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Folk Songs and Mythical Elements

Naoko Otsuki”

According to the general understanding of myth, Greek myths are simple well known stories.
However, a general definition of the term holds that myths are stories about the life of a people and the
origins of natural phenomena, or an event made by supernatural beings. In this paper, using Claude
Lévi-Strauss’s original notion of the mytheme, I examine how such mythemes function in the field of folk
songs. I begin paper with an explanation of the mytheme, tracing how Lévi-Strauss was influenced by
Structuralist philosopher Roman Jakobson, and how he utilized mytheme in his study of myth. The concept
of the mytheme enabled him to demonstrate his view of mythical commonality. The mytheme notion also
enabled him to find similarities between myth and orchestral scores. To understand the meaning of any
given part, he argued, we have to see the whole of the work, rather than just a particular line. With these
ideas in mind, I examine several folk songs of Bob Dylan, and in the end discover many mythical elements
that correspond to Lévi-Strauss’s theories. Dylan’s lyrics contain within them a kind of mytheme. For
example, in his “Blowing in the Wind” (1965) there is mention of both “man” and “wind”— the one a
human subject and the other a natural phenomenon, each with its own mytheme. “A man” can walk and
stop freely, but “the wind” can only keep on blowing. This opposition leads us to another meaning implicit
in his lyrics. And such a function is the main topic in this paper, namely, that mythemes enable a secondary
(and arguably deeper) meaning to emerge out of the literally meaning. I conclude my paper with the
hypothesis that folk songs themselves are a kind of myth that contain within their lyrics numerous
instances of mythemes.
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of the semicivilized and of classical antiquity the

“In the non-revealed, non-dogmatic religions

folklore materials referred to usually take the form of
myths. A myth (from Greek mythos, word, speech) is an
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