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INTRODUCTION

We will be concerned in this work to develop a
conception of verbal art as performance, based upon an
understanding of performance as a mode of speaking. In
constructing this  framework for a performance-centered
approach to verbal art, we have started from the position of
the folklorist but have drawn from a wide range of disciplines,
chiefly anthropology, linguistics, and literary criticism. Each
of these disciplines has its own distinctive perspective on
verbal art, and a long tradition of independent scholarship in
its study. From at least the time of Herder, however, there has
been an integrative tradition as well in the study of verbal art,
manifested in the work of such figures as Edward Sapir,
Roman Jakobson, and Dell Hymes—scholars who have
operated at an intellectual level beyond the boundaries which
separate academic disciplines, sharing an interest in the
esthetic dimension of social and cultural life in human
communities as manifested through the use of language. The
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present work is offered in the spirit of that integrative
tradition.

In recent vears, the concept of performance has begun to
assume central importance in the orientation of increasing
numbers of folklorists and others interested in verbal art.! As
emploved 1in the work of these scholars, the term
“performance’ has been used to convey a dual sense of artistic
action—the doing of folklore—and artistic event—the perform-
ance situation, involving performer, art form, audience, and
setting—both of which are basic to the developing performance
approach. This usage accords well with the conventional
meaning of the term ‘‘performance’” and has served to point
up the fundamental reorientation from folklore-as-materials to
folklore-as-communication which characterized the thinking of
these scholars. Conventional meanings can carry scholarship
just so far, however, before the lack of conceptual rigor begins
to constrain analytical insight rather than advancing it. In view
of the centrality of performance to the orientation of
increasing numbers of folklorists and anthropologists inter-
ested in verbal art, the time seems opportune for efforts aimed
at expanding the conceptual content of folkloric performance
as a communicative phenomenon, bevond the general usage
that has carried us up to this point. That is the purpose of this
work.

One orientational and terminological point before
proceeding: consistent with the chiefly sociolinguistic and
anthropological roots of the performance approach, the terms
“verbal art” and “‘oral literature” provide a better frame of
reference, at least as a point of departure for the ideas to be
advanced here, than the more diffuse and problematic term
“folklore.” “Spoken art’ might be even better, insofar as this
essay 1s concerned solely with a way of speaking and its
attendant phenomena, but the term has never achieved
currency in any of the disciplines where it might have served a
useful purpose—folklore, anthropology, or linguistics.? Many
things have been studied under the name of folklore, but
verbal art has always been at or near the center of the larger
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“multiplicity of additional formal laws restricting the poet’s
free choice of expressions” (Fonagy 1965:72, italics in the
original).

Whatever their differences, of focus or emphasis, all these
approaches make for a conception of verbal art that is
text-centered. For all, the artful, esthetic quality of an
utterance resides in the way in which language is used in the
construction of the textual item. To be sure, it may be
considered necessary, at least implicitly, to assess the text
against the background of general linguistic norms, but it is the
text itself that remains the unit of analysis and point of
departure for proponents of these approaches. This in turn
places severe constraints on the development of a meaningful
framework for the understanding of verbal art as performance,
as a species of sj‘tuated\‘humgnr communication, a way of
speaking. ' S T

It 1is, of course, possible to move from artistic texts,
identified in formal or other terms, to performance, by simply
looking at how such texts are rendered, in action terms. But
this is to proceed backwards, by approaching phenomena
whose primary social reality lies in their nature as oral
communication in terms of the abstracted textual products of
the communicative process. As we shall see, oral literary texts,
though they may fulfill the formal measures of verbal art, be
accurately recorded, and bear strong associations with
performance in their conventional contexts, may nevertheless
not be the products of performance, but of rendition in
another communicative mode. How many of the texts in our
collections represent recordings of informants’ abstracts,
résumes, or reports of performance and performance forms
rather than true performances (cf. Tedlock 19 72a)? By
identifying the nature of performance and distinguishing it
from other ways of speaking, we will have, among other
things, a measure of the authenticity of collected oral literary
texts.

A performance-centered conception of verbal art calls for
an approach through performance itself. In such an approach,
the formal manipulation of linguistic features is secondary to
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[1956]:222), in his seminal article, ““A Theory of Play and
Fantasy” (1972 [1955]:177-93). We shall return to aspects of
this theory and of Goffman’s in more detail below.?

Although the notion of performance as a frame was
introduced above as contrasting with literal communication, it
should be made clear from the beginning that many other such
frames besides these two may be identified. For example:

insinuation, in  which the words spoken are to be
interpreted as having a covert and indirect relation to the
meaning of the utterance (cf. Austin 1962:121);

joking, in which the words spoken are to be interpreted
as not seriously meaning what they might otherwise mean (cf.
Austin 1962:121);

vmitation, in which the manner of speaking is to be

"‘finterpreted as being modeled after that of another person or
“persons;

translation, in which the words spoken are to be
interpreted as the equivalent of words originally spoken in

7 .. another language or code;
. : guotation, in which the words spoken are to be
\ interpreted as the words of someone other than the speaker

(cf. Weinreich 1966:162).
This is a very partial and unelaborated list, which does
““not even adequately sample, much less exhaust, the range of
.. possible interpretive frames within which communication may
% 2 occur. It should be noted, moreover, that frames may be used
~ - in combination, as well as singly, as listed. It should also be
: stressed that although theorists like Austin suggest that the
~ & literal frame somehow has priority over all the others—is more
“normal”’—this is not necessary to the theory and in fact biases
it in unproductive ways (Fish 1973). The notorious difficulty
of defining literalness aside, there is growing evidence that
literal utterances are no more frequent or “normal” in situated
human communication than any of the other frames, and
indeed that in spoken communication no such thing as naked
literalness may actually exist (Burns 1972, Goffman 1974).
For our purposes, all that is necessary is the recognition of
performance as a distinctive frame, available as a communi-
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the people of the plateau area of the Malagasy Republic
(Keenan 1973, 1974), Elinor Keenan delineates the two major
ways of speaking identified by this group. The first, called in
native terminology, resaka, may be loosely defined as informal
conversation, described by native elders as “‘evervday talk,” or
“simple talk.” The other way of speaking, kabary, is the one
of principal interest to us here. Kabary 1s glossed by Keenan as
“ceremonial  speech, what we might call oratory.” The
following are excerpts from Keenan's description:

Kabary is a focal point of tradition and as a focal point of artistic
expression is. .. regarded with great interest. It is not uncommon to
see groups of elders evaluating the skills and approaches of
speechmakers following a kabary performance. A speechmaker who
pleases his audience is rewarded with praise such as: “He 1s a very
K sharp speechmuker.” ““He is prepared.” ““He is a true speechmaker, a
- child of his father.” His words are said to be “well-arranged” and
o~ Jf‘ “palanced.” His performance is described as ‘‘satisfying.”

. Evaluations are based on both skill in handling winding speech and on
one’s ability to follow certain rules governing the sequence and

ool content of particular oratory. (1973:226-27)
“And further, ‘‘kabary performances... are platforms for
2 & exhibiting knowledge of traditional oratory™ (1973:229).
7" " Wedding kabary, in particular, “4s the most developed art form
22 Zin the culture and a source of great delight and interest to all
by

= < V" participants” (1973:242).
o It is clear from this description that kabary represents for
> the plateau Malagasy a domain of performance. To engage In
~kabary 1s to assume responsibility to one’s audience for a
- display of competence in the traditional kabary forms, to
render one’s speech subject to evaluation for the quality of
one’s speaking. One is judged as a speechmaker, for the way
one’s words are arranged. Kabary performances are keenly
attended to and actively evaluated, with good performances

serving as a source of enjoyment and satisfaction to the
auditors, for the way they are done. The ethnography of
verbal art among the plateau Malagasy thus becomes centrally
the ethnography of kabary.

Among the Ilongot of the Philippines, by contrast with
the above, there are three major speech styles, described by

-
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susceptible to performance and what range is conventionally
performed, that is, conventionally expected by members of
the community to be rendered in a performance mode.® For
the St. Vincentians, for example, performance may be invoked
across a very wide spectrum of speech activity, from oratory,
to storytelling, to gossip—even 1o speaking with a speech
impediment-—while the seventeenth-century Quakers, because
of basic attitudes toward speaking in general, restricted
performance to an extremely narrow range of activity
(Abrahams 1970a, Abrahams and Bauman 1971, Bauman
1974, 1975). In performance terms, it is not possible to assert
a priori that verbal art consists of “folktales, myths, legends,
proverbs, riddles, and other literary forms” defined solely in
formal terms (Bascom 1955:245). We will return to the
culture-specific nature of verbal art as performance below.
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[1955]:188). All {framing, then, including performance, is
accomplished through the employment of culturally conven-
tionalized metacommunication. In empirical terms, this means
that each speech community will make use of a structured set
of distinctive communicative means from among its resources
in culturally conventionalized and culture-specific ways to key
the performance f{rame, such that all communication that
takes place within that frame is to be understood as
performance within that community.

A general list of communicative means that have been
widely documented in various cultures as serving to key
performance is not difficult to compile. Such a list would
include at least the following:

special codes;

figurative language;

parallelism;

special paralinguistic features;

spectal formulae;

appeal to tradition;

disclaimer of performance.

The formal and conventional nature of most of these
devices bears an important relation to the very nature of
performance itself. Burke has alerted us to the power of
formal patterns to elicit the participation of an audience
through the arousal of “an attitude of collaborative
expectancy. ... Once vou grasp the trend of the form, it
invites participation.” This “vielding to the formal develop-
ment, surrendering to its symmetry as such” (Burke 1969
[1950] :58), fixes the attention of the audience more strongly
on the performer, binds the audience to the performer in a
relationship of dependence that keeps them caught up In
his display. A not insignificant part of the capacity of
performance to transform social structure, to be discussed at
the end of this work, resides in the power that the performer
derives from the control over his audience afforded him by the
formal appeal of his performance.

Let us examine the devices we have listed at greater
length.
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18 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

where expressive intensity and special communicative skill are
central. The nature of figurative expression is so complex and
extensive a subject that it is impossible even to suggest all
the relevant dimensions here. (For a fuller discussion, see
Fernandez 1974.)

Nevertheless, one important element of contrast in the
role that figurative language assumes in artistic verbal
performance should be addressed, namely, the creativity of the
performer vis-a-vis the figures he employs. In some
communities, the coinage of original figures is what is valued.
For the Western Apache, for example, the coinage of
metaphorical “wise words” in the course of conversation 1s
itself a form of performance in every sense ol the term (Basso
1976). On the other hand, the prominence of traditional
fixed-phrase performance forms in the performance economies
of the world’s communities 1s also amply documented.
Figurative language is no less important in such traditional
forms; performance may thus consist in the accurate rendition
of ready made figures. To cite but one of a myriad of possible
examples, the panegyric poetry of Ruanda, heavily figurative
in expression, is performed with special attention to exactness
of wording (Finnegan 1970:118). There is, finally, a third
alternative, namely, that the figures emploved by the
performer may be ready made, but that performance involves
their employment in novel contexts. The use of metaphor in
Homeric epic is a case in point. Homer’s metaphors, as Parry
has demonstrated, are traditional and formulaic, their very
ready-madeness essential to the formulaic improvisation of the
oral epic performance (Parry 1933).

Parallelism. Parallelism, what Leech calls “foregrounded
regularity”” (1969:62), involves the repetition, with systematic
variation, of phonic, grammatical, semantic, or prosodic
structures, the combination of invariant and variant elements
in the construction of an utterance (Jakobson 1966, 1968;
Austerlitz 1960). From a functional point of view, the
persistence of the Invariant elements and the structural
principles underlying the parallel constructions may serve as
mnemonic aids to the performer of a fixed traditional text, or
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20 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

delivering traditional memorized texts’ (Devereux 1949:269).
It is not only that recorded texts do not readily reflect
paralinguistic features, but that in many cases, especially
before the ready availability of tape recorders, the conditions
of recording artistic texts required that conventional
paralinguistic patterns be distorted, with what resultant effects
on the text it is difficult to determine. The Mohave style noted
by Devereux, for example, made it impossible to record
conventionally performed texts by hand; consequently
Devereux insisted that his informants slow down their delivery
to a pace that allowed him to take down what they said. Were
these latter renditions performances? Certainly not by full
Mohave standards.

A major step toward rectifying the omission of
paralinguistic features of narrative performance has been taken
by Dennis Tedlock, in his work on Zufii narrative (Tedlock
1972a, 1972b). Tedlock has developed a series of conventions
for indicating such features as rate, length, pause duration,
pitch contour, tone of voice, loudness, and stress, that seem
relatively simple and straightforward but are revolutionary in
conception. Tedlock’s method not only makes it possible to
transcribe performed texts In a way that reveals crucial
features that mark it as the product of performance, but
points the way to a fundamental reorientation in our con-
ception of what constitutes an adequate text.

John McDowell (1974) has recently made a significant
contribution toward establishing the importance of paralin-
guistic features as keys to performance, while underscoring the
distinctiveness of performance as a way of speaking.
Comparing two renditions in Bolivian Quechua of the same
tale by the same narrator, one a report of the tale’s content,
the other a performance, McDowell discovered virtually total
contrast in paralinguistic features between the two. The
constellation of paralinguistic features keying performance in
Bolivian Quechua, however, 1s not necessarily the same as one
would find in another community; what is important is the
contrast between performance and other ways of speaking in
the informant’s own community.
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“Amount to a surface denial of any real competence at all, a
kind of disclaimer of performance. This 1s true, for instance,
among the plateau Malagasy, for whom the elaborate assertion
of verbal mmcompetence 1s a diagnostic feature ol kabary
performance (Keenan 1974:135). Likewise, the traditional
Cree storvteller opened his performance with a denial of
personal competence (Damell 1974:325). Such disclaimers are
not, of course, incompatible with taking responsibility for a
display of competence, but are, rather, concessions to
standards of etiquette and decorum, where self-assertiveness is
disvalued. In such situations, a disclaimer of performance
serves both as a moral gesture, to counterbalance the power of
performance to focus heightened attention on the performer,
and a kev to performance itself.

A list of the kind just given 1s ultimately of only limited
utilitv, for the essential task in the ethnography of
performance is to determine the culture-specific constellations
of communicative means that serve (o key performance in
particular communities. Features such as those listed above
may figure in a variety of ways in the speech economy of a
community. Rhyme, for example, may be used to key
performance, or it may simply be a formal feature of the
language, as when it figures in certain forms of reduplication,
or it may appear in speech play (which may or may not
involve performance). It may even be inadvertent. Interest-
ingly, when this happens in English, there is a traditional
formula which may be invoked to disclaim performance
retroactively: “I'm a poet and I don’t know it; my feet show
it, they’re longfellows.” This is an indication that rhyme often
does in fact key performance in English.

The basic point here is that one must determine
empirically what are the specific conventionalized means that
key performance in a particular community, and that these
will vary from one community to another though one may
discover areal and typological patterns (Jacobs 1972, Sherzer
and Bauman 1972:145-47), and universal tendencies mav
exist. A full and ideal ethnography of performance would
indicate the keys to the entire domain, viewing speaking and
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24 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

thus be seen to operate with variable intensity in Chamula
speaking.

1t is worth underscoring this last point. Artis commonly
conceived as an all-or-nothing phenomenon-—something either
is or is not art—but conceived as performance, in terms of an
interpretive frame, verbal art may be culturally defined as
varying in intensity as well as range. We are not speaking here
of the relative quality of a performance—good performance vs.
bad performance—but the degree ol intensity with which the
performance frame operates in a particular range of culturally
defined ways of speaking. When we move bevond the
first-level discrimination of culturally-defined ways of speaking
that do not conventionally involve performance (e.g., Chamula
ordinary speech, Malagasy resaka) vs. ways of speaking that do
characteristically involve performance (e.g., Chamula speech
for people whose hearts are heated and pure speech, Malagasy
kabarv), we need to attend to the relative saturation of the
performance frame attendant upon the more specific
categories of ways of speaking within the community.

The wvariable range of performance in Chamula 1s
confirmed by the metalanguage employed by the Chamula in
their evaluation of performance. Because of the importance of
the evaluative dimension of performance as communication,
such metalanguages and the esthetic standards they express
constitute an essential consideration in the ethnography of
performance; the range of application of such esthetic systems
may be the best indicator of the extent of the performance
domain within a community (Dundes 1966, Babcock this
volume; Foster 1974a:32-35). Increased fixity of form, repe-
tition, and parallelism, which serve as measures of Increasing
intensity of performance, also signal for the Chamula increasing
“heat.” Heat is a basic metaphor for the Chamula, symbolizing
the orderly, the good, and the beautiful, by derivation from
the power of the sun deity. The transition from ordinary
speech to speech for people whose hearts are heated to pure
speech thus involves a progressive increase in heat and
therefore of esthetic and e}hical value in speaking. _
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26 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

text-centered, etic approaches to verbal art would indicate
(Ben-Amos 1969).

In the ethnography of performance as a cultural system
the investigator’s attention will frequently be attracted first by
those genres that are conventionally performed. These are the
genres,r like the Chamula genres of pure speech or Bahamiar
old stories, for which there is little or no expectation on the
part of members of the community that they will be renderec
in anv other way. He should be attentive as well, however, [o
those genres for which the expectation or probability o
performance is lower, for which performance is felt to be mor
optional, but which occasion no surprise 1f they an
performed. A familiar example from contemporary America
society might be the personal narrative, which is frequentl
rendered in a simply repertorial mode, but which may well b
highlighted as performance. Labov's sophisticated research o)
personal narrative suggests that one of the principal factor
entering into the rendering of personal narrative a
performance, and determining its effectiveness as performance
is the inclusion in the narrative of an evaluative componen
that indicates the nature and intensity of the narrator’
feelings concerning the experience he is recounting—why h
considers it worth telling about (Labov 1972a:354-96).

There will, of course, In any society, be a range of verbe
genres that are not rendered as performances. These will b
viewed as not involving the kind of competence that i
susceptible to display, not lending themselves to th
enhancement of experience. Not to be forgotten are thos
genres that are considered by members of the community t
be performance forms, but that are nevertheless nc
performed, as when there is no one left who is competent t
perform them, or conditions for appropriate performance n
longer exist. A related phenomenon is what Hymes (person:
communication) calls performance in a perfunctory kev, i
which the responsibility for a display of communicativ
competence is undertaken out ol a sense of cultural duty
traditional obligation, but offering, because of change
circumstances, relatively little pleasure or enhancement ¢
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28 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

count as a valid mstance of the class. These will be what Singe;
calls “cultural performances” (Singer 1972:71). They may be
organized and conducted primarily for entertainment, such as
Bahamian old story sessions, or Vincentian tea meetings, o3
they may have some other stated primary purpose, like
Malagasv bride-price meetings, but performance will be as
integral a component for the latter as for the former. As with
genres and acts, there are other events for which performance
is an optional feature, not necessary or invariably expected,
but not unexpected or surprising, as when someone tells jokes
4t a party. Again, there will be a further range of events in
which performance is extraneous, not a relevant variable
insofar as people categorize and participate in the events of
their culture.

Cultural performances tend to be the most prominent
performance contexts within a community. They are, as a rule
scheduled events, restricted in setting, clearly bounded, anc
widely public, involving the most highly formalized perform
ance forms and accomplished performers of the community
Because they are scheduled, public, and elaborate, these
performances are especially attractive and interesting tc
ethnographers. This makes it all the more necessary to reassen
that these factors are not intrinsic .to performance as
conceptualized in this work. As interesting as cultura
performances are, performance occurs outside of them as well
and the most challenging job that faces the student o;
performance 1is establishing the continuity between the
noticeable and public performance of cultural performances
. and the spontaneous, unscheduled, optional performance
. contexts of everyday life.

— The structure of performance events is a product of the
interplay of many factors, including setting, act sequence, and
ground rules of performance. These last will consist of the set
of cultural themes and ethical and social-interactional
organizing principles that govern the conduct of performance
(Bauman and Sherzer 1974: Section II). As a kind of
speaking, performance will be subject to a range of community
ground rules that regulate speaking in general (Bauman 1975),

- oo . RIS : e el Y
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30 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

associated  with performance, such that members of the
community have a certain expectation of performance from a
person in a particular role, but it is neither required of
evervone in the role nor surprising when it does not occur.
Salesmen may serve as an example here, in that there 15 a loose
expectation in contemporary American culture that salesmen
are often good performers of jokes, but no one requires or
expects this skill on the part of all salesmen. And, as above,
other roles will have nothing 1o do with performance, either as
definitive criterion or optional attribute.

Eligibility for and recruitment to performance roles vary
cross-culturally in interesting ways. One  dimension along
which this variation occurs has 1o do with conceptions of the
nature of the competence required of a performer and the way
reprinted in this  volume; Foster 1974a:30-52; Lord
1960:21-26). Does it, for example, require special aptitude,

such competence s acquired  (Abrahams 1972b, 1972c,

talent, or training? Among the Limba, storytelling is a form of
performance, but it is not considered to require the special
talent called for in drumming and dancing. Anvone Is a
potential storvteller, and it calls for no special training to
become one (Finnegan 1967:69-70). By contrast, the Japanese
storvtellers who perform rakugo or kodan must undergo a long
and arduous period ol training and apprenticeship before they
are considered ready to practice their art (Hrdlickova 1969).

Access to performance roles may have to do with other
social factors relating to speaking. Among the Ashanti, artistic
verbal performance is substantially the province of men, but
this eligibility for performance is not without its costs. The
correctness and appropriateness of women’s speech in Ashant
is accepted at face value, as natural. Ashanti men, on the other
hand, are under constant social pressure to prove themselves,
to demonstrate their competence; this pressure extends to
speaking, thus increasing the impulse toward performance
(Hogan n.d.:159-65). Just as sex roles influence eligibility for
performance among the Ashanti (cf. Keenan 1974), social rank
plays a part in the Wolol system described by Irvine.
Informants reported that the king, at the pinnacle of the
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32 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMANCE

of congress known as omckan pela {the women and
everybody) the chiefs (sakla) chant (namakke) long chants
called pap ikar. The chants, in turn, are interpreted to the
assembled participants in  the congress house by special
spokesmen (arkar), whose speaking (sunmakke) also involves
performance, though different from that of the chiefs. In
curing rituals, a special tkar-knower (tkar wisit) speaks
(sunmakke) the particular curing chant (each a tvpe of tkar) for
which he is a specialist and which is called for by the ailment
from which the patient is suffering. In the third type of event,
the girls’ puberty ceremony, the specialist (kantule) n girls’
puberty chants (kantur lkar) shouts (kormakke) the chants for
the participants. The three performance traditions may be
summarized in tabular form thus:

EVENT ACT ROLE GENRE
congress (omekan  chant (namakke)  chief (sakla) chief’s chant (pap
pela) speak (sunmakke) spokesmun (arkar) ikar)
interpretation
curing rituatl speak (sunmakke) special ikar- medicine chant
knower (ikar (kapur ikar,
wisir) kurkin ikar,
etc.)
girls’ puberty shout (kormakke) specialist in girls  girls” puberty
ceremony puberty chant chant (kantur
(kantule) tkar)

For each ceremony or ritual to count as a valid instance
of its class, the appropriate form must be rendered in the
appropriate way by the appropriate functionary. That
namakke, the sunmakke of the arkar’s interpretation and the
sunmakke of the medicine chants, and kormakke all represent
wavs of performing for the Cuna is clear from Sherzer’s
description. All four roles, sakla, arkar, tkar wisit, and kantule
are defined in essential part in terms of competence in these
specific ways of performing their respective genres. There is
thus, in these ceremonial traditions, a close and integral
relationship between performance and specific events, acts,
roles, and genres, and the configuration created by the
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34 * VERBAL ART AS PERFORMA NCE

the girls imitated belonged, in conventional terms, to the
congress and the congress house. Though the little girls’
rendition was framed as imitation, a reframing of the arkar’s
performance, 1t constituted performance in its own right as
well, in which the girls assumed responsibility to an audience
for a display of competence.

Consider one further observation made by Sherzer in his
study of the Cuna. The congresses (omeckan pela) discussed
above, in which the chiefs chant their pap thar and the arkars
interpret them to the audience, are held in the congress house
during the evening. During the daytime, however, when
congresses are not in session, individuals who find themselves
in the congress house may occasionally sit In a chief’s
hammock and launch into an attempt at a chief’s chant, just
for the fun of it (Sherzer, personal communication). Here we
have what is a conventional performance doubly reframed as
‘mitation and more importantly as play, in which there 1s no
assumption of responsibility for a display of communicative
competence, nor any assumption of responsibility for or
susceptibility to evaluation for the way in which the act of
expression is done.

What are the implications of these two circumstances?
The little girls’ performance of an arkar’s interpretation
represents a striking instance of the use of an element from the
conventional, structured performance system of the com-
munity in a novel, creative, and unexpected way to fashion a
“new kind of performance. The playful imitation of the chief’s
chant involves the reframing of what is conventionally a
performance genre Into another mode of communication—in
this case the performance genre is not performed but is
rendered in another frame. Hymes (1975) applies the term
“metaphrasis” to this phenomenon. In both cases, the
“participants are using the structured, conventional perform-
ance system itsel as a resource for creative manipulation, as a
base on which a range of communicative transformations can
be wrought (cf. Sacks 1974). The structured system stands
available to them as a set of conventional expectations and
associations, but these expectations and associations are
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THE EMERGENT QUA LITY
OF PERFORMANCE

By stressing the creative aspect of optative performance
and the normative, structured aspect of conventional
performance, we do not mean to imply that the latter is fixed
and frozen while creativity s confined to the former. Rather,
the argument developed up to this point to highlight creativity
i the use of the performance frame itself as a resource for
communication provides the entrée for the final theme to be
developed here—the emergent quality of all perf()rm;mce.‘ The
concept of emergence is necessary to the studv of performance
as a @ggg}iwnding the uniqueness of purticulur

performances wiWomch of _performance a5
generalized cultural system Ino 2 community (cf. Georges

969:319). The ethnographic construction of the structured,
conventionalized performance system standardizes and homog-
enizes description, but all performances are not the same, and
one wants Lo be able to appreciate the individuality of each, as

well as the C()mmunity-widﬁ pal.teming of the overall domain.
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The Emergent Quality of Performance *39

misjudges, he may simply never finish the song. Leaving out of
consideration for the moment the question of the talent of the singer,
one can say that the length of the song depends upon the audience.
(Lord 1960:16-17)

The characteristic context for the performance of the
oral epics that Lord describes is one in which the singer
competes for the attention of his audience with other factors
that may engage them, and in which the time available for
performance 1s of wvariable duration. The epic form 13
remarkably well suited to the singer’s combined need for
fluency and flexibility. The songs are made up of ten-svllable
end-stopped lines with a medial caesura after the fourth
svilable. In attaining competence, the singer must master a
personal stock of line and half-line formulas for expressing
character, action, and place; develop the capacity to generate
formulaic expressions on the model of his fixed formulas; and
learn to string together his lines in the development of the
narrative themes out of which his epic songs are built. The
readv-madeness of the formulas makes possible the fluency
required under performance conditions, while the flexibility of
the form allows the singer to adapt his performance to the
situation and the audience, making it longer and more
elaborate, or shorter and less adorned, as audience response,
his own mood, and time constraints may dictate. And of
course, the poetic skill of the singer is a factor in how strongly
he can attract and hold the altention of the audience, how
sensitivelv he can adapt to their mood, and how elaborate he
can make his song if conditions allow. Lord recorded sung
versions of the same narratives from the same singer and from
different singers that varied In length by as much as several
thousand lines.

Ultimately, one of Lord’s chiel contributions is to
demonstrate the unique and erpgrggm_qgwﬁjhg&ml.tﬁm,‘
composed in performance. His analysis of the dynamics of the
tradificin’ sets forth what amounts to a generative model of
epic performance. Although it has been argued that perhaps all
verbal art is eenerated anew in the act of performance
(Maranda 1972), there is also ample evidence to show that rote
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The Emergent Quality of Performance * -1

prominent feature of the kabary that arguments concerning
the ground rules occur throughout the event, with appeals to
the preliminary negotiations becoming simply one set of the
range of possible appeals to establish authoritative perform-
ance.

Much of the impetus toward argument derives from
conflicting pressures on the boy’s speechmaker, who is obliged
to admit to a certain range of errors, out of courtesy to the
girl's family, but who is at the same time actuated by the
motives of a good performance, i.e., to establish his virtu-
ositv as a performer. The girl’s speechmaker, desirous of
representing the family to best advantage, is likewise
concerned to display his own skill as speechmaker.

The arguments, as noted, concern the ground rules for
the kabarv, with each party insisting on the obligatory
character of particular rules and features by appeal to various
standards, drawn from pre-kabary negotiation, generational,
regional, and other stvlistic differences. Of particular interest
is the fact that the strength of the participants’ insistence on
the rightness of their own wayv. their structural rigidity, is a
function of the mood of the encounter, increasing as the
tension mounts, decreasing as a settlement is approached.
Ultimately, however, the practical goal of establishing an
alliance between the two families involved takes precedence
over all the speechmukers’ insistence upon the conventions of
kabarv  performance and  their desire  to display  their
performance skills; if the kabary threatens the making of the
alliance, manv are willing to reject the rules entirely to
accomplish the farger goal, .

The most striking teature of the marriage request kabary
as deseribed by Keenan is the emergent structure of thci
performance event itself. The ground rules for performance, as!
negotiated and asserted by the participants, shift and fluctuate
in terms of what thev bring to the event and the way 1t
proceeds once under way. This is an extreme case, in which
the competitive dimension and conflicting pressures make for
an especially variable and shifting event structure, but here
again the question is one of degree rather than kind, for all but

i



1 UOMDRIAIUL [RIDOS UL S2INIONAS [BOS 3O 22UIBLWD  2Y)
UO SNDOJ TUIUND Y] "WIOJ $I4] TUITIIWD UR SB ‘UOTRZIURSI0
[BIDOS UOIYM UT 1X21U0D Yl SB UOUIRIIIUL [PIDOS PaIEMILS jO
SUEIU90 241 ST UOUBNWIO) § 1] WO1) SUissTi STIBYAY
(0P 1961 UML)
LMOT[0F [[IM 9 2SIN0D (OIYm “A[SNOrsIosun 1o A[SNODSUOD
‘sasooyp uosiod Y AU[IGRIEA 10] SoNPW JRY}  S2ALIEUIII[E
70 Sapgissod oy st ang - 9[qissod SOANBUIAE JO S8uer a1}
o1 worerrw ® aplaoxd pue juspadaxd e 19s SWIO} [EINONNAS
< 1sed Ay Ul sadURISWNOID tepruls ApusIedde ur pausddey
SPY 1BUM WOI] UODIELIRA,, JO UTRWOP 2Y) sl UoNRZIUBZIO [B1D0S
‘swial syt uj "£17AIDT 2191010 UT  UOISIDIp pue a21oyy JO
$10€ £q SUOTIR]AI [RIDOS JO SULIDPIO DIIBWIISAS Y1, YIM Op O}
SPY 19118 911 PUR ‘S1UWISURLIE U suonr1radxa [RUONIU2AUOD
o ‘suone(al dnors jo suiied feapt jo uondaouod 1orIsqE UE
ST IOULIO] 241 [OIYM UL ‘UOTRZIUESIO [R1D0S PUR 24N1000S [0S
U22M12¢ UOTIDUNSIP 21 JO ‘OFE SIBaA JWOS ‘UONPMONIE S YLIL]
PUOTIATY Ol PIIB[AL S 219Y PIssaippe sdound sy
UONIRIIUL [BIOS [[B YSNOIYL PUE JO 98IN0D 3Y1 UL SOIMIINAS
[PIOOS JO UOIIEAID Yl YITM [[aS11 SUIDUOD (PIYM A50101005%
Adriodwniuod ur Aanbur jo aur] yurliodudl e ST 213y} P2apu]
ourwopiad SuA[oAul suonIENIS 01 O1jdads 10U ST 2In1NaS
Eoos jo Aenb ueBnwa oq1 ‘ains 9q O TaIMdNAS [BDOS
“{pweu ourunopiad W uLSRWY amonas Jo o puly paig
£ 15A0DUN APUT oM ‘2INIDNLIS 1UIAD PUR 1X21 0] UOTHIPPE U]
UAAY PUR 1XD1 10Q JO SHINIONAS TUTIOW
S saTRUIWN{]T SISA[RUR 2ATIISUDS § [[D (] sourwiaojiad v JJo
0IED 01 A[2A11E2ID 20U 1adWoD Sy 250 01 IR SEM urll PlO 24l
‘poredoniue do 210]0q pasustadxo dary pnod oy Aur ayiun
wonten1s v owl £601S [RUONIPEA ® (o1 01 uodn pafRD) 61
[[PUWR(]) MEWIOTUL 3000 A[F9p[2 ue iq sourwiojiad Jurp1AL01s
v jo 1unodoe sy ut pury siqr jo uonwidepe jo sisAjpuR suwl
Arurwnypr Apeoadsa ue saptaoad [[pure(] PUSIY TSRO URISWNOID
Mmau 01 souruniojiad jo suwaned paysiqeisa depe sturdnred
e afUPYD [0 SUOLITPUOD Iapun 1saiajul moads Jo si siiaad
souruofad jo 2NN TUASI WD YT, ‘aouvuao jxad 103 sami
punoi§ 1o/pue aouanbas 10w jo sarmIea} A[qRIEA AGIULDSP
saRy M s1uoad souruuofiad jo padijoarns Afeapl asodt oyl

AINVIWHOAHIL SV LAY TVIHIN « ¥




The Emergent Quality of Performance * 43

principally the contribution of ethnomethodology, the work
of Garfinkel, Cicourel, Sacks, and others. For these
sociologists, “the field of sociological analysis 1s anywhere the
sociologist can obtain access and can examine the way the
‘social structure’ is a meaningful ongoing accomplishment of
members™ (Phillipson 1972:162). To these scholars too is
owed, in large part, the recognition that language is a basic
means through which social realities are intersubjectively
constituted and communicated (Phillipson 1972:140). From
this perspective, insofar as performance is conceived of as
communicative interaction, one would expect aspects of the
social structure of the interaction to be emergent trom the
interaction itself, as in anv other such situation. Rosaldo’s
explication of the strategic role-taking and role-making she
observed in the course of a meeting to settle a dispute over
bride-price among the llongot illuminates the emergent aspect
of social structure in that event quite clearly (Rosaldo 1973).
The conventions of such meetings and the oratorical
performances of the interactants endow the interaction with a
special degree of formalization and intensity, but the fact that
artistic verbal performance is involved 1s not functionally
related to the negotiation of social structure on the level
Rosaldo is concerned with, which has to do with such matters
as the rhetorical strategics and consequences of taking the role
of father in a particular event to place your interlocutor in the

role of son, with its attendant obligations. Ty

There is, however, a distinctive potential in performance
bv its verv nature which has implications for the creation of
social structure in performance. It is part of the essence of
performance that it offers to the participants a special
enhancement of experience, bringing with it a heightened
intensity  of communicative interaction which binds the
audience to the performer in a way that is specific to
performance as a mode of communication. Through his
perlormance, the performer elicits the pmﬁcipa(ive attention
and energy of his audience, and to the extent that they value
his performance, thev will allow themselves to be caught up in
it. When this happens, the pertormer gains @ measure of
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The Emergent Qualitv of Performance 45

from the performance encounters in a di fferent social position
vis-a-vis the other boys from the one he occupied before he
began to perform, and the change is a consequence of his
performance in those encounters.

The consideration of the power inherent in performance
to transform social structures opens the way to a range of
additional considerations concerning the role of the performer
in society. Perhaps there is a key here to the persistently
documented tendency for performers to be both admired and
fearedadmired for their artistic skill and power and for the
enhancement of experience they provide, feared because of
the potential they represent for subverting and transforming
the status quo. Here too may lie a reason for the equally
persistent association between performers and marginality or
deviance, for in the special emergent quality of performance
the capacity for change may be highlighted and made manifest
to the community (see, e.g., Abrahams and Bauman 1971 and
in press, Azadovskil 1926:23-25, Glassie 1971:42-52, Szwed

1971:157-65). If change is conceived of in opposition to the
conventionality of the community at large, then it is only
appropriate that the agents ol that change be placed away
from the center of that conventionality, on the margins of
society.



CONCLUSION

The discipline of folklore {and to an extent, anthro-
pology as well), has tended throughout its history to define
itself in terms ol a principal focus on the traditional remnants
of earlier periods, sull to be found i those sectors of society
that have been outdistanced by the dominant culture. To this
extent. folklore has been largely the studyv of what Ravmond
Williams has recently termed  “residual culture,” those
“experiences, meanings and values which cannot be verified or
cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant culture, [but]
are nevertheless lived and practiced on the basis of the
residue—~cultural as well as social—of some previous social
formation” (Williams 1973:10-11). If the subject matter of the
discipline 1s vestrieted to the residue of a spectfic cultural or
historical period, then folklore anticipates its own demise, for
when the traditions are fully gone, the discipline loses its
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NOTES

Chapter |

1. Particularly important for folklorists is the seminal essay by Tansen (19357}, and
Lomax 1968, Abrahams 1968 and 19724, Two collections which reflect the
performance orientation are Paredes and Bauman 1972 and Ben-Amos and
Goldstein 1975, Bauman and Sherzer 1974 reflects a  wider pertormance
orientation. of which performance in verbal art is one aspect. Singer 1958a. 1958h,
and 1972 represent the perspective  of an anthropologist  on “culbrural
performances.” Colby and Peacock 1973 contains 4 section on performance
analvsis, hut it ignores the work of tolklorists in this field, an omission which s
perhaps to be expected in an article on narrative which announces uis deliberate
neglect of folklore journals.

2 The term “spoken art” was suggested by Thomas Sebeok in discussion of
Bascom’s ideas on verbal art (Bascom 1935:246 7. 9). See also Berry 1961, Dorson
1972:9.

Chapter 2

1. Richard Ohmann. in two recent articles. employs the same passages trom Austin
as 4 point of departure for the formulation of a theory of literature based on
Austin's theory ot speech acts tOhmann 1971. 1972). Ohmann’s argument 18
interesting in pluces. buf its productiveness is severely limited by his tailure like

19
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