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Folklore grows from long-age
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down
roots even as it shoots up leaves
across the sky, folklore is rooted
deeply in the past and yet still lives
and grows today. It spreads

through our modern world with
branches as wide and sturdy as any
oakK's; it grounds us in yesterday
even as it helps us make sense of
both the present and the future.
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by Dr. Alan Jabbour



FOLK FESTIVALS

‘ ~ hat do a tale, a joke, a fiddle tune, a quilt, a jig, a game of

Jjacks, a saint’s day procession, a snake fence, and a Halloween costume
have in common? Not much, at first glance, but all these forms of human
creativity are part of a zone of our cultural life and experience that we
sometimes call “folklore.”

The word “folklore” means the cultural traditions that are learned and
passed along by ordinary people as part of the fabric of their lives and
culture. Folklore may be passed along in verbal form, like the urban leg-
end that we hear about from friends who assure us that it really happened
to a friend of their cousin. Or it may be tunes or dance steps we pick up on
the block, or ways of shaping things to use or admire out of materials
readily available to us, like that quilt our aunt made. Often we acquire
folklore without even fully realizing where or how we learned it.

Though we might imagine that the word “folklore” refers to cultural
traditions from far away or long ago, we actually use and enjoy folklore as
part of our own daily lives. It is often ordinary, yet we often remember and
prize it because it seems somehow very special. Folklore is culture we
share with others in our communities, and we build our identities through
the sharing. Our first shared identity is family identity, and family folklore
such as shared meals or prayers or songs helps us develop a sense of
belonging. But as we grow older we learn to belong to other groups as
well. Our identities may be ethnic, religious, occupational, or regional—
or all of these, since no one has only one cultural identity. But in every
case, the identity is anchored and strengthened by a variety of cultural
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traditions in which we participate and share with our neighbors. We feel
the threads of connection with people we know, but the threads extend far
beyond our own immediate communities. In a real sense, they connect us
in one way or another to the world.
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FOLK FESTIVALS

Folklore possesses features by which we distinguish ourselves from
each other. A certain dance step may be African American, or a certain
story urban, or a certain hymn Protestant, or a certain food preparation
Cajun. Folklore can distinguish us, but at the same time it is one of the best
ways we introduce ourselves to each other. We learn about new ethnic
groups on the North American landscape by sampling their cuisine, and
we enthusiastically adopt musical ideas from other communities. Stories,
songs, and visual designs move from group to group, enriching all people
in the process. Folklore thus is both a sign of identity, experienced as a
special marker of our special groups, and at the same time a cultural coin
that is well spent by sharing with others beyond our group boundaries.

Folklore is usually learned informally. Somebody, somewhere, taught
us that jump rope rhyme we know, but we may have trouble remembering
Just where we got it, and it probably wasn’t in a book that was assigned as
homework. Our world has a domain of formal knowledge, but folklore is a
domain of knowledge and culture that is learned by sharing and imitation
rather than formal instruction. We can study it formally—that’s what we
are doing now!—but its natural arena is in the informal, person-to-person
fabric of our lives.

Not all culture is folklore. Classical music, art sculpture, or great nov-
els are forms of high art that may contain folklore but are not themselves
folklore. Popular music or art may be built on folklore themes and traditions,
but it addresses a much wider and more diverse audience than folk music
or folk art. But even in the world of popular and mass culture, folklore
keeps popping up around the margins. E-mail is not folklore—but an
e-mail smile is. And college football is not folklore—but the wave we do
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at the stadium is.

This series of volumes explores the many faces of folklore throughout
the North American continent. By illuminating the many aspects of folk-
lore in our lives, we hope to help readers of the series to appreciate more
fully the richness of the cultural fabric they either possess already or can
easily encounter as they interact with their North American neighbors.
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Some people use the seasons

teir faith as a “map” for keeping track of time.
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Circles Iin Time
Marking Life’s Seasons
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)| Children are not born with a concept of time. From their parents and teachers they learn to 1 : '_*' \
' | s ’ e FRe e
wl| measure time and shape it into patterns. + I




- ~ hen MY SOI was very young, he was given a set of

colorful magnets that included the days of the week. Each morn-
ing Gabe would ask me the name of the new day. Sunday hap-
pened to be the first day he began this activity, and so I fished
around in his bag of magnets and found the word Sunday. Gabe
put it on the refrigerator with a satisfied air that the day had been
properly named.

The following morning he did the same thing, and then again
the next day, until at last we had a long straggling line of words
stretching across the refrigerator door: Sunday, Monday, Tuesday,
Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. On the eighth day, in-
stead of handing him a new magnet for his long line of days, I
pointed back to Sunday.
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My son scowled', puzzled by my insistence that we start all over
again. He had only just grasped the concept that each day was a sepa-
rate space of time with an identity all its own. Now, in his mind, I might
as well have given birth to a new child and insisted we use the name
Gabe over again. He may have thought I had simply run out of ideas for
names; I’'m sure together we could have come up with some alterna-
tives that would have made just as much sense to him as the seven I had
already named—Purpleday, for instance, or Kittyday would probably
have been his favorites.

Gabe and I sat together on the floor, staring at the refrigerator,both
of us thinking. After a moment, I had an idea. I shifted? the long line of
magnets into a circle.

Gabe studied the new arrangement for a moment. Then he nodded.
“Days don’t go in lines,” he said, with an expression that indicated?,
Why didn’t you say so before? “Days go in circles.”
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| Today we may think of fall as a cozy and colorful time. But early cultures

| feared autumn’s shorter, colder days, since the trees’ bright leaves

signaled the coming of winter.
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DayS—and months and years,
as well-—do go in circles. Today, we
often think of time as a long line
stretching endlessly into the future—
but our oldest traditions remind us
that, at least in some sense, time is a
circle. Today it may be Monday, the
beginning of the school week, but the
weekend will come, just as it always

Will the circle be unbroken, By and
by, Lord, by and by?
—religious folksong
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does, a never-ending pattern of work and rest, studies and free time.

Even better, summer vacation will come again... and the Christmas

holidays... and your birthday. Like a wheel that never stops turning,

time’s circle goes round and round.

We measure where we are on the circle by naming and numbering

the days and months and years. As we keep track of our place in time,

holidays also give us a “language” to mark the circle. “The concert is

after Christmas,” we say. Or, “By Easter' time, I will have reached my

goal.” We also use holidays as markers for the past: “I haven’t seen you

since the Fourth of July® picnic.” Or, “You were born right before

Thanksgiving?.”
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