". Note also other verbal, material, customary, and belief 

traditions, and food as a window into culture.   

o Background: Listen to Lift Every Voice (find variants on YouTube!) 

•  William Wiggins "Juneteenth: A Red Spot Day on the Texas Calendar." Pages 236-252 in Abernethy, F. 

(1996). Juneteenth Texas: Essays in African-American folklore. Denton, Tex.: University of North Texas Press. 

 

→ What folklore will you choose to represent a group and its traditions? 

 

Thursday: Celebrating songs and worldview 
Folklorists as culture brokers  

• Kurin, “Why we do the festival” (1989) 

• Watch “Smithsonian Festival Introduction” (12 min) video on their information page;  

• ...and more background, from our backyard here in Seattle:  Northwest Folklife [video] and [website] 

 

• Baltic folklore at the Smithsonian festival 1998 (see 60 min video on this page)  

o Background: Šmidchens, “Balts Speak to America” (7-23) in Power of Song.  

o Remembering the Event, 2013.   

Putting Black Songs on Display at the 1976 Smithsonian Folklife Festival:  
o Wiggins, “Rapture” Program description 

o Watch Film by William Wiggins, Rapture (1 hour). Background: Wiggins interview transcripts 

→ Smithsonian Festival – does it do what it hopes to do? How?   

 

Friday: Why study folklore?  How? 
Why study folklore?    

• McNeill, “Conclusion,” in Folklore Rules, [e-book at UW Library], 89-90 

• Henry Glassie”. (2014). War, Peace, and the Folklorist's Mission. The Journal of American Folklore, 127(503), 72-81. 

[Link to article]  

o Henry Glassie and Pravina Shukla at the 2019 documentary film premiere, Toronto International Film Festival  

• Šmidchens, “A Chain of Friendship” [2020 essay about Baltic nonviolent traditions] 

• Šmidchens, “Songs Meet Violence” (297-306) and “What does singing do?” (321-326) in Power of Song. 

 

→ After class, any time before midnight: Final exam (10:20-11:20, 1 hour only multiple choice/short answer) 

 

Assignment 5 (due at midnight, August 21): Summary and Portfolio 
A. Summarize takeaways from the course as a whole, and from Week 5 in particular; 

B. Introduce four folklore texts, connecting them to (A): 

• Add final versions of Assignments 1-4, please upload again your audio & video  

https://festival.si.edu/past-program/1976/family-folklore
https://festival.si.edu/past-program/1976/family-folklore
https://folklife-media.si.edu/docs/festival/program-book-articles/FESTBK1976_15.pdf
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/lvbsh/TN_cdi_chadwyckhealey_abell_R04163524
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/stga97/CP71193671510001451
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/lvbsh/TN_cdi_crossref_primary_10_1177_002190967400900304
https://canvas.uw.edu/courses/1380930/files/67354955/download?wrap=1
https://canvas.uw.edu/courses/1380930/files/67354955/download?wrap=1
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/kjtuig/CP99150062400001452
https://folklife-media.si.edu/docs/festival/program-book-articles/FESTBK1989_03.pdf
https://festival.si.edu/visit/festival-101/smithsonian
https://youtu.be/zNTFwXLnw00
https://www.nwfolklife.org/
https://festival.si.edu/past-program/1998/the-baltic-nations-estonia-latvia-and-lithuania
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/kjtuig/CP71215701180001451
https://folklife-media.si.edu/docs/festival/program-book-articles/FESTBK1976_11.pdf
https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=204
http://www.folkstreams.net/film-context.php?id=1231
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/stga97/CP71193671510001451
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=CP71193671510001451&context=L&vid=UW&search_scope=all&tab=default_tab&lang=en_US
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/lvbsh/TN_cdi_proquest_journals_1503140928
https://youtu.be/J7apTTrmX40
https://www.fpri.org/article/2020/08/a-chain-of-friendship-reflections-on-the-baltic-way-and-inspiration-for-belarus/
https://alliance-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/kjtuig/CP71215701180001451
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Summary of meetings & folklore examples: 
 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Weekend 

Week 1 (July 22-23) 
What is folklore 
studies 

 Diving Right in 
 
(McNeill, Chapter 1) 

Case Study: Folktale 
Variants 
 
McNeill Chapter 2 
 
“Ellen Cutler” 
 

Assignment: Document 
an individual variant of 
a  traditional meal 
Weekend films:  
Masks & Mummers of 
the North  
Alan Lomax Goes North  

Week 2 (July 26-30) 
The art of folk poetry, 
texts performed 

Discovering a voice of 
humankind.   
 
Personal Proverbs 
 
Herder & Lomax, 
songs and heritage 
 
Nolan, Geography 

Storysinging, history & 
identity 
 
Ballads and oral epic 
poetry 
 
Rap 101; Foley: How 
to read an oral poem 

Oral poetry, old and 
new 
 
American songs and 
children’s rhymes  
 
Flanagan & 
Performance 
 

What does singing 
do? 
 
Work songs and 
Soldier cadences  
 
Boyle & Function   

Songs and Politics 
 
Finding “American”  
folksongs 
 
Glassie, Intro & Envoi 

Assignment: Document 
& Perform an oral 
poem and analyze it; 
 
Weekend films:  
Soldier Jack, Hansel & 
Gretal, Queenof Snakes 
Campbell, Gimbutas, 
and mythology today 

Week 3 (Aug 2-6) 
Fantasy Stories 
(Folktales): Texts, 
Textures, Contexts 

Origin & Diffusion 
 
Variants, Godfather 
Death” and “Tail 
Fisher”  
 
Aarne-Thompson-
Uther Folktale Types; 
and Motif-Index  

Storytellers in context 
 
ATU 327 “Children 
and the Ogre”  
 
Sydow “Biology” of 
tradition. 
Dégh ethnography 

Storytelling texture  
 
ATU 300: 
Dragonslayer 
 
Olrik, “Laws” 
Propp, “Morphology” 
 

Folktale meanings   
 
Monster husbands! 
 
Holbek’s structure 
and meanings 

Folktales & Myths, 
Ancient & National 
 
Grimm devolution: 
Myth-Legend-Tale 
 
Campbell, Gimbutas 
and Mythology in the 
USA 

Assignment: Create 
(=compose or collect) 
and analyze a folktale! 
 
Weekend film: “Tales 
of the supernatural” 
(and two more short 
clips) 

Week 4 (Aug 9-13) 
Reality stories 
(Legends) and beliefs 

Discovering Legends 
Legend vs. Folktale 
Trolls – fantasy & real;  
Vanishing Hitchhiker 
 
Functions of legends 

Legend functions. 
How believable? 
Memorates and  
Ostensive legends 
 
Ghost legends 
Camel Spiders 

Legends – believable? 
 
Nature spirits and 
killers (Slenderman) 
 
Linda Dégh & UFOs  

The Legend debate 
 
witches & werewolves 
in Scandinavian folk 
tradition & American 
popular culture 

Folk history;  
Hunting for Heroes 
 
Paul Bunyan & 
Fakelore 
 
Folk Hero Joe Lewis 

Assignment: Create and 
analyze a Legend! 
Weekend films:  
Balts at Smithsonian 
Folklife, 1998 
In the Rapture (1976), 
by William Wiggins 

Week 5 (Aug 16-20) 
Studying complex 
traditions 

Back to the field! 
McNeill Chapter 1&2 
Ethics & Fieldwork 
 
North European 
Midsummer 
 

Insiders & Outsiders 
McNeill, Chapter 4 
 
Folk Groups: Ethnic & 
family folklore 
 
Studying “them” 

Organizing folklore 
McNeill, Chapter 3 
 
William Wiggins & the 
study of Black folklore 
in the USA 

Brokering Cultures @ 
Smithsonian Folklife 
Festival (Kurin)  
 
Black Folklore on 
Display (Wiggins) 

Why study folklore?   
How? 
 
War, Peace & 
Folklore   

Final Portfolio:  
Write an Introduction 

to Folklore Studies, 
using your four 
assignments as 

examples! 

 

http://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=463
https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=106
https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=106
https://festival.si.edu/past-program/1998/the-baltic-nations-estonia-latvia-and-lithuania
https://festival.si.edu/past-program/1998/the-baltic-nations-estonia-latvia-and-lithuania
https://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=204

