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From scriptuality of classical literature to orality of folk
literature with a focus on animal fables

Abolfazl Horri*1

Abstract

This scholarly article delves into the transformative trajectory from
formal literature to folk literature, meticulously examining the varied
forms and content that storytelling embodies during this transition.
The theoretical framework underpinning this investigation is firmly
rooted in the dichotomy between orality and scriptuality, alongside the
notions of presence and absence in oral narrative elucidated by W.
Benjamin in his work "The Storyteller.” Furthermore, Marzolph's
categorization of literature into "formal,” "popular,” and "folk™ genres
serves as a foundational structure for comprehending this literary
metamorphosis. Employing a qualitative-explanatory methodology
and drawing on library research techniques, this study undertakes a
comparative analysis of two renditions of the "Fair Division" folktale,
categorized under the Arné-Thompson type 51. The analysis focuses
on the thematic, linguistic, and structural characteristics of these two
versions. The moralistic undertones of Ufi 's rendition and the
satirical elements in the Araki version are deliberated upon,
emphasizing the significance of acknowledging the political agency
inherent in vernacular literature. Additionally, the linguistic and
structural attributes of the two versions are scrutinized in detail.
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1. Introduction

The orality, a fundamental topic in literary folklore, posits a widely
held belief that folk literature predates written expression and has been
disseminated orally, passed down through oral traditions.
Additionally, animal fables, while originating in oral form, also find
their roots in written verses across cultures. From this perspective, it
could be argued that at least a portion of these oral fables were
originally an oral narration of written tales within formal literature.
The discussion then centers on the transition from classical narrative
to folk storytelling, unraveling the processes and transformations
involved in this shift. It appears that during the transition from
classical literature, inherently associated with literature of the elite, to
popular literature, aligned with literature of the masses, certain
modifications occur in the phonetic, syntactic, and semantic levels,
consequently  impacting the discursive dimensions. These
modifications may serve as a more nuanced locus for in-depth
examination and consideration.

2. Literature Review

Marzolph (2014) has taken a more prominent role in exploring topics
related to folk literature within the framework of the Persian language,
while Hanaway (1975) and Yamato (2013) have delved into narrative
discussions. Overall, the resources and articles on folk tales are not
scarce; however, the transition from the written to the oral aspect of
folk tales has received comparatively less critical examination. (For
examples, see Horri 2011, 2018, 2021, among others.)

3. Methodology

The theoretical framework of this study is situated within folkloristics.
The research methodology adopts a qualitative-explanatory approach,
utilizing library resources and employing a method of visual and
structural data analysis. The data is based on the fairytale type "Fair
Division," categorized under the Arné-Thompson (1961) classification

as Type 51, which encompasses both global and Iranian examples.
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This fairytale type includes a written and classical specimen found in
the book "Javameh’ al-Hikayat va Lavameh’ al-Revayat" by
Muhammad “ Ufi (deceased in the seventh century), as well as an oral
and informal specimen from the book "Shoga't" or the collection of
folktales from the Central Province. The transition and transformation
from written to oral forms are examined at various linguistic and
content levels to elucidate the similarities and differences between
these versions more effectively.

Oral storytelling is distinguishable from written narrative on two
grounds: orality versus scriptuality and presence versus absence. In
oral storytelling, orality is intertwined with the storyteller's presence,
whereas in written storytelling, scriptuality is linked with the
storyteller's absence during the narration. Orality is a fundamental
aspect and a distinctive feature of folk literature, including both poetry
and folk tales. The overarching discussion revolves around the idea
that folktales and folk poems have historically circulated orally among
local storytellers, troubadours, and songwriters before being
transcribed. Consequently, they have established connections with
their diverse audiences, encompassing both the general public and
specific local communities.

Walter Benjamin, in his renowned essay "The Storyteller,"
introduces the distinction between two storytellers: the storyteller in
presence and the storyteller in absence. The storyteller in presence
engages in live storytelling, and the listener, present in the same time
and space, receives the narrative directly. In this communicative
pattern, not only the message itself but also the storyteller, the listener,
the context of the communication, and the interplay of elements in the
narrative chain hold significance.

In the Araki oral narrative, the storyteller immediately departs from
the weighty and didactic language of Mohammad Ufi's ethical tale,
and promptly introduces the initial situation: a lion, a wolf, and a fox
being companions. Unlike Ufi's account, there is no mention of
camaraderie among these three creatures in the narrative. Instead, the
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wolf and the fox are in the service of the honorable lion, described as
"fierce, hostile, and bloodthirsty.” However, in the narration by
Chehraghani, the lion is depicted as simple and unassuming.
According to Ufi, the fox and the wolf are scavengers living off the
remains of the lion's prey.

In Yousufi's narrative, the three are portrayed as friends. In Ufi's
rendition, the relationship among these three animals is one of master
and servants, devoid of any camaraderie or notable friendship.
Nevertheless, the reader, drawing on personal experience and an
understanding of the inherent nature of these animals, is aware that
this friendship and cooperation could transform into enmity and
hostility at any moment, as indeed happens very quickly in this
narrative.

From an ideological and thematic perspective, the implicit ideology
behind Ufi's moral tales, aligning with the prevalent discourse in Ufi's
contemporary society, urges the reader to consistently adhere to
virtuous ethics and commendable virtues. The tales caution against
engaging in inappropriate actions that may incur the displeasure of the
powerful figures of the time, much like the overarching atmosphere in
Ufi's era. In contrast, the folk narrative, while inviting cleverness and
wisdom, encourages the audience not to relinquish prudence and
caution when confronted with the formidable lions of the time, even if
those lions initially display camaraderie and cooperation. This is
despite the fact that these lions may, at first, establish bonds of
friendship and unity. On the linguistic levels, the narrator's tone in
terms of vocabulary and syntax in the two versions is also a
noteworthy aspect of discussion.

4. Results

1) As the examples demonstrate, the Araki folk narrative diverges
significantly from the elaborate Arabic vocabulary and rhythmic
prose of Ufi's moral tale. The poetic rhythm and weighty style of
Ufi's sentences are absent in the folk narrative.
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2) The syntax and arrangement of phrases and sentences in Ufi's tales
exhibit their own complexity and ambiguity, whereas in the folk
narratives, they transform into simpler sentences.

3) Generally, the sentences in Araki folk tales are short and replace the
long and intricate sentences of Ufi's tales with concise and
repetitive structures.

4) From an auditory perspective, one can closely observe the influence
of the local narrators' dialects in Araki folk tales.

5) The use of metaphorical and figurative language is not prominent in
the news-like folk tales, and the oral language aligns more closely
with the everyday spoken and non-figurative language of ordinary
people.

6) Another significant finding from this transition from classical to folk
narration is a form of creative adaptation that storytellers may
employ based on the requirements of oral storytelling, influencing
the content of the narrative.

7) While the fox does not forget its cunning and wittily directs a sharp
quip toward the honorable lion at an opportune moment, it does not
neglect its biting sarcasm.
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