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Key Terms 

Oral History Folklore 

Oral Tradition 

• Social Memory 

• Cultural Memory 

• Collective Memory 

Dominant/State 
memory 

Vernacular 
memory 

Post Memory 





Oral 
History 

(and) 
History 

❑ ‘All history is oral’ – New insight into Irish history 

❑A new ‘valued knowledge’

❑Helps understand the everyday experience of life 
in the past

❑Untapped sources of information 

❑ Putting ‘man’ back into history 



The Folklorist’s Anxiety

“History records that the distinguished Bishop Cormac O 
Cuileannáin, shortly after he ascended the throne of 
Munster about 900AD, compiled a glossary of old Irish 
words, which were then becoming obsolete”.    
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Listening to 
Silence 



'We said goodbye to them then – we all had a 
great night, and I myself was lonesome when 
the time came to say goodbye to the elderly 
woman … It is unlikely that I will ever see her 
again, this noble elderly woman who 
accurately inherited the ancestral knowledge 
of her kin – the stories and the old-world 
knowledge which she heard from the old 
people by the fireside when she was a young 
girl. There will never again be her likes in Loop 
Head – this Oisín after the Fianna.‘ 

• - Tágdh Ó Murchú



Oral History 
Collections 

and 
Archives 

• Mary Immaculate College 

• Waterways Ireland Oral History Project 

• Dublin Port Memory and Story Project 

• GAA Oral History Project 

• Military Archives Oral History Project

• Cork Folklore Project 



https://www.militaryarchives.ie/colle
ctions/online-collections/oral-
histories-project-20th-century

https://www.militaryarchives.ie/collections/online-collections/oral-histories-project-20th-century


https://www.gsrmacapturingourhistory.com/






Methods, 
Practice and 

Rules



The Good Collector 
“The good collector then should be an 
opportunist, ready to take advantage of 
every chance to reap his or her harvest of 
lore”. 

Seán Ó Suilleábháin

– Handbook of Irish Folklore 





Main 
Approaches 

LIFE STORY/CYCLE SUBJECT SPECIFIC 

MEMORY TRIGGER GROUP INTERVIEW 



I think I 
need a list of 
questions…



Semi-Structured/ 
Conversational 



Attention



Key Skills 

• Listen

• Hear

• Understand



Three Dimensions 

Person - Who they are, their background, any significant points of interest,

their interests, passions, known stories, characteristics or connections etc.

Place - Where they are from, what happened there, any significant

characters, historical events, folklore, traditions, customs, cultural phenomena,

places of interest etc.

Life - What is the approx. age of the person and what did they live through

during that life. Try to remember what was happening in Ireland when they

are at a certain age. I.e. if they are born in 1920, then at the age of 13 the

Economic War starts. At the age of 19, World War II starts and they are

probably married before electricity arrives in the 1950s etc. If born in 1940,

they were in their early twenties when John F. Kennedy was shot dead in

1963.



Getting ready 
for your 

interview

A4 HARD BACK COPY BOOK

THIS WILL BE YOUR 
FIELDWORK JOURNAL!  

WRITE NOTES AND MEMORY 
PROMPTS INTO YOUR 
FIELDWORK JOURNAL 

WRITE SHORT BIOGRAPHICAL 
NOTES PAGE

CLEAR KNOWLEDGE OF YOUR 
LINE OF ENQUIRY.

KEEP BIO NOTES TO HAND





The Fifty-Year Rule 

• Who is the interviewee?

• Who is the interviewer? 

• What project was it recorded for? 

• Where recorded? 

• Date recorded? 

• Anyone else in the room at the time of the 
recording? 

• That the interviewee consented to being 
recorded? 



Associative 
collection 

Photograph 
of 

interviewee 

Old 
associated 

photographs 

Items 
associated 

with 
interview 



Citing Oral 
Histories 

Provide sufficient information to lead the interested reader 
to the physical location of the cited source

• Archive/Collection 

• interviewer name

• place and date of interview

• type of interview material (i.e., audio cassette; open reel 
tape; compact disc, CD-ROM, DVD, transcript, etc.)

• Reference Code (if given)

• If different interviewer than author, specify

• If handwritten notes and not audio recording, specify 

• Hyperlink to website (if relevant) RECORD DATE OF 
ACCESS



Sample 
Citations of 
Oral History 

• Interview with Joe Bloggs, Gort, Co. Galway, 10 October 2020. 

• University of Gort Oral History Collection (UGOHC), UGOHC00201, Joe 
Michael Bloggs, interview by AN Other, 10 October 2020 in Gort, Co. 
Galway, (compact disk). 

• UGOHC, Bloggs, October 10, 2020.

• UGOHC, Joe Michael Bloggs, interview by AN Other, 10 October 2020 
in Gort, Co. Galway, (transcript), Ref. UGOHC_TC_00201, available 
online http://oralhistorycollection.gortuniversity.ie. 

• Bloggs, 10 October, 2020 (transcript). 

http://oralhistorycollection.gortuniversity.ie/


Observations in situ

'Ultimately, perhaps the greatest 
strength of narrative analysis, whatever 
its precise forms, is to encourage an 
acuter and more sensitive listening.’ 

- Paul Thompson

• visual clues

• aural clues

• linguistic clues 

• narrative structure

• silence 


