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Eminent Composer, Who Is Working on I t , 
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S TUCK T a r r i w | frj tluk TTnitftd 
States i n October, 1940. many 
people have asked m 
and again, what I am doing 

here. When I explain that I am 
studying and transcribing the 
Mi lman Par ry records, as a com­
mission f rom Columbia University, 
i t appears tha t scarcely any one 
knows about the very existence of 
this collection, s t i l l less about i ts 
excellence. 

To begin wi th , i t is a most i m ­
portant collection of folk-music, 
unique of its kind. The story of 
its or ig in is this: 

Professor Mi lman Parry, a clas­
sical philologist at Harvard Uni ­
versity, decided some years ago to 
go to Yugoslavia to explore exist­
ing folk poems. He went there 
twice w i t h a pupil, Alber t Lord, in 
1933 and 1934. He was equipped 
w i t h a double-disked recording ap­
paratus and quantities of disks, and 
w i t h directions and suggestions by 
Dr. George Herzog at Columbia 
Universi ty, an expert i n folk-music 
research. 

Remarkable Results 
The result of these two trips is 

quite incredible. Dr. Par ry found 
two poems of about the length of 
"The Odyssey." one of 13,000-odd 
lines, the other of 12,000. He also 
collected many shorter ones, of 
several thousand lines. He re­
corded most of these songs; the 
longest took more than twelve 
hours, not including rests for the 
singer (and probably for the col­
lector) . 

The to ta l of records made w i t h 
ninety different singers is more 
than 2,200 double-sided disks. Dr. 
Parry also collected and recorded 
about 300 various other types (so-
called "women's songs"), on about 
350 double-sided records (some of 
them i n Turk ish or Albanian) , and 
instrumental folk-music on eight 

A f t e r his re turn in 1935 Profes­
sor Par ry died in a tragic accident. 
Mr . L o r d is preparing the texts for 
publication. 

I heard of this marvelous collec­
t ion when I visited the United 
States i n A p r i l , 1940, for a f ive-
week tour (my second visit to the 
Uni ted States). I was told tha t 
the musical part (the melodies), 
w i t h a few exceptions, were not 
yet transcribed. One of the rea­
sons for my return to the United 
States was the possibility of a 
careful study of this material, 
which I had badly missed in Eu­
rope. 

No Registering Instruments 
The Serbo-Croatlans (and the 

Bulgarians) never used registering 
instruments when they made col­
lections of their own folk music. 
(However, the use of a recording 
instrument is nowadays considered 
as a condition sine qua non in that 
k ind of research work.) The scien­
t i f i c value and rel iabi l i ty of the 
existing published Yugoslav mate­
r ia l is therefore considerably les­
sened. I t is true there are a few 
commercial records of Dalmatian 
folk-music available in Yugoslavia; 
there are about f i f t y records of 
Yugoslav heroic poems in a phono­
gram archive of Ber l in and some 
at Prague. But what is all that in 
comparison w i t h the more than 
2,500 double-sided records of the 
Parry collection! The importance 
of i t consists f i rs t i n its vastness: 
i t is in fact the richest recorded 
collection of Yugoslav folk-music 
enumerated; i t is the collection par 
excellence of this material . 

Second, i t is not a fragmentary 
collection, as un t i l now the best 
folk-music collections in Europe 
have been; every song is com-ek
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pletely recorded. We poor scholars 
of those Eastern countries had to 
economize on time, on blanks, on 
expenses, on everything. So we) 
generally had to confine ourselves 
to the recording of the f i rs t three 
or four stanzas, even of ballads 
as long as fo r ty to f i f t y stanzas, 
although we knew quite well that 
every piece ought to be recorded 
from beginning to end. 

Third, the records are mechan­
ically f a i r ly good, i n any case, 
much better than the average of 
our European scientific records 
made on the spot ( in the villages). 
Aluminum disks were used; this 
material is very durable so tha t 
one may play back the records 
heaven knows how often, wi thout 
the slightest deterioration. Some­
times the tracks are too shallow, 
but copies can be made in almost 
limitless numbers. 
Records Continuous 

Fourth , the records of even the 
longest pieces are continuous, 
thanks to the two disk-plates on 
the recording machine. Theoret­
ically, every piece, however long i t 
be, could have been recorded w i t h ­
out any interrupt ion (the singer, 
of course, had to get a rest after 
a few hours' s inging). I have some 
melancholy recollections of our 
worries and troubles, when, after 
each two and a half minutes of 
singing, the business had to be 
stopped, the ready record taken 

! off, the new blank put on, and 
' in the meantime, the singer gen-
; erally forgot where he left off. 

***** 

Fi f th , there are many "conver­
sations" in addition to the songs 
incorporated in the recording, talks 
between collector"and singer con­
cerning data connected w i t h the 
song, w i t h the singer, w i t h the cir­
cumstances referring to the per­
formance of the song, etc. When 
you listen to these '^conversations" 
you really have the feeling of 
being on V ? mot , t a lk ing yourself 
w i t h those peasant singers. I t 
gives you a th r i l l i ng impression of 
liveliness, of life itself. 

Sixth, some of the heroic poems, 
or at least some parts of them, 
have been recorded from the same 
singer twice, w i t h an interval of 
some days or some weeks between 
the recordings. This proceeding is 
important. The differences on the 
one hand and the identical parts 
on the other hand w i l l show what 
parts of the words (or melodies) 
are more constant, what parts are 
more subject to changes, and to 
what degree. (The reader must 
have i n his mind tha t folk-songs 
are a l i v ing mater ial ; and, as every 
really l i v ing th ing or being, sub­
ject to perpetual changes, preserv­
ing constancy only of certain gen­
eral formulae). Very few instances 
i n our European collections are 
known where this could have been 
done. As a variat ion of this ex­
periment, the same poem has been 
recorded from different singers, in 
order to show what are the per­
sonal trai ts depending on the indi­
vidual singers, and what are the 
permanent ones, beyond the per­
sonality of the singer. 

These are the outstanding quali­
ties which raise this unique collec­
tion to a level never attained by 
any European collection known to 
me. 

Certainly, i t has some short­
comings, but where could one find 
a collection wi thou t any faul t? 
Folk music collections inherently 
cannot be done wi thout imperfec­
tions. Besides, these shortcomings ek
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i t -
are negligible i n comparison wi th 
the accomplishments. One short­
coming is on a spiri tual plane. Ac­
cording to a rule well known to 
research workers on folk music, 
the transcription of the words of 
the recorded songs should be made 
immediately after finishing the 
record; in any case, while the 
singer is present and available for 
eventual explanations. This rule 
has not been observed, probably in 
order to save time. 

The collector worked w i t h a 
Croatian, coming from the ranks, 
but w i t h a f a i r ly good education 
and w i t h a keen sense for folk 
poems. Af t e r completion of the re­
search work in Yugoslavia, the 
Croatian was brought to the Uni t ­
ed States and he worked here for 
many months, transcribing the 
texts of the records. Al though he 
had been present a t the work of 
recording i n Yugoslavia and knew 
the language and i t s various dia­
lects, i t nevertheless happened that 
he could not make out, here and 
there, some words or some lines 
f rom the records. 

I Tms snortcommg — considering 
its rare occurrence—is quite negli-

I gible, and I mention i t only in order 
to indicate my absolute impar t ia l ­
i t y of approach to Professor Par­
ry's great work. Had he insisted 
on transcribing the text on the 

I spot, he would have lost months 
and months in doing so, and would 
probably have made only half of 
the recording. Even i f one starts 
tho w o r k of collecting folk songs 
w i t h the f i r m resolution to t ran­
scribe every line, every word of the 
texts on the srot, i t happens—and 
I know f rom personal experience 
how often i t happens—that for 
some reason or other, there is ab­
solutely no possibility of acting ac-

! cording to this principle. 
Record ing the People 

Having done one prel iminary no­
tat ion of the melody and transcrip­
t ion of the whole text, there fo l ­
lows the great moment of record­
ing. (This used to be the method 
of my work . ) I t frequently occurs 
tha t the singer involuntar i ly 
changes some of the words or lines 
or even she or he puts altogether 
different words to the melody 
when recording i t . Sometimes the 
collector, who is always in a hurry, 
and work ing in a state of excite­
ment, does not perceive the slighter 
differences and believes everything 
to be a l l r ight . Sometimes i t may 
happen tha t one of the singer's 
relatives angri ly interrupts the 
work and orders him or her to 
leave the friendly meeting immedi­
ately and go hastily home. Now, 
even i f the collector noticed some 
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deviations in the words of the rec­
ord, he scarcely can do anything 
to obtain the variations on the 
spot. 
L e t t i n g W e l l E n o u g h Alone 

To get the singer again would 
mean perhaps a loss of one 
or several days; so the collector 
leaves matters as they are and 
takes his booty home, only to 
f ind out that there are sev­
eral words or lines i n his rec­
ords which he cannot understand 
and transcribe at a l l . And to t e l l 
the t ru th , this occurs even more 
frequently in—let us say my col­
lection—than in the Parry collec-

I t ion. 
Another shortcoming is the vo l ­

untary one-sidedness of the ma­
ter ia l : 2,200 records w i t h heroic 

\ poems and a l i t t l e more than 300 
' w i t h other types of melodies give 
no adequate picture of the actual 
frequency of the various types of 
melodies (some important types 
are missing ent i re ly) . Professor 
Parry's original idea was to Inves-

, tigate only the heroic poems and 
the ways and means of perform­
ance. We can be thankful to h im 
for not having adhered to his f i rs t 
plan and for having recorded some 
examples of other types too. On 
the other hand, had he recorded 

' more of the "womens" songs he 
probably could not have recorded 
so many of the heroic poems. This 
latter and more important par t is 
as complete a3 humanly possible. 
This was his principal a im and 
this he achieved. 

Done in Twelfth Hour 
When I stress the international 

importance of having at our dis­
posal a collection of Yugoslav 
heroic poems as complete as pos­
sible, I must add the following ob­
servations : 

The work was done in the 
twelf th hour. Already in 1934 and 
1935 there were signs of slow but 
constant decline and deterioration 
i n the life of heroic poems. Heaven 
knows i f and how they can sur­
vive the present disastrous events 
at a l l . 

These poems seem to be the last 
remnants of a folk usage at least 
several thousand years old, ex­
pressed in words and in music, 
leading back perhaps to antiquity, 

j to the times of the Homeric poems, 
j Nowhere else can be found a s imi­
lar usage, not even in the other 
countries of the Balkans. Profes­
sor Parry, by his intuit ion, seized 
the last chance to preserve its 
sound image. 

I am very grateful to Columbia 
and Harvard Universities for the 
privilege qf transcribing and study­
ing these songs. And a l l of us 
who are interested in Eastern 
European folk music w i l l always 
th ink w i t h deep gratitude of the 

j late Professor Parry to whom we 
are indebted for this material. 
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