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Abstract and Keywords

The afterlife of an archive determines what that archive was in the first place. In other 
words, the way an archive preserves, processes, analyzes, and circulates its holdings—or 
fails to do so—plays a central role in constituting not just the what of the archive (its on
tology) but also its when (the temporalities it contains and allows). In the 1930s, Milman 
Parry, a scholar of Homeric epic, traveled to the former Yugoslavia to collect oral poetry 
from the area, hoping to use this contemporary tradition to think about the feasibility of 
epic song—and specifically the Iliad and Odyssey—as an oral tradition more broadly. 
Parry’s student, Albert Lord, published their findings on the topic, creating a massive re
thinking of poetry and literature more generally. But the archive they created through 
their audio recordings in Yugoslavia, recorded on aluminum discs, wire spools, and reel-
to-reel tape, served for decades as a kind of necessary proof of their findings, but not an 
archive that allowed for significant new research. In the past decade, however, a number 
of family members of the singers who had recorded for Parry have begun to contact the 
archive seeking information about recordings in the archive. This contact has led not only 
to meaningful encounters between these families and the archive but also to small but 
significant expansions in the archive’s holdings through a kind of genealogical ethnogra
phy of the archive itself and its multiple, simultaneous (and often divergent) histories.

Keywords: oral poetry, song, Bosnia-Herzegovina, archive, Milman Parry, audio recording

The voices of the dead speak in uncanny ways, preserved by various technologies mediat
ing between past and present.1 In his posthumous book on oral tradition and the Internet, 
John Miles Foley describes an experience with a broken link on a multimedia website he 
had created to explore the oral poetry of Halil Bajgorić, a singer from the town of Stolac, 
located today in Bosnia-Herzegovina. After describing his media-rich project on Bajgorić’s 
song The Wedding of Mustajbey’s Son Bećirbey, Foley recounts:

One day, quite out of the ether, I received an email from a certain Ćamil Bajgorić, 
who pronounced himself interested in reading [the online poem]. It seems he’d 
discovered an online reference to the eEdition while surfing, and was contacting 
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me because the URL wasn’t working…. Now as a rule, broken links are a depend
able source of embarrassment, but in this instance the reported malfunction 
turned out to be a stroke of good luck…. Why? Because Ćamil went on to mention 
that the guslar (or epic singer) Halil Bajgorić, the performer of the epic he wanted 
to read and hear, was none other than his own grandfather! He wanted to read 
and hear the story, of course, but part of his motivation was also, shall we say, ge
nealogical.

(Foley 2012, 141)

Foley uses this exchange to explore the rich parallels between the “pathways” of oral tra
dition (OT) and information technology (IT): the grandfather in the anecdote, Halil, “him
self preliterate, composed his epic without the cognitive prosthesis of the page,” while his 
grandson Ćamil, a “book- and computer-literate resident of Michigan” had in turn “sought 
to attend that performance via the virtual reality of the Internet” (142). Foley finds it sig
nificant that the analog medium of the book, or “the culturally sanctioned vehicle—never 
figured in the interface between grandfather and grandson” until he mailed a copy to 
Ćamil (142).

Reading over Foley’s shoulder, as it were, we might see other pathways in this anecdote: 
pathways of the archive, of diaspora, and of temporality. In this chapter, I echo Foley in 
positioning these issues at the faultlines of digitization—the moment when the analog is 
rendered almost-immaterial—but I do so not to erase the analog but rather to suggest its 
perpetual intertwining with the digital. Like Foley, I draw on the history and archives of 
the Milman Parry Collection of Oral Literature, an archive comprising poems from south
eastern Europe and especially the former Yugoslavia that have been inscribed in a num
ber of different ways: as written texts, as sound recordings on various media, and even as 
photographs. I undertake a sonic archaeology of this archive and particularly what I call 
its afterlife, or the complex web of technologically mediated and in-person encounters it 
has generated some eighty years after its creation. The ongoing returns, recursions, and 
repatriations that have marked its history continue today, shaped all the more by the dias
pora from Bosnia (and other parts of the former Yugoslavia) since the wars of the 1990s. I 
focus on two case studies to show, somewhat paradoxically, that precisely because global 
flows of people and media have destabilized traditional geographical ideas of a homeland 
(i.e., patria) and bounded cultural heritage, repatriation becomes ever more vital. In addi
tion, the ongoing flow of people and media associated with this archive similarly destabi
lizes the archive itself, as well as certain theories of archive—in particular, the otherwise 
illuminating field of media archaeology. These theories of archives and archaeology have 
all too often failed to account adequately for questions of power in archival transactions, 
questions that become increasingly visible (and pressing) in the case of the Milman Parry 
Collection in light of the transnational flows of archival materials and people between the 
former Yugoslavia and the United States.

In other words, repatriation calls attention to the uncertain stability of archival projects. 
This uncertainty pervades not only because repatriation means that objects may continue 



After the Archive: An Archaeology of Bosnian Voices

Page 3 of 21

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Cambridge University Library; date: 09 September 2019

to move in or out of archives well after those archives have been established, cataloged, 
and made public; repatriation also unsettles the archive by pointing to the precarity of its 
formation and the social, political, and technological conditions that produced the 
archive. As the examples here show, the disintegration of the basic political entities on 
one end of the Parry Collection’s production—the former Yugoslavia—makes it difficult to 
know where the patria of repatriation is in the first place: should materials be sent (back) 
to Serbia or Bosnia? To Texas or some less easily delineated online public? Conversely, 
repatriation also underscores the cultural stability and political hegemony the United 
States enjoys, which makes the archive’s history after collection rather uneventful by 
comparison. Repatriation is not only a process of returning archival holdings but also a 
kind of critique of the entire archival venture. At the same time, the transfer of these 
holdings in one direction or another (i.e., collecting or repatriating) is a process saturated 
in technologies whose affordances are also highly contingent. In the case of the Milman 
Parry Collection, without a custom-made sound recorder (discussed later), these epic 
songs could not have been recorded in full, a process that produced not just a large 
repository of recordings but also a kind of imaginary repertoire in the archive that far ex
ceeded any singer’s individual repertoire. Similarly, without the specific affordances of 
the Internet, any act of repatriation would have required choosing particular destinations 
(again, the question of which patria).

Central to my discussion here, then, is the very idea of archive: what constitutes an 
archive, and especially a sound archive? What kinds of power dynamics emerge from it 
and inflect the knowledge produced from its holdings? And how can the life of an archive 
be narrated to account for these broader exigencies? Acts of repatriation, while apparent
ly subsequent to the formation and definition of the archive and its scope, will play a criti
cal role in addressing these questions of power and ontology. Drawing on theories of 
archives and temporality, I suggest here that what comes after the archive, especially in
cluding acts of repatriation (or decisions not to do so), requires users and curators to re
think what a particular archive is, what it contains, and how those contents interact with 
the world beyond the archive. Ultimately, I argue that the afterlife of an archive demands 
repatriation, not only as an act of cultural remuneration—a kind of belated payment for 
the artifacts in question—but also (even for the most self-interested of archives) as a 
means for self-explication. Precisely after the archive, and especially through acts of repa
triation, we begin to understand its meaning in the world.

While I draw here on several more recent theories of archives and afterness (Derrida 
1996, Richter 2011, Ernst 2015), two key publications bookending the 1960s set the tone 
for addressing these questions in the context of the Milman Parry Collection: Albert 
Lord’s 1960 The Singer of Tales (reissued in 2000 with a CD-ROM of audiovisual archival 
materials), and Michel Foucault’s 1969 L’archéologie du savoir, or The Archaeology of 
Knowledge (published in English 1972). The former articulates theory about oral utter
ances based on this particular archive, the latter articulates theory about archives based 
on general reflections about archives. In short, Lord was the student of Milman Parry, the 
archive’s namesake, and his book draws on the holdings of the Milman Parry Collection to 
theorize about the nature of oral poetry. The archive serves as the source material for a 
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broader theory of speech, song, and other discourse. Foucault, in turn, is particularly in
terested not in making theories out of archival holdings, but in theorizing more broadly 
what archives themselves do. An archive is not a set of texts or even institutions, but 
rather “a system of discursivity, in the enunciative possibilities and impossibilities that it 
lays down” (1972, 129). Archives are sites of cultural power, not only collecting utter
ances but also creating rules for those utterances. Archival theory since Foucault has fol
lowed at least two major directions: one, among historians and anthropologists, observing 
actual archives and their legacies; the other, among theorists and media scholars, ad
dressing the technological and processual dimensions that set into motion and then per
petuate archives’ cultural power.2 The life history of the Milman Parry Collection and its 
repatriations bring both those strands together again, showing the particular social, tech
nological, and political contingencies of archive-making and maintenance as well as the 
possibilities for actively combatting the inertia of archival power through repatriation. 
Again, this process of repatriation, while apparently a geographical gesture, is just as 
much a temporal and ontological act of rethinking and remaking the archive.

When and Where Is the Archive?
The story of the Milman Parry Collection is often told—not incorrectly—as a geographical 
narrative, marked by a constant flow of people, machines, and recorded media between 
the United States and the former Yugoslavia. Milman Parry, as is well known, was a schol
ar of Homeric epic with interests in their genesis and poetics.3 After completing his doc
toral studies at the Sorbonne, he returned to the United States and soon thereafter began 
teaching Classics at Harvard University. In 1933, following up on the urgings of mentors 
and colleagues at the Sorbonne (particularly the linguist Antoine Meillet and the Slavist/
ethnographer Matthias Murko), Parry spent a summer in Yugoslavia, studying a living tra
dition of epic song. Among the singers he met at that time was Nikola Vujnović, a literate 
singer who would become his principal assistant in the field. He made arrangements to 
return for the academic year 1934–1935 (including summers), during which time he 
recorded thousands of epic and lyric songs with an eye to carrying out a comparative 
study of how epic singers in Yugoslavia learned and performed their repertoire of songs. 
Parry died shortly after his return to the United States in December 1935, after which 
time the massive collection was turned over to his former student and assistant, Albert 
Lord.

The archive’s history becomes more complex yet equally fascinating in its own right as an 
archival constellation after this initial period of recording—of inscription, broadly, since 
Parry was recording audio but also taking down large numbers of texts by dictation or 
“autograph” (having singers write them themselves), as well as photographing singers 
and on at least one occasion, filming as well. A web of relations emerged, spanning the 
archive at Harvard, American scholars (especially Homerists), and oral poets and schol
ars in Yugoslavia as well as the surrounding countries. The trans-Atlantic flows of people 
and media that emerged included some of these notable highlights: return trips by Albert 
Lord to Albania (1937), Yugoslavia, and especially Macedonia (1950, 1951, accompanied 
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by Miloš Velimirović), and then again repeatedly in the 1960s, with emphasis on Bulgaria 
(accompanied by David Bynum); the invitation of field assistants and other colleagues 
from Europe to aid in archival transcription (or reinscription in a different medium), in
cluding Parry’s assistant, Nikola Vujnović (1937–1938), the Hungarian composer/ethno
musicologist Béla Bartók (beginning in spring 1940), Lord’s assistant from the 1950s 
trips, Miloš Velimirović, who would remain in the United States to pursue a career in mu
sicology; and publications by figures such as Zlatan Čolaković, a prodigious scholar and 
Fulbright stipendist at Harvard (1984–1988), whose publications in the two decades be
fore his death in 2009 renewed scholarly interest in the archive, especially in the former 
Yugoslavia (e.g., Čolaković 1992). The flow of media that circulated with and around these 
people is less well documented, but in many ways represents the central process at work 
in the narratives that follow.

These movements of individuals overlay on broader movements and cultural shifts: World 
War II, for example, not only reconfigured much of Yugoslav culture and politics but also 
necessitated Albert Lord’s service in the navy, slowing down his work on the archive; it 
precipitated Béla Bartók’s exile to the United States, where he would die shortly after the 
war’s end in 1945; and it also led to the death of Parry’s assistant, Nikola Vujnović, who 
went missing during the war. The large-scale migrations that have taken place since the 
wars and political upheaval in the former Yugoslavia, especially in Bosnia (1992–1995), 
have similarly shifted the terrain from which this collection was recorded. Any attempt to 
clearly delineate the archive as “here” and the field/recording site as “there” loses coher
ence quickly.

Going further, however, in the case studies that follow, I suggest that the fundamental 
question here is one of time rather than place: not where is the archive or homeland, but 
when? The art historian Gerhard Richter has argued for the importance of afterness, the 
unique ontological and epistemological status that comes with following something, a 
state in which the thing-following-after haunts and reshapes the thing itself (2011). What 
he writes about museums readily applies to archives: “What is a museum [or archive] oth
er than the concretized space in which the after is staged in particular and ever-shifting 
relations to social, historical, and aesthetics-political force fields of associations, expecta
tions, and imbrications? (11). Instead, the museum or archive becomes a site not so much 
of memory but of reading and reconsidering implicit ideas of temporality. Afterness is 
haunted by but also haunts that which preceded it in an ongoing feedback loop. Jacques 
Derrida argued that archives are similarly made up not so much by what they contain but 
by future responses to them, an idea he calls (somewhat opaquely) the “archivable con
cept of the archive” (his italics), which points always already to the future: “It is a ques
tion of the future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a 
promise and of a responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to know what that 
will have meant, we will only know in times to come. Perhaps” (36). The archive then be
comes something that always precedes us, that entails a future obligation on its users and 
curators in the (never-ending?) process of its becoming-an-archive. This afterlife of re
sponsibilities encompasses the geographical shifts and contingencies of migrations and 
other movements, calling for a certain curation, or caring-for-the-soul, of the mediations 
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between disc and voice, between individual and place, between cultures. But in that fu
ture obligation also lies the possibility for understanding what the archive had already 
been. We will only know the archive in times to come—specifically, in times of repatria
tion.

The Parry Collection as Media: A Brief Archae
ology
If an archive like the Parry Collection entails a particular kind of temporality, such tempo
rality is produced in large degree through an array of technologies that document and af
fix sung performance. Even before Parry left Yugoslavia in late summer 1935, he was al
ready transcribing material he had. This is clear from the archive itself, in particular 
through the pričanje interviews conducted with epic singers. Parry and Vujnović ask ques
tions about particular words in the poems that had been recorded, suggesting they were 
likely listening back through them. (Perhaps Parry was taking notes through the course of 
performance instead of, or in addition to, relistening; Béla Bartók seemed to think that 
Parry was not doing any transcription, cf. Bartók 1942.) In any case, one of the central 
challenges that emerged after the return from Yugoslavia in 1935—and one that every 
archivist knows—is the need for systematic and almost incessant copying, or more pre
cisely transferring, from one medium to another. This transfer took a variety of forms dur
ing the early decades of the Parry Collection (aluminum disc copied to duplicate alu
minum disc, or transcribed to paper notebook or musical manuscript paper; later wire 
spool copied to tape, or transcribed to various paper formats, etc.) and continues to cur
rent efforts to digitize the recordings. Such multimedia inscription and proliferation is, 
again, an integral part of this archive, but likely part of most archives, especially those in
volving time-based media that may have a limited shelf-life.

Parry’s approach to the question of duplication and inscription in the field was, again, ac
tive and multifaceted. He relied on multiple modes of inscribing songs in the field: record
ing audio, as described thus far; taking down dictations of poems from singers in person 
(the working method used by previous scholars like the turn-of-the-century collector, Lu
ka Marjanović); collecting dictations at a distance through proxies (Kosta Hörmann’s 
method, and also the method used to gather most women’s lyric songs, cf. Vidan 2003); or 
even having literate singers write their own “autograph manuscripts.” This heteroge
neous corpus of “texts” or “songs”—neither term adequately covers the entirety of this 
material—augmented the already heterogeneous documentation from Parry’s 1933 trip, 
for which he used a parlograph, an early dictation machine that recorded to cylinders 
(Elmer 2013, 342). Adding to this, as mentioned earlier, Parry also took photographs and 
collected various objects, including a series of picture postcards. While the postcards and 
many of the photos bear little information about the actual performances in question, 
some of the photos show singers in what looks like a posed performance, while a few 
show the actual recording process. (One of these—of Jusuf Smajić, discussed later—is of 
particular importance to the question of copies and family-mediated sharing.)


