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Abstract

This research paper conducts a thorough comparative analysis into oral epics across diverse cultures, employing a comparative analytical
framework to explore their historical origins, cultural significance, and impact on cultural heritage preservation. Through a meticulous
examination of carefully selected oral epics from distinct societies, the paper aims to uncover the unique contributions of these narratives
in transmitting collective wisdom and shaping identity within diverse cultural contexts. The study begins by delving into the historical roots
of oral epics, revealing how these narratives emerged and thrived in societies lacking a writing system, necessitating reliance on oral
transmission. The paper seeks to illuminate the inherent dynamism and adaptability of oral epics as enduring vessels of cultural
expression. Furthermore, the research scrutinizes the cultural significance of oral epics, emphasizing their role in shaping and reinforcing
cultural identity. Characters within these epics are portrayed not merely as protagonists but as living embodiments of cultural ideals,
serving as archetypes resonating deeply with the collective consciousness of a community. This exploration provides a nuanced
understanding of how oral epics actively contribute to the preservation and perpetuation of cultural values and traditions. To strengthen
the study, a wealth of primary and secondary sources has been integrated. Primary sources comprise carefully selected oral epics from
diverse cultures, while secondary sources include scholarly works, analyses, and interpretations. This synthesis enriches the depth and
breadth of the research, providing a comprehensive perspective on the multifaceted dimensions of oral epics and their impact on cultural
heritage preservation.The research paper aims to contribute to the scholarly discourse on oral epics by offering a comparative analysis
that transcends cultural boundaries. Through an examination of historical roots, cultural significance, and the preservation of cultural
heritage, the paper seeks to shed light on the distinctive roles played by oral epics in transmitting the collective wisdom and identity of
diverse societies.
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Introduction

Oral epics represent a dynamic and vibrant form of
storytelling that has been transmitted orally from one
generation to another, embodying the essence of cultural
heritage. These narratives serve as living repositories of a
community's history, values, and traditions, evolving over
time as they are passed down through generations. The oral
transmission of these epics is deeply rooted in the historical
context of societies where a lack of a writing system
necessitated the use of oral means to preserve cultural
narratives. By exploring the historical roots and cultural
significance of oral epics, this research paper endeavors to
illuminate their pivotal role in safeguarding and conveying

the rich tapestry of traditions that define various societies.
Through a nuanced examination of these narratives, the
paper aims to underscore the unique contributions of oral
epics in shaping and perpetuating cultural identity, offering
insights into the profound ways in which they serve as
conduits for the collective wisdom and heritage of diverse
communities.

The historical roots of oral epics are deeply embedded
in ancient civilizations, particularly in societies where the
absence of a writing system compelled communities to rely
on oral means for the transmission of cultural narratives.
This inherent reliance on oral traditions can be observed in
notable examples from various corners of the ancient world.
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In ancient Greece, for instance, the Homeric epics,
attributed to the legendary poet Homer, namely the lliad and
the Odyssey, were passed down orally through generations
before being eventually transcribed. These epic poems,
recounting the Trojan War and the adventures of Odysseus,
stand as enduring examples of how oral storytelling served
as a primary mode of cultural expression in the absence of
a written medium.(Kovacs)

Similarly, in ancient India, the oral transmission of
cultural narratives is exemplified by epics like the
Mahabharata and Ramayana. These monumental works
not only served as repositories of mythological tales and
historical events but also played a pivotal role in shaping the
moral and philosophical fabric of Indian society. The
Mahabharata, in particular, with its diverse range of
characters and intricate plotlines, became a cornerstone for
conveying ethical principles and societal norms. In the
cradle of Mesopotamia, the Epic of Gilgamesh stands out
as another significant oral epic. In the absence of a written
script, this narrative was orally transmitted, recounting the
heroic exploits of Gilgamesh and Enkidu. Its themes of
mortality, friendship, and the quest for wisdom resonated
across generations, showcasing the enduring power of oral
traditions to encapsulate the essence of human experience.
These examples collectively emphasize the pivotal role of
oral transmission in preserving and disseminating cultural
heritage in ancient civilizations. The absence of a writing
system compelled communities to entrust their stories,
myths, and histories to the spoken word, illustrating the
dynamic and adaptive nature of oral epics as they traversed
through time and generations.

Oral epics play a crucial role in shaping cultural identity
by reinforcing shared values, traditions, and beliefs. The
characters within these epics often embody cultural ideals
and serve as archetypes that resonate with the collective
consciousness of a community (Lord). The Sundiata epic in
West Africa, for instance, celebrates the founding of the Mali
Empire and reflects the cultural values of the Mandinka
people (Niane).The importance of oral epics in shaping
cultural identity is deeply rooted in their capacity to
strengthen and perpetuate shared values, traditions, and
beliefs within a community. This assertion finds support in
the work of renowned scholar Albert B. Lord, who
emphasizes the pivotal role of oral epics as instrumental
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tools in the cultural development of societies. Lord's insights
provide a foundation for understanding how these narratives
become integral components in the construction and
maintenance of cultural identity.

Within the rich tapestry of oral epics, characters
transcend their individual roles and take on a profound
significance. As illuminated by scholar Ruth Finnegan,
characters within these epics evolve beyond mere
protagonists; they transform into living embodiments of
cultural ideals. These characters, then, serve as
archetypes—symbolic representations that resonate deeply
with the collective consciousness of a specific
community.(Finnegan). Lord's perspective on oral epics
emphasizes their dynamic nature in the cultural fabric.
These narratives, transmitted orally from one generation to
another, embody the living memory of a community. The
characters within these epics encapsulate not only the
stories being told but also the values and aspirations of the
society that perpetuates them. By embodying cultural
ideals, characters in oral epics become more than fictional
entities; they become cultural touchstones that individuals
within a community can identify with and rally around.

Finnegan's insights further underscore the nuanced
nature of this process. The resonance of archetypal
characters within oral epics goes beyond storytelling; it
permeates the collective consciousness of the community,
shaping its identity and influencing its understanding of
shared values. The characters become vessels through
which cultural ideals are conveyed, remembered, and
celebrated over time.In essence, the significance of oral
epics in shaping cultural identity lies in their ability to
transform characters into living symbols of cultural ideals.
As they are passed down orally, these narratives become
an integral part of a community's shared heritage,
reinforcing a sense of collective identity and preserving the
values that define them. The combination of Lord's
emphasis on the pivotal role of oral epics and Finnegan's
exploration of characters as cultural embodiments
contributes to a comprehensive understanding of how these
narratives actively contribute to the complex process of
cultural identity formation.

In West Africa, the Sundiata epic stands as a poignant
illustration of this phenomenon. Celebrating the founding of
the Mali Empire, the Sundiata epic holds a special place in
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the cultural heritage of the Mandinka people. The characters
within this epic, particularly Sundiata Keita, the legendary
founder of the Mali Empire, are not only historical figures but
also cultural symbols. Sundiata, through his triumphs and
challenges, embodies the virtues, principles, and
aspirations that define the cultural values of the Mandinka
people. The epic serves as more than a historical account;
it becomes a living repository of the Mandinka cultural
identity. Sundiata's journey and the characters surrounding
him become archetypal figures, representing bravery,
resilience, and the pursuit of justice. Through the oral
transmission of the Sundiata epic, these cultural ideals are
not just recounted but are actively reinforced and passed
down through generations.(Niane).

The communal act of storytelling, with its reliance on
oral traditions, creates a shared cultural memory that binds
individuals within a community. As the epic is retold and
reinterpreted by successive generations, it contributes to
the continuity of cultural identity. The characters and
narratives become touchstones for the community's values,
serving as a dynamic force that connects the past with the
present and guides the future. In this way, the Sundiata epic
exemplifies the broader role of oral epics in shaping cultural
identity. Through the art of storytelling, these narratives
become integral components of a community's self-
perception, fostering a sense of unity, continuity, and shared
purpose among its members. The oral transmission of
cultural values through epics becomes a powerful means by
which a community defines and sustains its identity over
time.

The comparative analysis of specific examples of oral
epics, such as the Finnish Kalevala by Elias Lonnrot,
provides a rich and nuanced exploration that uncovers
common themes while highlighting unique cultural
expressions within these oral traditions. This section is
crucial in expanding our understanding of the diverse ways
in which oral epics contribute to the preservation of cultural
heritage. The Finnish Kalevala stands as a prime example
of an oral epic that has been meticulously collected and
compiled by Elias Lonnrot. Through a comparative lens, we
can discern commonalities that link oral traditions across
different cultures. These shared elements may include
recurring motifs, archetypal characters, or thematic
undercurrents that traverse geographical and cultural
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boundaries. By identifying these common threads, we gain
insights into the universal aspects of human experience that
oral epics seek to encapsulate. (Lénnrot) Simultaneously, a
comparative analysis brings into focus the unique cultural
expressions embedded in each oral tradition. The Finnish
Kalevala, with its distinctive narrative structure and themes
rooted in Finnish mythology, offers a lens into the cultural
identity of the Finnish people. By closely examining the
specificities of the Kalevala, we can appreciate how oral
epics serve as mirrors reflecting the values, beliefs, and
cultural nuances of the communities from which they
emerge.

Comparative study enables scholars and readers alike
to draw connections between different oral traditions,
fostering a deeper understanding of the diverse ways in
which societies engage with and perpetuate their cultural
heritage. It allows for the identification of shared human
experiences while acknowledging the richness of cultural
diversity. Moreover, this section contributes to the broader
discourse on the significance of oral epics by showcasing
the adaptability of these narratives across cultures. It
emphasizes that while oral epics may differ in their cultural
contexts, languages, and mythologies, they share a
common purpose: the preservation and transmission of
cultural identity through storytelling. In essence, the
comparative analysis of oral epics serves as a bridge,
connecting cultures through shared themes and revealing
the unique aspects that make each tradition invaluable. This
approach fosters a nuanced and comprehensive
understanding of the role of oral epics in cultural heritage
preservation, emphasizing the universal and distinct
elements that contribute to the richness of our global cultural
tapestry.

Conclusion

Oral epics stand as dynamic and resilient vehicles for the
preservation of cultural heritage. By examining their
historical roots, cultural significance, and impact on
preservation, this paper highlights the enduring importance
of oral traditions in our global cultural landscape. Oral epics,
as dynamic and resilient forms of storytelling, play a pivotal
role in the preservation of cultural heritage, serving as
enduring vehicles that traverse through time, transcending
geographical and temporal boundaries. To fully appreciate
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their significance, it is essential to delve into their historical
roots, explore their cultural significance, and assess their
profound impact on the preservation of diverse cultural
heritages. This paper aims to underscore the enduring
importance of oral traditions in our global cultural landscape
through a comprehensive analysis of these dimensions.
Such oral epics considering their historical roots, cultural
significance, and impact on preservation reveals their
enduring importance in the global cultural landscape. These
dynamic and resilient narratives contribute to the rich
tapestry of human heritage, acting as conduits that bridge
the past with the present and safeguard the cultural legacy
for future generations. The study of oral traditions, therefore,
becomes not only a scholarly pursuit but a celebration of the
profound and lasting impact of storytelling in shaping the
diverse cultural landscapes of our interconnected world.

July 2023

E-ISSN: 2456-5571

References

1. Finnegan, Ruth. Oral Poetry: Its Nature, Significance,
and Social Context. Indiana University Press, 2012.

2. Homer. The lliad. Translated by Robert Fagles,
Penguin Books, 1998.

3. --. The Odyssey. Translated by Robert Fagles,
Penguin Books, 1999.

4. Kovacs, Maureen Gallery, editor. The Epic of
Gilgamesh. Stanford University Press, 1989.

5. Lord, Albert B. The Singer of Tales. Harvard University
Press, 2000.

6. Lonnrot, Elias. Kalevala. Translated by Keith Bosley,
Oxford University Press, 1989.

7. Niane, D. T. Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali. Translated
by G. D. Pickett, Longman, 2006.

104 |

Bodhi International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Science



