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RESEARCH ARTICLE

A Complete Edition of an Oral Tradition: Text 
Selection Practices in the History of Publishing 
Latvian Folk Songs

Dace Bula

Abstract

This article addresses the history of publishing folklore texts—particularly the attempts 
at creating all-inclusive publications that would represent an oral tradition in its entirety. 
Despite the quest for comprehensiveness, these attempts have always entailed the need 
to be selective in order to draw textual boundaries within the unbounded, diverse folk 
singing repertory. The focus of this study is on the text selection principles applied by 
two editors of Latvian folk songs: Krišjānis Barons (1835–1923) and Pēteris Šmits (1869–
1938).

Introduction

The idea of creating all-inclusive publications of folklore texts that would represent an 
oral tradition in its entirety has always accompanied the efforts to collect and publish 
folklore. Yet the correspondence of published textual corpora to the living traditions is 
never that of an impartial photographic image documenting and displaying all that is 
seen. The reflexive turn of folklore studies, active since the 1980s, has promoted a critical 
awareness of the complexity of the processes through which verbal lore is transformed 
into printed text. By means of this reflexive inquiry, several basic notions have been 
established. Scholars have argued that writing and publication, like other forms of 
representation, decontextualize an oral tradition from its milieu and recontextualize it in 
new contexts (Bauman and Briggs 1990), thus transforming its meaning and significance 
(Bauman 1993); it creates textual corpora that are responsive to the ideological and cultural 
political needs of the time period (Anttonen 2005). It has been stated that publication of 
textualized orality involves objectification, artefactualization, and commoditization of 
certain forms of expressive culture (Abrahams 1993; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998; Bauman 
2004) and establishes textual authority (Briggs 1993; Stewart 1991). Most authors concur 
that, despite the rhetoric of authenticity on the part of compilers and editors, there has 
never been a one-to-one correspondence between oral sources and published texts, which 
are described by Pertti Anttonen as ‘literary imitations of their original performances 
and their orality’ (Anttonen 2012, 325). Production of the written representations of 
oral traditions entails intersemiotic translation (Fine 1994), text selection and editing 
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(Briggs 1993), imposition of literary standards onto oral culture (Ben-Amos 1992), as well 
as homogenization and simplification of entire traditions or genres. Thus, as Anttonen 
puts it, ‘[n]o written document of oral tradition can be “authentic” in the sense of being 
free from any influence from literary culture and the way in which literary documents 
are created’ (Anttonen 2012, 326). Sometimes perceived as a critique directed against the 
classic contributions forming the very foundation of the discipline, this line of reasoning 
actually tends to deepen our understanding of the relationship between oral traditions 
and their written representations. For contemporary users of folklore editions published 
in previous eras, it provides indispensable contextual information on processes that 
brought those publications to life and on cultural segments that they represent.

Combining several of the perspectives mentioned, this article examines some of the 
editorial practices involved in publishing folklore materials. Namely, it concentrates on 
text selection (inclusion/exclusion) with particular attention to material that is left ‘out 
of the shot’ and to the argumentation that is used to support compilers’ choices.

In his influential study on metadiscursive practices in folkloristics, Charles Briggs 
stated: ‘In claiming the power to represent the voice of the Other, scholars shape not only 
how these voices will speak (through literary conventions of translation) but also what 
they will say (by selecting which texts to use and how to interpret them)’ (Briggs 1993, 
419). While Briggs was referring to scholarly publications which use selected fragments 
of documented orality as metonymic representations of ‘folk words’, I extend the idea 
of selection by applying it to the voluminous publications of collected materials that 
allegedly represent a whole tradition in its most complete form. In this light, I examine 
two editions of Latvian folk songs—Latvju dainas1 (Latvian Dainas) (1894–1915, edited 
by Krišjānis Barons) and Tautas dziesmas. Papildinājums Kr. Barona ‘Latvju dainām’ (Folk 
Songs. Supplement to Kr. Barons’s ‘Latvian Dainas’) (1936–39, edited by Pēteris Šmits)—
that, taken together, form a textual corpus which in Latvian folkloristics most closely 
approaches the ideal of an oral tradition completely transferred to print. The focus of 
this study is on the work of two editors who are major figures in Latvian folkloristics: 
Krišjānis Barons (1835–1923) and Pēteris Šmits (1869–1938). How did they reconcile the 
quest for comprehensiveness with the inescapable need to be selective—to draw textual 
boundaries within an unbounded, diverse folk singing repertory? What principles 
of selection were applied and how were they explained to the public? How did these 
principles fit into the wider intellectual and ideological context of the eras in which 
Barons and Šmits lived?

Wider Contexts

Given that Barons’s Latvju dainas was the crowning achievement of the first Latvian 
national awakening, this article adds to the constantly growing field of research on 
folklore and nationalism (see, for example, Baycroft and Hopkin 2012), initiated four 
decades ago by William Wilson (1976). It also joins the ongoing debate on the Herderian 
legacy within the paradigm of romantic folkloristics (Wilson 1973; Bula and Rieuwerts 
2008), the particular importance of which for the Latvian context is associated with the 
five formative years (1764–69) Herder spent in Riga (Wienker-Piepho 2008; Šmidchens 



A Complete Edition of an Oral Tradition  39

2014, 24–49) and the immense influence his thinking subsequently had on the local 
interpretations of folk songs and singing traditions (Bula 2005; Jaremko-Porter 2008).

More recently, the political contexts for discussing the folkloric stage of cultural 
nationalism have been extended to include European internal decolonization (Ó Giolláin 
2004, 65–68). This would be an apt interpretive frame for the Latvian situation at the 
end of the nineteenth century when the long-standing German political, economic, 
and cultural dominance over the Baltic populations became entangled with the tsarist 
Russification policy. Despite expectations, it provided no prospects for vernacular 
cultural independence, since

[b]oth the Baltic Germans and the Russian authorities believed that the Estonians and 
Latvians had no future or potential as nations and would surely be assimilated. The question 
for them was only whether Estonians and Latvians would eventually become Germanised or 
Russified. (Kasekamp 2010, 84)

Latvju dainas was a cultural political response to that kind of historical reality, and it is 
the aim of this article to show how the edition’s ideological assignment influenced the 
ways in which oral tradition was represented in its volumes. Moreover, I am addressing 
the difference between two folk song editions, published two decades apart, as a result 
of the contrasting political and intellectual contexts in which they emerged. While 
Barons’s Latvju dainas was published before aspirations of Latvians for becoming a 
political nation arose, the first volume of Šmits’s Tautas dziesmas came out eighteen years 
after the independent state had been established and two years after the democratic 
order had been replaced by the authoritarian regime of Ulmanis. At that time, there 
was no longer an urgent need for a folklore edition that would prove the legitimacy of 
political ambitions of an emerging nation. Although the regime promoted nationalist 
ideology and expected the intelligentsia to devote itself to the cultivation of Latvianness, 
professional folklorists, employed at the Archives of Latvian Folklore and the University 
of Latvia, refrained from developing nationalist perspectives on folk traditions. Pēteris 
Šmits was an adherent of the international historic-geographic school and comparative 
methodology; in his vision, cultural boundaries of folklore extended well beyond the 
confines of a national community. Thus, Šmits did not endow his edition with the 
mission of ‘celebration of cultural difference’ (Connell 2006, 163). He was instead driven 
by predominantly scholarly reasoning. Barons’s efforts, to the contrary, belonged to 
the romantic paradigm, following in the steps of Thomas Percy, James Macpherson, the 
Grimm brothers, Elias Lönnrot, and Friedrich Kreutzwald, whose contribution to the 
use of folklore in identity politics and editorial practices have been studied extensively 
(see Wilson 1976; Dundes 1989; Briggs 1993; DuBois 1995; Honko 1996; Bendix 1997; Gay 
1997; Valk 2002; Anttonen 2005; Connell 2006; Rix 2009). Unlike this famous international 
cohort, Barons to a great extent has remained ‘an unsung hero’ (Kratins 1961), even 
though his cultural political role has been nationally compared with that of Lönnrot 
(Vīķis-Freibergs 1989).

The Ideal of Completeness

The drive to publish all of the folk songs collected ‘by now’ has been paradigmatic for 
Latvian culture since the second half of the nineteenth century—the first period of 
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cultural nationalism when massive collecting of folklore started bringing to life the six 
volumes of Latvju dainas. The current status of this process is the ongoing project of 
the scholarly edition of Latviešu tautasdziesmas (Latvian Folk Songs), which is planned to 
consist of fifteen volumes and to include all of the folk song texts stored at the Archives 
of Latvian Folklore; that is, about 1.2 million items.2 Roughly in the course of a century, 
at least seven voluminous editions of Latvian folk song texts have seen the light.3 None 
of the other genres of Latvian folklore has received so much attention (Bula 2008). The 
priority accorded to folk songs evidently derives from the symbolic value attributed to 
them in constructing a national identity (Vīķis-Freibergs 1975) and on the stereotype of 
self-presentation—‘a nation of singers’—which originated in the romantic nationalism 
of the second half of the nineteenth century (Bula 2000). The folk song tradition, turned 
into thick volumes of printed texts, was assigned the symbolic mission of proving that 
Latvians have a rich cultural tradition which is unique and distinct, which has ancient 
roots, and which is able to unite all of the people who share it. Hence, the need for 
comprehensive folk song editions became an indisputable premise that had been 
established by the public debate surrounding the appearance of Latvju dainas in the 1890s. 
Media discourse of the period shows that public expectations regarding the forthcoming 
edition were highly elevated: Latvju dainas was supposed to emerge as a unified national 
text providing a foundation for further development of the national culture, while the 
ideal of completeness was based on several intermingled ideas. Two years before the 
appearance of the first volume, the publicist Fricis Kārkluvalks wrote in his appeal for 
donations:

Folklore of a nation is the nation’s common possession—a possession which can be used by 
each member of the nation, no one having right to tell him: ‘Don’t take that; it is mine, and 
I have earned it . . .’ It is not possible for one man to publish it [Latvju dainas]. Therefore, the 
entire nation must help. Because the entire nation will have the right to use this publication, 
the entire nation must be interested in its creation . . . When our writers will have access 
from childhood to this lifestream which is slowly drying out among the people, this rich 
collection of golden grain and precious pearls, then we will see that our science will acquire 
strength, our poetry will blossom, and our literature will increase the honour of our people 
and multiply its property. Latvians, let us donate our contribution with pleasure so that 
in return we might receive an enviable treasure. (Kārkluvalks 1892; all translations from 
Latvian are by the author. See note 1)

Metaphors of possession and material treasure, used by Kārkluvalks, have been a 
widespread trope of folklore in the discourse of cultural nationalism (cf. Handler 1988, 
152–58). In this vision, shared cultural expertise in oral tradition was conceptualized 
as shared property, and the nation as a community of co-owners. All-inclusiveness 
of a folklore publication thus was the ultimate goal: because possession defines the 
owner’s prosperity, even the smallest particle of it ought not to be lost. Several related 
ideas supported the imagined correspondence between the massiveness of published 
textual corpora and existential conditions of the social body (the nation). Folk songs 
were regarded as expressions of a nation’s collective spirit; hence, collecting all of them 
and including them in a publication meant representing the nation’s spirit in its unique 
totality. Also, each included text metaphorically added one more singer’s voice, and 
thus one more member to the national community, joined together by shared cultural 
knowledge. In reality, the joint effort in collecting songs, sending them to the collecting 
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centres, and donating them for publication were participatory activities that are vital 
in order to consolidate the nation and make it conscious of its emerging identity (cf. 
Baycroft 2012, 5).
The first chapter of Latvju dainas was an explicit response to the public expectations 
and ideological context of the times. Krišjānis Barons, the compiler of Latvju dainas, was 
basically a pragmatic man; he did not contribute much to the discourse of romantic 
nationalism. Barons’s principles of song classification were predominantly functional: 
the songs were systematized according to their performance situation and theme. 
Nevertheless, Barons evidently paid his dues to the spirit of the age by introducing his 
publication with a ‘metachapter’ that nationalizes the whole edition and contextualizes 
it within the political reality of the period. ‘Songs—A Common Possession of All of Latvia’ 
was the title given to the first and the smallest chapter4 of the edition, consisting of only 
two texts, documented in six versions. The texts themselves (songs numbers one and 
two) hardly induce association with the nation or the country as suggested by the title. 
In the first we find the idea that a shared song identifies its singers as relatives:

Viena meita Rīgā (Cēsīs) dzied,   One girl is singing in Riga (Cēsis),
Otra dzied Valmierā (Pērnavā),    Another is singing in Valmiera (Pērnava);
Abas dzied vienu dziesmu,      Both are singing the same song,
Vai tās vienas mātes meitas?     Are they daughters of the same mother?

The second text praises voices of skilful singers that are loud enough to be heard far 
away:

Viena māsa (meita) Cēsīs dzied,    One sister (girl) is singing in Cēsis,
Otra dzied Valmierā;          Another is singing in Valmiera;
Abām balsi atskanēja         Both voices were heard
Uz tām Prūšu robežām.        On the Prussian border.

Obviously, the creation of this chapter was not dictated by folklore material; it rather 
was Barons’s modest attempt to correlate the content of Latvian folk songs with their 
assigned symbolic mission to serve as a nationally consolidating force.

The gathering of Latvian folk songs into one publication and the consolidation of 
Latvians into one nation later became mutually referential symbols, achievements 
that could be examined and understood in terms of each other. A comparison of the 
two processes can be found in the rich national rhetoric of Latvia’s first period of 
independence, especially during the regime of Ulmanis in the late 1930s. In his article 
‘The Infallibility of Latvian Dainas’, Edvarts Virza, the regime’s court-poet, directly 
equated Barons’s work of compiling Latvju dainas to the concentration of political power 
in Ulmanis’s hands:

By gathering the Latvian spirit and putting it into a system, he [Barons] had performed a 
huge national job with political consequences. It helps to consolidate the nation, which is the 
goal of each national leader . . . In order to transform the spiritual unity created by Barons 
into a political unity, another man should have appeared—full of the dainas spirit—the one 
who has now placed himself in the midst of his nation like a conscientious master. What is 
he striving for? He looks forward to reviving the sound of thousands of voices comprising 
Barons’s dainas. He strives to create a sense of mutual recognition among the people of 
different classes and different regions on the basis of a Latvian sign with which they are all 
stamped by nature and by living in this country. (Virza 1936, 36 and 38)
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The production of full textual representations of nationally significant oral traditions and 
the massive collecting work necessary for accomplishing this task were sound arguments 
applied in the process of institutionalizing the discipline—the founding of the Archives 
of Latvian Folklore in 1924. Although the working principles of the Archives were 
derived from the premises of the historic-geographical school whose principal interest 
lay in cross-cultural comparison of folklore texts, in public appeals to the collectors the 
necessity for the complete territorial representation was customarily interpreted as 
being of national rather than scholarly importance. In 1927, the founder of the Archives, 
Anna Bērzkalne (1891–1956), published an article titled ‘Mute Parishes’ in which she 
stated that 218 of Latvia’s 526 civil parishes were not represented in Latvju dainas by a 
single song. Bērzkalne concluded: ‘About half of the Latvians are that indifferent towards 
the ancient possession of their nation, the base of their national culture’ (Bērzkalne 1927, 
538). In order to inspire nationwide folklore collecting, Bērzkalne made a persuasive 
contrast: ‘The Estonians have no mute parishes’; she also made a strong appeal: ‘Huge 
editions that encompass the whole nation can be prepared for publication only by the 
work of many years . . . Let the next editions be an outcome of the joint work of the 
whole of Latvia’ (Bērzkalne 1927, 538; emphasis in original). In this call for full textual and 
territorial encompassment of an oral tradition and for total involvement on the part 
of the nation in this process, we find a classical pattern of employment of the idea of 
representation through its paradigmatic opposite—the trope of mutism (Ritchie 1993, 
365). From this perspective, localities without documented folklore are seen as passive 
territorial units of the state that have not added their voice to the expression of loyalty 
and patriotism, as gaps breaking the integrity of the nation. In the practical work of 
the Archives, these mute parishes were identified, displayed on a map, and targeted by 
intensified collecting activities.

One important outcome of the extensive folklore collecting undertaken by the 
Archives of Latvian folklore was the folk song edition in four volumes edited by Professor 
Pēteris Šmits, Tautas dziesmas. Papildinājums Kr. Barona ‘Latvju dainām’ (1936–39). The 
publication was intended as a continuation of Barons’s work, a contribution to the 
aspirations towards a complete edition of Latvian folk songs. Because it was impossible 
in the 1930s to provide a publication that would comprise all of the song texts that 
had been collected by the Archives since its inception, the ideal of completeness was 
transferred to the domain of thematic representation of folk poetry. Šmits’s edition was 
supposed to contain all songs with new motifs that were missing in Latvju dainas. This 
line of argumentation was a move away from national reasoning. In Šmits’s vision, the 
arguments for all-inclusiveness were based on scholarly interests: since each song motif 
contained valuable ethnographic, linguistic, and poetic data for researchers, it had to be 
made publicly accessible for the sake of producing sound folkloristic knowledge.

Two Editors, Two Editions

The result of these publications—two complementary editions, published two decades 
apart—is the fullest implementation of the idea of a complete folk song edition so 
far produced in Latvian folkloristics. Yet instead of being mere supplementary parts 
of a unified whole, Latvju dainas and Tautas dziesmas present two somewhat different 
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textual corpora that invite a comparison of the approaches and text selection principles 
applied by the compilers. These two editions also pose broader questions regarding the 
relationship between a living oral tradition and its textual and published representation.

Krišjānis Barons (1835–1923) and Pēteris Šmits (1869–1938) belonged to two successive 
generations and two different periods in the history of the discipline. For Barons, one of 
the main representatives of the epoch of national romanticism, the compiling of Latvju 
dainas was his life’s work and patriotic duty. In order to devote himself to it, he had to earn 
a living by working as a private teacher. Šmits, in turn, belonged to the first generation 
of professional folklorists and was involved in establishing discipline foundations at 
two institutions: the University of Latvia and the Archives of Latvian Folklore. Šmits’s 
contribution to Latvian folkloristics is much more than just editing the four volumes of 
Tautas dziesmas. He was also the editor of Latvian Folktales and Legends (fifteen volumes, 
1925–37) and Latvian Folk Beliefs (four volumes, 1940–41); the author of numerous 
publications on Latvian folklore, ethnography, and mythology; and a professor who 
taught several folklore-related courses at the University of Latvia. Šmits also compiled 
an archival collection containing about fifty thousand items of Latvian folklore. There 
are also several similarities in the life histories of the two men. Neither of them was 
schooled as a folklorist: Krišjānis Barons studied astronomy and mathematics at Tartu 
University (1856–60), whereas Pēteris Šmits earned degrees in Russian philology and 
sinology in Moscow and St Petersburg (1891–96). Both spent considerable time outside 
Latvia: Barons lived in Russia (1862–93), Šmits in Russia and China (1891–1920).

The editing of Latvju dainas and the editing of Tautas dziesmas were two essentially 
different tasks that meant different degrees of involvement on the part of the editors. 
Each edition had a specific mission in the history of Latvian folkloristics. While Barons 
was ‘looking forward to the fullest possible edition’ (Barons et al. 1894, xi) that would 
include all the folk songs that had been collected by the end of the nineteenth century, 
Šmits’s task was more modest. Tautas dziesmas was intended to be merely an addition to 
Latvju dainas. This idea is expressed in the title of the book: Folk Songs. Supplement to Kr. 
Barons’s ‘Latvju dainas’—and also in text numbering which starts with song number 35,790; 
that is, where Barons’s numbering ended. This edition was regarded as a temporary 
down payment on the future project of an all-inclusive publication. As Šmits wrote in 
the introduction to the first volume, ‘Someday a complete edition of folk songs should 
appear, comprising all the collected texts’ (Šmits 1936, vi). In order to justify the Tautas 
dziesmas project, he argued:

It might be said that our small edition is probably not needed at all; since there already 
exist three large publications, we could have waited until the complete edition is ready. But 
such a tremendous work is not as easy to accomplish as an ignorant person might imagine. 
Systematization of the songs alone would take ten years, and another ten would be necessary 
for publishing the edition . . . It would be wrong to keep our huge folk song treasures in the 
archive shelves for 20–30 more years without public access. For the time being, we have to 
publish at least those songs which contain new motifs. (Šmits 1936, vii)

Consequently, Tautas dziesmas included only selected texts; that is, those not published 
in Latvju dainas—hence, the different size of the editions (32,049 versus 217,996 items). At 
the same time, human resources involved in the preparation of each publication were in 
inverse proportion to the size of the respective works. Since Barons was the only person 
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involved in preparing the Latvju dainas manuscript, he had to perform all of the practical 
work of selecting texts, systematizing, cataloguing, and writing the manuscript. Tautas 
dziesmas, in contrast, was the result of a joint effort by the Archives of Latvian Folklore: 
several staff members participated in retyping the folk song texts from the archive 
manuscripts, comparing them with those published in Latvju dainas, and preparing a 
card catalogue (subsequently, this task was taken over by one person—Osvalds Līdeks). 
Thus, Šmits’s responsibilities were confined to setting guidelines, supervising the 
writing of the manuscript, and text editing. Šmits died in 1938 and did not live to see the 
publication of the last volume of Tautas dziesmas in 1939; its editing was accomplished by 
the Head of the Archives, Kārlis Straubergs, and the volume was posthumously dedicated 
to the memory of Professor Šmits.

Barons’s task was more complicated also due to the lack of any thorough system of 
text classification, typology, or indexing, as well as the lack of established principles for 
reproducing variants. Being the first among the publishers of Latvian folk songs who 
had to deal with such a huge volume of texts, he had to pioneer their elaboration. Barons 
created a system for classifying song texts according to their function or performance 
situation and theme; he also developed methods of typologization and text reproduction 
that allowed him to form song types while at the same time displaying all textual 
variations and a geographical location index for each item. Barons’s system was so 
successful that Šmits acknowledged it to be ‘the most practical’; and he could rely on it 
completely.

Both men, Barons and Šmits, were working towards a full textual representation of 
Latvian singing traditions. In his introduction to Latvju dainas, Barons criticized the 
previous editions of Latvian folk songs for their incompleteness and high selectivity:

The folk have depicted their religious and practical life more fully, freely and openly. A 
complete edition should follow its example; nothing should be regarded as odd or worthless 
of that which has been preserved in its songs and displayed before us in good faith. Therefore, 
we want all the collected genuine folk songs to be included in this comprehensive edition 
without picking out only the good ones or, to tell the truth, those which are close at the 
collector’s hand as it has happened so far. We are looking forward to the fullest possible 
edition. (Barons 1894, xi)

Šmits published only selected texts and avoided including all variants of song types 
that contained minor linguistic differences; his contribution to the completeness of 
representation was aimed at the full thematic encompassment of folk poetry at the 
motif level.

While using the rhetoric of inclusiveness, both folklorists did not conceal the fact 
that certain standards of authenticity and practices of selection and exclusion had been 
applied in the editorial process. Barons, in his introduction, frankly identifies the text 
types that he had found unsuitable for his edition:

Let it be known that not all of the aforementioned songs will be included in our edition. 
Firstly, the few obscene songs should not find their way into an edition dedicated to the 
public at large, regardless of their appeal to researchers as the songs of ancient rites to 
be sung at weddings and Midsummer night. Songs that are, unfortunately, found to be 
deliberately fabricated or composed in modern times will be simply put aside. Those which 
have been marred through misunderstanding will be used only in the case that they can 
be corrected with the help of variants . . . Also, among the people one can find a number 
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of widely disseminated longer love songs with incorrect, adulterated language and meter. 
Those are the sentimental and marred German ballads that our country girls once borrowed 
from the estate maidens, seduced especially by their new and strange melodies. They have 
their place in the history of culture but, in this edition we will use only some of them as 
examples. (Barons 1894, vii)

Two editorial principles regarding the text selection are revealed here. First, not all 
of the songs were considered equally appropriate for wide dissemination among the 
general public; this discrimination applied to erotic texts, which Barons thought should 
be reserved only for scholarly inquiry. Not as few as hinted in the editorial preface, they 
were published in a separate volume (Latvju dainas, volume VI, 1915, with 3822 texts) that 
was not openly marketed but was distributed by special order. Second, several groups 
of texts were discarded because they did not meet specific criteria of genuineness. For 
example, Barons mentions fabrications, loan texts, and songs of recent origin, but this 
listing does not account for all categories of texts excluded from Latvju dainas.

Šmits explicitly discusses only exclusion of fabrications; his introduction to Tautas 
dziesmas is mainly devoted to the principles he applied in correcting texts. Šmits’s 
somewhat looser criteria for text selection can be deduced from a short paragraph:

It has not been said that nowadays no folk songs are being composed. One thing is clear, 
though—they have not been disseminated enough in order to be documented by several 
collectors. They have not yet become genuine folk songs and could be left unpublished, but, 
for the sake of completeness, several have been included. As they are very few, a folklore 
expert will not be annoyed. (Šmits 1936, vii)

In reality, however, a folklore expert who is familiar with the Latvian folk song tradition 
represented in Barons’s edition is considerably ‘annoyed’ by Šmits’s volumes. Many of 
the songs published there surprise with their clumsiness; they bring to mind the well-
known truth that the regularity and smoothness of Latvju dainas do not come solely 
from the mouth of folk but also from Barons’s hand. Yet the texts were corrected not 
only by Barons but also by Šmits. Both admit this fact in the introductions of their 
respective editions; at the same time, however, they stress that ‘arbitrary corrections 
are not permissible’ (Barons, 1894, vii) and that texts should be ‘left the way they were 
recorded as precisely as possible’ (Šmits 1936, vii). In dealing with the editorial methods 
used by Barons and Šmits, one should keep in mind that between the folk singers and 
the compilers of publications there were folklore collectors and sometimes also text 
rewriters; thus, songs that reached the editors were several removes from the living 
tradition. Because the presence of these intermediaries entailed multiple possibilities 
for mishearing, misunderstanding, and making mistakes, it is understandable why the 
editors sought to eliminate obvious errors. This effort constituted a considerable part of 
the corrections made by Barons and Šmits.

Although the basic stances of both editors are similar, the results of their editorial 
work differ: Šmits’s edition contains more songs with metrical irregularities, more 
texts in dialect, and more songs that are longer than the quatrains preferred by Barons. 
Šmits’s somewhat looser editorial principles were noticed shortly after the appearance 
of the first volume; in an article that scrupulously examined his textual editing, Šmits 
was accused of including fabricated and distorted texts in his edition (Alunāns 1938). 
Barons’s more rigid methods of text editing, thoroughly analysed by Kārlis Arājs (1959; 
1985) and discussed by others (see Rudzitis 1994; Bendorfs 2000; Melne 2000), have 
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generally received positive evaluation, yet most authors conclude that Latvju dainas is ‘a 
normalized edition’ (Arājs 1959, 322; Vilks 1944, 111).

With regard to text selection, the songs on the pages of Tautas dziesmas, as compared 
with Latvju dainas, quite often prompt two opposite questions: is this a genuine folk song; 
and is it possible that this text was not available to Krišjānis Barons (assuming that Šmits 
published only texts not found in Latvju dainas)? While the first question is prompted by 
casual texts that, according to Šmits, probably ‘have not yet become genuine folk songs’, 
the second concerns popular songs, known and sung by the people but not found in 
Latvju dainas. For example, in Šmits’s edition we find the song ‘Three Sisters Went to the 
Forest’ in two different chapters (songs number 38,220 and number 37,518):

Treis muosiņas mežā guoja  Three sisters went to the forest
Maļnejūs smorodūs;    To pick blackcurrants;
Divi ūgu pīlaseja,     Two picked the berries,
Treša mežā nūstaigova,  The third got lost in the forest,
Kura mežā nūstaigova,  The one who got lost in the forest
Tuos miužami naredzēt.  Will never be seen again.

The text is represented by eight variants; since Šmits did not try to include all versions 
of the text available in the Archives collection, one may infer that the song was quite 
popular among the people. Today its popularity is confirmed by the eighth volume of the 
contemporary edition of Latvian folk songs, Latviešu tautasdziesmas (see note 2), which 
contains fifteen song types of ‘Three Sisters Went to the Forest’ (see songs number 
30,386–30,400) with more than one hundred variants. Is it possible that Barons had at his 
disposal only one quatrain which he placed in the chapter ‘Berries, Mushrooms, Nuts’ 
(song number 30,657)?

Trīs māsiņas ogās gāja,  Three sisters went for the berries,
Visas gāja melnicās.  All went for blueberries.
Div’ atnāca atpakaļ,  Two returned back,
Trešā ceļu nobludīja.  The third one lost her way.

These kinds of questions can be answered by examining Barons’s card catalogue cabinet 
of the song originals, called Dainu skapis (folk song cabinet),5 which contains not only 
published but also discarded texts (see Figure 1). This material shows that Barons had 
received ten longer texts of the ‘Three Sisters’, but he had excluded them from the 
publication.

Significantly different are the chapters of mythical songs of each edition. In Tautas 
dziesmas, Šmits included songs with Christian motifs, personages, and images: Jesus, 
Mary, angels, the Cross (e.g. song number 54,664, variant 1):

Jezeņš tak pa ceļeņu  Jesus walks along the road
Ašņuotom kuojeņom,  With his feet in blood,
O Jezu, Jezu,  Oh, Jesus, Jesus,
Ašņuotom kuojeņom.  With his feet in blood.
Svāta Muora pakaļ tak, Saint Mary runs after him
Ašņa lases laseidama;  Picking up the drops of blood;
Sasīn zeida pologā,  She wraps them up in a silk sheet,
Īnas Dīva bazneicā;  Brings them into God’s church;
Īnas Dīva bazneicā,  Brings them into God’s church,
Īlik Dīva šiupulī.  Puts them into God’s cradle.
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Barons, in contrast, discarded these types of texts, classifying them as a ‘Christian 
nightmare about Māra, her son etc.’ and, thereby, promoting the erroneous impression 
that the folk singing traditions and Christian religion were two strictly separated worlds. 
Dainu skapis contains several versions of ‘Jesus walks along the road’, together with 
twenty-nine other unpublished text types pertaining to the poetic expression of folk 
Christianity (see Arājs 1962, 24).

On the basis of these two examples illustrating Barons’s and Šmits’s text selection 
practices, we may conclude that a considerable part of the songs that are published in 
Šmits’s volumes as newly collected entries were already available to Barons, but that he 
deliberately omitted them from his publication. Thus, Latvju dainas and Tautas dziesmas 
are more than merely two complementary parts of the same project. The way each 
edition supplements the other is also an illustration of the different shapes a tradition 
can acquire in published form, depending on choices made by different compilers despite 
their shared objectives and basic principles.

Figure 1. Krišjānis Barons’s folk song cabinet, called Dainu skapis. Photograph by Didzis Grozs. Reproduced courtesy of 
the Archives of Latvian Folklore, Institute of Literature, Folklore, and Art, University of Latvia.
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Discarded Texts

Previous studies by Arājs (1962), Bērzkalne (1942), and Melne (2003) have already 
alluded to the incompleteness of Latvju dainas as a textual representation of folk singing 
traditions. There are several sources for the study of Barons’s text selection principles, 
his choices, his motives, and other considerations. Besides the explicit statements Barons 
gave in his introduction to the first volume of Latvju dainas and in an article published 
posthumously (Barons 1944), as well as in his correspondence with the co-editor Henrijs 
Visendorfs,6 one can find traces of Barons’s selective attitude toward the folk singing 
repertory even on the pages of published song texts. Consider, for example, song number 
15,822:

Aiz ko manim sirds sāpēja,  Why does my heart ache,
Aiz ko vaigi nobālēja?   Why do my cheeks grow pale?
Sirds sāpēja žēlabām,   My heart aches from grief,
Vaigi bāl asarām:   My cheeks grow pale from tears:
Redzu savu mīļu draugu  I see my beloved one
Pie laulības pievedam.  Being wedded.
Divi veda aiz rociņas,   Two escorted her,
Trešais nesa vainadziņu.  And the third carried her wreath.

This song is published with a limited reproduction of variants—only ten of thirty-four 
variants are printed verbatim, while the others are represented merely by a source 
index and characterized as ‘similar texts’ and ‘different variants’, a generally atypical 
editorial practice for Barons. Regarding this song type as belonging to the sentimental 
love songs, borrowed from the Germanized estate culture, Barons supplies the text with 
a critical comment: ‘NB. Although this song is widely known among the people, it is not 
a real, genuine Latvian folk song’. This comment reveals the assumption that circulation 
among the folk is not a sound criterion for defining the genuineness of a song; instead, 
it ascribes to the compiler/editor the authority to decide on the authenticity of folklore 
texts. Accordingly, the texts that Barons omitted from his publication constitute a 
heterogeneous body of material, part of which includes obvious mistakes and/or 
fabrications and the other part songs widely known and sung by the people.

A complete insight into Barons’s editorial laboratory is provided by Dainu skapis which 
consists of seventy drawers; sixty-five of them contain song texts, of which only fifty-
nine represent the material published in Latvju dainas. The remaining texts (18,085 cards) 
were kept as carefully as the ‘good’ ones; they were assigned numbers and classified. 
As already noted, a considerable amount of the discarded material consists of spurious 
compositions: folk song imitations and fabrications which only formally resemble the 
living tradition while their origin and functions are different.7 The quantity of this material 
is hardly surprising: Latvju dainas emerged in an epoch when the idea that Latvian folk 
songs were the remnants of an archaic mythological epic flourished. Accordingly, there 
were attempts to reconstruct this epic and produce new texts in order to enrich the 
folk tradition with new mythical personages and motifs. In the nineteenth century this 
was an internationally known practice (cf. Subačius 2008, 83). Also, composing poems 
in a folk-song style was a poetic fashion in Latvia at the end of the nineteenth century. 
In this process, numerous texts were created and passed on to the ‘reconstructors’ of 
the Latvian folk epic, students of mythology, and folklore collectors. These activities 
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not only evoked suspicion and criticism from contemporaries (see Sirmais 1892), but 
sometimes even led to public scandals.8 In his article titled ‘On the Sifting of Folk songs’, 
Barons identifies these kinds of texts as ‘artificial songs with a tendency or intention 
uncharacteristic of genuine f[olk] songs and therefore discardable’. He concedes that 
although some of them are quite enjoyable as individual compositions, they are not 
to be called folk songs (Barons 1944, 49–50). The discarded material of Dainu skapis 
contains folk song imitations by about ten authors of this sort (see Arājs 1962), the most 
notorious of whom is the poet Alksnis-Zundulis. In Latvju dainas, Barons published 444 
song texts, collected by him, but about eight hundred texts were discarded and classified 
as ‘Alksnis-Zundulis’s spoilages’. To the first song, which introduces the compartments 
of Alksnis-Zundulis’s texts, Barons added the following comment: ‘Almost all the f[olk] 
s[ongs] from Alksnis-Zund[ulis] are quite disfigured, spoiled by his own alterations and 
extensions’ (Figure 2a). Comments of this sort along with the taxonomic categories that 
Barons devised for the classification of the discarded texts reveal reasons that justified 
the editor’s choices. In the Dainu skapis drawers containing the excluded texts, we find 
compartments with labels such as these: ‘different leftovers’, ‘waste’, ‘absurd folk song 
concoctions and mixtures’, ‘newly fabricated songs’, and ‘questionable, spoiled and 
concocted songs about singing’ (Figure 2b).

While the exclusion of fabricated texts does not contradict the compilers’ striving 
towards a complete edition, the same cannot be said about the songs that circulated in 
the living tradition but, evidently, did not qualify as ‘real, genuine Latvian folk songs’, 
a concept to which Barons repeatedly refers in Latvju dainas. As already stated, the 
adjectives ‘real’ and ‘genuine’ were applied by him not only to distinguish fabrications 
from the living tradition, but also to discriminate between the parts of the tradition 
itself. Barons’s criteria of genuineness have to be considered in the context of the cultural 
political currents that surrounded folklore collecting in Latvia during the second half 
of the nineteenth century and in the intellectual context of romantic nationalism that 
associated folk poetry with the ideas of national distinctiveness, national solidarity, and 
the nation’s ancientness. The most influential was the Herderian idea of folk songs as 
expressions of a nation’s individual spirit or character; this concept generated a heated 
media debate, with more than forty articles published in the 1870s (see Bērziņa 1983). In 
this debate, activists of national awakening used the national particularity of folk songs 
as proof that Latvians formed a culturally distinct nation that could legitimately aspire to 
national independence. Their Baltic German adversaries, in turn, defended the opinion 
that lyrical folk songs of different nations were all the same and that their existence 
did not warrant any conclusions regarding a nation’s cultural distinctiveness and future 
prospects (see Ulmann 1877). This context explains Barons’s strategy of limiting Latvju 
dainas to specifically ‘genuine Latvian’ songs and excluding or not fully representing a 
number of text types that have international parallels or in which foreign influences can 
be detected. Into this category fell ‘borrowed false love songs’, presumably of German 
origin; Latvian versions of internationally known ballad-type songs (Bērzkalne 1942); 
longer game-songs that, according to Barons, were ‘borrowed from neighbouring 
nations’ (Arājs 1962, 25); and part of the song repertory of Latvians living in eastern and 
western border regions, which was informed by the singing traditions of their Lithuanian 
or Slavic neighbours (cf. discarded ‘Lithuanian songs’).
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By excluding these regional particularities, Barons’s editorial efforts also targeted 
material that contradicted the idea of folk songs being ‘a common possession of the 
whole of Latvia’. In a similar manner, Barons was reserved towards texts that dealt with 
geographically specific, clearly local phenomena. For example, the tradition in songs, 
quite widespread in Latvia, to tease local village inhabitants of particular homesteads 
by mentioning their names was omitted from Latvju dainas (see Melne 2003). Together 
with limited reproduction of songs in dialects in favour of the literary language,9 these 
editorial practices contributed to the forming of a unified national text that Latvju dainas 
was expected to manifest.

Barons’s text selection principles were also influenced by the high symbolic value 
attributed to the past within romantic nationalism and particularly by the romantic myth 
of a golden age with flourishing oral culture in each full-fledged nation’s prehistory.10 

Figure 2. Cover sheets of compartments, containing discarded texts, categorized by Barons as: (a)—‘Alksnis-Zundulis’s 
spoilages’; (b)—‘Different residues. Waste’. Photographs by the author.
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In order to support the claim that Latvian singing traditions constitute an ancient 
heritage from this period, they had to appear completely untouched by the flow of time 
and cultural change—hence Barons’s wish to eliminate texts with newer or historically 
datable poetic expressions that did not accord with his own vision of Latvian folk songs 
as ‘the inheritance from a remote, immemorial past’ (Barons 1894, iii). In this respect, 
several text groups were unwelcome and therefore discarded: songs with a traceable 
literary origin, ‘Christian nightmare’,11 and ‘newer recruit songs’.12 In classifying the 
discarded texts in Dainu skapis, Barons repeatedly used labels such as ‘new’, ‘of new age’, 
and ‘composed in modern times’ in order to demonstrate their inappropriateness.

Some texts were excluded without an explicitly stated reason (see Figure 3): for 
example, a number of children’s songs,13 and a couple of well-known drunkard song 
types. Presumably, not all of the discarded texts were regarded as completely invalid—
perhaps Barons had set them aside only temporarily, as implied by the label ‘Waste. (NB 
some probably usable later)’.

Conclusion

Several conclusions follow from the preceding discussion. The first concerns Latvju 
dainas and the supplementary Tautas dziesmas as an implementation of the idea of an all-
inclusive edition of an oral tradition. It has been the aim of this article to demonstrate 
that while the two editions, taken together, contain a massive corpus of published folk 
song texts, they nevertheless constitute an incomplete representation of Latvian singing 
traditions. They are incomplete, not in the sense that a part of the tradition has not 
been documented or that some of the texts have not reached the compilers. Such is 
invariably the case with folklore publications—folk knowledge is inexhaustible, it can 

Figure 3. Editorial marks Barons used to identify the texts to be excluded from publication. Photograph by the author.
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never be completely captured in print. Voluminous as they are, these two folk song 
editions present a deliberate text selection; as a result of the compilers’ choices, part of 
the tradition is moved to the foreground while another part is rendered residual.

Second, the text selection made by Barons was informed by the symbolic and cultural 
political role Latvju dainas had to perform. The edition had to serve as a testimony of 
national distinctiveness and the ancient roots of Latvian culture, as well as a proof of the 
unity of the emerging nation. The parts of the folk singing repertory that contradicted 
these ideas were excluded from the publication: texts that differed from the classical 
folk song canon, that exhibited cross-cultural influences or local particularities, or that 
contained evidence of historical change.

Third, Latvju dainas has established textual authority in representing Latvian singing 
traditions; Šmits’s attempts have only insignificantly extended the strict boundaries set 
by Barons. The model of textuality created by Barons has exerted a long-lasting influence 
in Latvian folkloristics with regard to both research and publication activities. The 
interests of Latvian folklorists have seldom reached beyond the classical body of texts 
to deal with newer layers of oral poetry such as revolutionary songs (see Greble, Kokare, 
and Vītoliņš 1957) or ziņģes [longer songs of literary origin] (Vīksna 1987; Sneibe 1988). 
Thus, a considerable part of folk singing repertory has lived its own life undisturbed by 
scholarly interest and poorly documented.14
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Notes
 1  Daina is a Lithuanian word for a folk song; before Barons’s edition it was rarely used in Latvian. Barons 

chose this word for the title in order to comply with the wish of his co-editor and sponsor Henrijs 
Visendorfs, who insisted that daina was an older word than dziesma (song) and had belonged to the 
common vocabulary of the Baltic languages before it disappeared from Latvian. With the publication of 
Latvju dainas, the word was introduced and is now used to denote both texts of Barons’s edition and folk 
songs in general.

 2  After a lengthy period of preparation, the first volume of Latviešu tautasdziesmas appeared in 1979, and the 
most recent one (the tenth) in 2013.

 3  Between Lavju dainas and Latviešu tautasdziesmas, there had been five extensive folk song editions. In 1922 
the second edition of Latvju dainas was issued, followed by two editions whose editors basically used the 
material published by Barons, but modified his classification system (Bērziņš 1928–32; Endzelīns and 
Klaustiņš 1928–32). The next edition, in contrast, was based on the texts collected by the Archives of 
Latvian Folklore and not published by Barons (Šmits 1936–39). After World War II, Barons’s and Šmits’s 
editions were joined into one publication, printed in Copenhagen (Švābe, Straubergs, and Hauzenberga-
Šturma 1952–56).

 4  In fact, it is a sub-chapter of the chapter with a similar but somewhat longer title, ‘Songs and Singing—A 
Nation’s Common Possession and Companion in Human Life’, which, in turn, is the first part of the main 
introductory chapter of Latvju dainas: ‘Of Songs and Singing’.
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 5  Dainu skapis was made by a German carpenter in Moscow according to Barons’s own design; since 1940 
it has been part of the collection of the Archives of Latvian Folklore. In 2001 Dainu skapis was included in 
the UNESCO’s Memory of the World register. In collaboration with the University of Latvia and Lursoft 
IT, an Internet-accessible database (www.dainuskapis.lv) has been created containing both the texts 
published in Latvju dainas and the scanned song originals of Dainu skapis.

 6  Some of the drafts of Barons’s letters are stored in Dainu skapis, along with the letters he received.

 7  The problem of folklore fabrications has a rather long history in Latvian folkloristics. The first articles 
attacking ‘fakelore’ appeared before the publication of Latvju dainas (see, for example, Sirmais 1892); 
subsequently, the problem was taken up by several authors (see Barons 1944; Ozols 1968; Arājs 1985).

 8  In the 1890s, a heated debate was provoked by the attempt of the poet Alksnis-Zundulis to prove the 
existence of a Latvian fire god, ‘Krēmars’, with the help of his own compositions imitating folk-song 
style. The debate continued throughout 1892 in the issues of the magazine Austrums and culminated in 
an investigation to find the folk singers whose songs Alksnis-Zundulis claimed to have transcribed. The 
search was unsuccessful, and in the twelfth issue of the magazine the editors concluded: ‘It is most likely 
that in Krēmars’s case, some mystification or even unforgivable lightmindedness in collecting folklore 
has taken place. We would not like to believe that a deliberate deception has been performed’ (Anon. 
1892, 483).

 9  Kārlis Arājs, in his analysis of Barons’s text editing methods (Arājs 1959), states that folk songs transcribed 
in a dialect were quite often ‘translated’ by Barons into literary language. Arājs also calls attention to 
conditions that help to explain why Barons did so: first, since folklore collectors rarely had enough 
linguistic knowledge to be able to reproduce dialects, these texts often contained spelling mistakes; 
second, the study of dialectal differences of the Latvian language in Barons’s time was in its initial stage, 
and thus there was no linguistic literature that Barons could have used in order to correct the texts in a 
way that preserved their dialectal features.

10  Published discourse in the second half of the nineteenth century abounded in romantic fantasies about 
the golden age when the Latvians lived in a period similar to that of the ancient Greeks—a time when 
nature itself was more favourable, with a ‘brighter sky, warmer sun, more fertile air’, when the Latvians 
were economically successful and spent all of their lives in continuous singing (see, for example, Kundziņš 
1869; Pumpurs 1873; Krogzemis 1879).

11  Fifty-eight song variants with Christian imagery and motifs.
12  About six hundred catalogue cards.
13  About 140 catalogue cards.
14  Lithuanian folklorists, in contrast, have paid attention to, for example, songs of literary origin, songs of 

World War I and other major historical events, and emigrant songs.
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