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In the international field of folklore studies, an important contribution by Nordic 

scholars has been the development of genre theory. In 1908, the Dane Axel 

Olrik studied some of the genre characteristics of the fairy tale in his Episke 

Love (Epic Laws). The Swede Carl Wilhelm von Sydow attempted to construct 

a classification system covering all knows genres of folklore (Sydow 1948). 

Several other scholars have followed them in detailing and refining the genre 

theories (Tillhagen, Solheim, Alver, Honko, Klintberg, Hodne).  

In this presentation, I will use some analytical tools from 

folkloristic genre theory to exemplify and discuss a number of methodical 

challenges that I have encountered when working with tape-recorded life history 

narratives.  

My material consists of about 200 tape-recorded life history 

narratives. The recordings were made during a concentrated collection period in 

spring and summer 1995. The narrators were all retired citizens and at that time 

living in Visby, Sweden. Thus all these life histories were recounted from the 

same temporal and geographical point of view. The material has a clearly 

defined “here” and “now”. Furthermore, the narrators were all born between 

1905 and 1930, thus representing more or less one and the same generation. The 

interviewers were all younger than the narrators. 

The interviewers were instructed to avoid influencing how the 

narrators structured their narratives. They were encouraged to open the 

conversations by saying something like “Would you please tell me about your 

life”, but not “Start from the beginning”. Of course, many of the interviewees 

did start from the beginning all the same, or even from before the beginning of 
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their own lives by telling about their parents or grandparents. The genre of 

history is strongly connected with the idea of chronology. As soon as we come 

close to thinking of an account in terms of history, chronology will appear as an 

almost inevitable steering factor.  

However, there are obviously other structuring principles at work, 

too. One such factor is causality. Important episodes or turning points are often 

presented outside the strict chronological line. One woman began her story when 

she, at the age of 18, lost her father in a tragic accident, so instead of leaving for 

the Swedish mainland to get an education as a teacher, she came to stay at home 

and take care of her grieving mother; a choice that would influence the rest of 

her life. Nobody’s life is a narrative, but causality is one of the fundamental 

genre characteristics of narrative. When we wish to share our lived experiences 

in narrative form, we have to apply the genre rules of narrative, for instance by 

selecting those episodes that are possible to connect by chains of cause and 

effect. 

In some interviews I can hear that the narrators have been 

influenced by genre conventions about what a childhood account ‘should’ sound 

like. Childhood accounts are often defined in terms of ‘happy’ or ‘unhappy’. 

From a narratological point of view a happy childhood should preferably be 

followed by an unhappy adult life to create a dramatic contrast and an 

interesting story. On the other hand, from a folk psychological point of view, a 

happy childhood would automatically lead to a happy adult life. The genre 

demands of the narrative form stand in opposition to the folk psychological rules 

of thumb. The two opposing principles do not exclude each other, however. Life 

histories do not have to be neither good narratives nor logically consistent. 

Within one and the same life history we can expect to find different ordering 

principle, like chronology, causality, narrativity, folk psychology and numerous 

others. 
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A recurrent everyday motif is that during the war years people grew 

potatoes and vegetables in their gardens where they also kept cages with 

chickens and rabbits. Almost all houses in the center of Visby are one-family-

homes and even the smallest of them usually have a garden of their own. The 

factual situation was such that practically everybody that lived in Visby at that 

time was able to tell a story something like this: 

 

During the war we had cages with rabbits in the garden, because 

food was scarce. In the evenings after work my dad used to take his 

scythe and go outside the town wall to collect grass for the rabbits. 

He brought it home in his bicycle trailer. He grew beets in the 

garden, too, to get winter feed for the rabbits. 

 

Many of my informants actually do tell stories like this one. The analytical 

question that these stories raise is why so many persons recount their versions of 

a commonplace everyday phenomenon that does not fill any dramatic function 

in the narrative? The obvious answer is, I believe, that this is an image of food 

shortage that is easy to visualize. A garden where neat pathways, lawns and 

flower-beds have been substituted by rows of potatoes, beets, and turnips and 

where chickens and rabbits look out from unpainted cages. Earnest men in 

working clothes toiling with scythes and bicycle trailers at dusk in front of the 

medieval town wall. This is how years of famine are narrated. The fact that the 

picture appears in so many individual narratives charges it with symbolic power. 

Whether you need it dramaturgically or not, this picture must be included in 

every narrative about the war years in Visby. We could regard it as an example 

of the agency of the collective narrative. 

Some of the women talking about the mobilization mention that it 

was a good thing that at the Saturday dances there were ten young men in smart 

uniforms to each girl. And during the black-outs you could walk hand in hand, 
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hug and kiss without anybody seeing you. Children used to sneak around with 

flashlights and reveal couples fondling on the park benches.  

The male narrators liked to describe the pleasant outdoor life in the 

countryside camps when on guard-duty. To a large extent the mobilized soldiers 

were farmer’s sons, and they were used to spending a lot of time outdoors. They 

knew how to cut fire-wood, how to make a cooking fire, they enjoyed sleeping 

in a tent, bicycling, going for a swim, picking mushrooms and wild berries in the 

forest. Their narratives reflect excitement, but not fear. To them, the war was a 

thrilling adventure, but it never became threatening or dangerous.  

How is it possible to tell such stories in spite of the extraordinary 

war time conditions that must have deeply affected everybody’s everyday life? I 

can think of a number of plausible explanations. One is that the war time reality 

was not only as black as coal. As a matter of fact, Sweden, thanks to a careful 

foreign policy (some call it cowardly), managed to stay outside the war. 

Compared to the situation in our Nordic neighboring countries, very few Swedes 

have any particularly dramatic war experiences to relate. 

In the established Swedish grand narrative, however, the depression 

of the interwar period and the war time hardships are used as a dramaturgical 

contrast to the successful realization of the welfare society of the 1950s and 

‘60s. The darker the earlier epochs are painted the more flourishing the building 

of the welfare state will appear. 

Nonetheless, the most important explanation to the positive 

attitudes taken by my informants is, I am convinced, their age. Most of them 

were born in the 1920s and 30s, meaning that they were teenagers or adolescents 

during the war. They had no families or children to provide for. When they 

received their draft cards they could regard the draft as a compulsory, but also 

pleasant, vacation from their ordinary duties. From their life-stories, I can hear 

that their years of struggle came after the war. That was when they were 

supposed to enter the labor market, start a family, raise children and provide for 
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them, find an apartment or plead for a bank loan to build a house, thus entering 

the constant struggle to make ends meet. To many of them the advantages of the 

welfare society did not become apparent until one or two decades later. 

Certainly these narrators are aware of the discrepancies between 

their stories and the genre demands of the official narrative. As a matter of fact, 

several of them actually state that already during the war they were rebuked by 

their parents for not taking the war as seriously as one ought to. Some of them 

comment on their juvenile lack of judgment and are eager to emphasize that as 

grown-up, mature citizens they agree with the collectively accepted version of 

the narrative. Their war narratives represent the experiences of one specific 

generation, but they are not revolutionary or oppositional. They fall well inside 

the limits of normality. Adolescents are allowed a greater degree of 

irresponsibility, spontaneity and short-sightedness, as long as they agree to leave 

this stage, grow up, mature and accept to conform to the established values of 

the society. 

Stories about the deaths of relatives may illustrate therapeutic 

efforts, but at the same time exemplify the narrators’ attitudes to society’s health 

care system as well as to the existential questions of life and death.  

In narrated individual life histories it is not surprising to encounter 

elements of local or regional – or even national and international – history. After 

all, most narrated events making up individuals’ life histories have actually 

taken place in physical locations where many other people’s lives have also been 

enacted, as well as different kinds of public events. Some such events, more or 

less external to the individual life history narrator, seem to possess an 

extraordinary significance which makes it likely that they are referred to in one 

way or another when a life history touches upon a certain place at a certain time 

(cf. Tangherlini 1990, 377f; Palmenfelt 2009). 

These dominant units can be regarded as verbal expressions of an 

ongoing interplay between collective ideas and individually expressed narrative 
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forms. They represent different phases in the process of acquiring solid form. By 

positioning themselves in relationship to these dominant units, narrators inscribe 

themselves in the collective body or emphasize that they are declining such 

membership. Dominant units that are repeated often increase in collectivity, gain 

in volume and importance, which, in turn, makes it ever more difficult for future 

narrators not to relate to them, which, consequently, strengthens their attractive 

potential even more. 

In the early morning of November 24, 1944 the Swedish passenger 

ship the Hansa was sunk on her way from Nynäshamn to Visby. The trade route 

she followed had recently been swept for mines, so the plausible reason was a 

torpedo. The general theory was that the Hansa was sunk by a Soviet torpedo 

that had been fired by mistake. Not until almost 50 years later was that 

assumption confirmed. Lately, suspicions have been forwarded that the Gotland 

ships carried German soldiers and German war material on several occasions, 

and that the Soviet authorities were aware of the fact. The Hansa might even 

have been carrying illegal cargo on the occasion when she was attacked. 

Of 86 persons on board 84 were killed. The majority of the crew 

were persons living on Gotland, while half of the passengers were military 

personnel. To express it bluntly, less than one hundred families on Gotland 

suffered direct losses, while of course the entire population felt indirectly 

affected. To all Gotlanders the sinking of the Hansa became a harsh reminder 

that war time brutalities were for real and could hit even civil citizens of a 

neutral country. 

The sinking of the Hansa is by far the single event that reappears 

most often in the narratives about the war time year in Visby. It is hardly 

possible to talk about Visby in November 1944 and not mention the fate of the 

Hansa. The following account gives an idea of how the rumor about the 

disappearance of the Hansa was spread among the citizens of Visby: 
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Then I remember very well when the Hansa went down. It was one 

of those days in your life that you found awful. I had been in school 

in the morning and I was on my way to work in the afternoon. I and 

my friend used to go to a café for a cup of hot chocolate and a bun 

before going to work. After that we went for a walk through the city 

and outside one of the newspaper offices we saw the placard 

announcing that the Hansa was missing. So, then it started. My 

friend, well, she had an uncle or whatever who worked on the boat. 

Then it continued. When I arrived at my work, well, one of my 

workmates, her husband was on the boat. And wherever you went 

and whoever you spoke to, they had somebody they knew on board, 

you know. And we found that spooky. Later in the evening we went 

down to the harbor to have a look. And there was a raft, a wrecked 

raft, I believe it was, that they had found. Somebody had written in 

pencil: ‘A final farew…’ and then it was only a line. Probably 

several more had been on it. Well, that was unpleasant. 

 

The woman retelling this story is typical in the sense that she belongs to the 

majority of Gotlanders who did not have any relative or acquaintance on board 

the Hansa. Just as typical is that the narratives about the sinking of the Hansa 

declare just the opposite: “And wherever you went and whoever you spoke to, 

they had somebody they knew on board, you know.” A statement like that is not 

supposed to state the facts, but it reflects the feelings of fear before an intangible 

danger. On a much smaller scale, the reactions of the Gotlanders may be 

compared to those of the Americans after the 9/11 attacks. 

As individuals we mould pieces of our personal memories into 

consistent stories, and so do groups, communities and nations. The formation of 

collective stories is an attempt to create meaning in our existence at a level 

above the individual; it is our common endeavor to define ourselves as a group. 
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In collectively created and distributed grand narratives groups explore, 

formulate and question what they have in common. In this molding of 

collectively accepted “truths”, we are able to study how new folklore is created, 

communicated, and reproduced. These processes should not be regarded as 

simple accumulations, but as the results of complicated patterns of negotiation. 

Groups of different sizes compose the life history of their specific associations 

that helps them to define themselves, both internally and externally. Historical 

events are retold by people concerned by them (and by others as well) again and 

again, until one (or two, or several) accepted, more or less fixed version(s) has 

(have) been formulated.  

In the collective process of constructing grand narratives, 

established facts and agreements, narrative elements or motifs, customary 

expressions and formulations all function as foundations upon which new stories 

– individual or collective – may be erected. In the individual life histories these 

may appear as intruding obstacles. The war time rabbit cages and the sinking of 

the Hansa may not play any dramatic role in all individual life histories, but it 

would be impossible not to tell about them. In the construction of collective 

identities motives like these are important building stones. Loading them with 

symbolic value, linking them together into coherent narratives, representing 

them to ourselves and to others are some of the constituent elements in the 

construction of narrated local history. 

Some grand narratives, however, are never finished. Constantly 

open to re-negotiation they – unlike conventional folkloristic genres – never 

attain a definite, fixed form. When I grew up in the Sweden of the 1950s, the 

narrative about the Second World War seemed to be finished and unproblematic. 

Today, half a century later, it seems to have become an object of constant 

reinterpretations. For the time being there seems to be no lively debate 

concerning the Swedish welfare state; maybe the situation will be different in 

another 50 years?  
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Some of them may, as a matter of fact, never appear as verbally 

formulated narratives, but have an existence only as cultural abstractions, as 

frames of reference that we as members of a group or of a society are supposed 

to be aware of and that we often have to relate to. The narrative patterns are so 

strong and we are all so very well aware of them that it is often sufficient for us 

only to get a notion of some of the constituent elements of a narrative to be able 

to immediately understand how they can be combined in satisfactory chains of 

causality and chronology. 

I hope that I have been able to give some ideas about how folklore 

genre theory could provide us with useful analytical tools to interpret life 

histories from individual personal experience stories to a society’s grand 

narratives about itself. 
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