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Could you please tell us a little about your background? 

I’m in the first generation of baby boomers as I was born in 1946 in Milwaukee, right at the end of WW II.  My Dad’s family was French-Canadian and my Mom’s was English and German.  They had met during the war when my mom drove out to California from Wisconsin with friends who wanted to use her gas rations.  Family friends had told her to look up their youngest son, my Dad, who was stationed at a California naval base.  Well, she looked him up alright; they got married just a few months later before he shipped off to the South Pacific. They returned to Wisconsin shortly before I was born, then moved to Kansas City, Kansas when I was seven, and then to Colorado Springs, Colorado when I was thirteen and where my mother still lives. My Dad worked for AT&T, having started as a lineman when he was a teenager, and retiring as an executive. My Mom had a teaching degree, and taught at a Catholic elementary school in Colorado Springs for many years. She also received an M.A. in English Literature from Colorado College when she was in her 60s.

I’m the oldest of their six children, two girls and four boys.  It’s pretty clear that we were Roman Catholics.  I didn’t know for sure that my parents were Republicans for some years as we didn’t really talk about politics when I was growing up; all of us kids are Democrats though.  My husband teased my Dad once:  “Jim, what did you do right—raising six Democrats?”  My Dad quipped back with a twinkle in his eye, “What did I do wrong you mean.” 

As a child, what did you want to be when you grew up?

My mother was a great reader and passed that love of reading on to all her kids, particularly to my sister Linda and me.  I probably had a vague idea of being a teacher too, but having something to do with reading and literature in particular.  Teaching was one of the professions open to women when I was growing up.  After I read Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women and Little Men, either as a pre-teen or teenager, I wanted to be a writer like Jo and to marry a professor like she had.  It was only much later, after I read Peter Matthiesson’s At Play in the Fields of the Lord (and why that particular book I’m not sure), that I realized that I could be a professor myself.  I count myself lucky that I was a professor—and I married one too.

At the same time, I loved hearing stories and reading fairytales and ghost stories as a kid.  Both my Dad’s and Mom’s families were great ones for sitting around the dinner table, especially at Sunday dinners and at holidays feasts, telling family stories.  My maternal grandmother told us about teaching in a one-room schoolroom in rural Wisconsin where children were sewed up in their underwear for the winter, and boys nailed girls’ braids to the desks behind them.  My paternal grandmother told us one of the first ghost stories that I remember, one about a priest in Quebec who found a woman’s corpse in a coffin in the church who revived and asked his forgiveness before dying again; she had been a girl he had almost married before he decided to go to the seminary.  One of the first books I remember receiving for Christmas was Household and Children’s Tales by the Brothers Grimm. I guess that it’s no surprise that folk narrative theory and the connections between folklore and literature are two of my areas of interest.
What are some of your favorites? 

 I still haven’t been able to fill out those questions on my Facebook profile page!  But some of my favorite books are novels by Jane Austen, especially Emma, Persuasion and Pride and Prejudice, and novels by Howard Norman, who was a graduate student at the Folklore Institute for a time.  I’m reading his latest novel, What was Left the Daughter, now, and firmly believe that his work with Swampy Cree elders and Inuit peoples in Canada has influenced how he writes.  I like mysteries, especially the classics by Dorothy Sayers and Simenon as well as newer series.  I like indie films and have become addicted to Netflix since on leave. I just saw again “Italian for Beginners” and “The Secret Life of Words.”  As noted above, of course, I also like books on folklore genres, literature that incorporates folk materials well, and books on folklore studies and theory.
I like all food, unfortunately, especially Tex-Mex food in the Southwest, Middle Eastern specialties in Detroit, and Italian food generally as my husband Andrea is Italian-American and a good cook. Foodways are good! My three stepchildren Matteo, Ivana and Dante and their families cook well.  Our daughter Mia is into food too, having gotten an M.A. in food culture at a university in Parma, Italy and is just now getting a diploma in the Baking & Pastry Arts at a culinary institute in New York City. Since I have a fear of flying mindset, I was delighted to finally make it to Italy when Mia was a student there.  All my pictures show great monuments in the background and cups of cappuccino in the foreground.

Was there a person or group of persons who had a positive influence on your life story? Who was this and why?

Again, I find it hard to narrow it down as I think that many people helped and influenced me even more than I know. I’ve been influenced by a Japanese psychology called Morita in which a person learns gratitude for all who have helped her.  I will single out my mother for passing on her love or reading noted above and for assuming her daughters could do as much as her sons, and Linda Degh, a mentor at Indiana University, for shaping my interest in legend studies, but more on that below.

Was there a turning point in your life that led you to follow the path that you did? Otherwise, why did you decide to become so involved in the study of folklore?

I came of age in the 1960’s and was very much influenced by the times—in my political and philosophical views and in my academic interests.  I went to Colorado State University in Fort Collins, Colorado near the Wyoming border for my B.A. degree from 1964-1968, majoring in English but I took many anthropology classes and even a class in folklore where I first learned that you could get a degree in folklore studies.  Although the women’s movement was emerging among First Wave feminists and philosophers, there weren’t women’s studies courses per se at that time, at least not at Colorado State.  Gender issues were not on my mind, but I do remember one incident from those years.  CSU is a land grant college so that agriculture and veterinary medicine were two significant areas of study.  One woman, studying to be a large-animal veterinarian, told my roommates and me that women in her major had to maintain a higher grade point average than the men in her field to be taken seriously.  The inequity did not seem fair to me then (nor does it now).
Then I went to Columbia University in New York City for a M.S. in Library Service.  I came to the City in 1968, just as the student revolutions were happening all over the country, but particularly at Columbia.  I was not an activist per se, but I did walk in peace marches protesting the U.S. involvement in Vietnam, and met many young people, both American and foreign, who were very active politically in the years that I lived in the International House while a graduate student.  I worked for a Nigerian engineer, Wilson Udochuku Uwakaneme, who was collecting books for his country in the wake of a 1967 civil war there.  He told me many things about the Ibo people, especially highlighting that Ibo women were the entrepreneurs who had small businesses in the markets there, perhaps my first glimmer that gender roles could be culturally constructed.

I was a children’s librarian in the New York Public Library system from 1969-71, another profession open to women, where I had the good luck of working with Augusta Baker who later had the first chair in storytelling at the University of South Carolina.  As an African-American scholar, Baker studied ethnic stereotyping in children’s literature.  She had an eye-opening collection of “the worst children’s books on African-Americans,” housed in a beautiful old library in the South Bronx where I worked. African-American, Irish, Jewish, Puerto Rican patrons expanded my multicultural experiences in one of the poorest areas of the city.  The weekly library story hour became one of my favorite times as children, teenagers and some adults lined up to hear the folktales and fairy tales that were staples there.  I am proud to say that I gave a rousing rendition of “The Frog Prince” that teenage boys seemed to particularly like as I think that they identified with the frog that got the girl! I also had a job as a wandering storyteller one summer; I took a packet of books and walked through the housing projects in the Bronx, stopping whenever enough children wanted to hear a story or have a book read.  I began to hear better stories on the street, and that influenced my desire to return to graduate school in folk studies.

So I did come to the Folklore Institute (now the Department of Folklore & Ethnomusicology) at Indiana University in Bloomington in 1971 to begin the Ph.D. program.  It was a very heady time to be there.  The rise of Folklore Studies coincided with the hopes of the Great Society and the preparation for the 1976 Bicentennial celebrations among other social movements.  The faculty, staff and students worked together to understand and value everyday culture in my perhaps romanticized memory.  It was also the first time that women’s studies and folklore studies came together, best represented in the volume Women and Folklore, edited by Claire Farrer in 1975. One of the chapters in that book, Kay Stone’s “Things Walt Disney Never Told Us” was one of the first to show feminist recognition of gender bias in literary fairytales and their popular culture renderings in print and film, and remains one of the most read folklore articles to this day.  I completed my Folklore Ph.D. degree with a minor in Anthropology in 1977, just as I began teaching courses in Folklore in the English Department at Wayne State University in Detroit, MI as an assistant professor.  

I’ve taught at Wayne State University for 33 years, and am currently on long-term disability--which has given me a chance to reflect on my career interests here.  As the following questions relate to my areas of interest and research as a graduate student and associate professor, I’ll move to them now. 

You have done a lot of very interesting research and work on the story of the American murderess, Belle Gunness, often referred to as the “Lady Bluebeard”. How did you find out about this woman and her story and why did you decide to research it further?

My growing interest in women’s studies and folklore studies emerged in graduate school at IU when I began thinking about a dissertation topic in the mid 1970s.  I was interested in folk narratives, especially folktales, rumors and legends, through the work of Linda Degh, and in American regional and community studies through the work of Richard Dorson and Henry Glassie among others.  My interest in representations of women in literature and folklore was sparked by the new Women’s Studies program there under the directorship of Ellen Dwyer. 

Working as an archivist in the IU Folklore Archives and teaching students as a teaching assistant while I was a graduate student allowed me to read student ethnographic reports; many students from northern Indiana, from the city of La Porte in particular, did field research projects on Belle Gunness, a Norwegian immigrant believed to be one of the earliest modern women serial murderers in America.  La Porte residents were still talking about their “Lady Bluebeard” decades after the murders of her two husbands, many suitors and of her children and foster children came to light in 1908; La Porteans told students family stories, community legends, sang ballads and made references to plays and skits about “Dear Old Belle.”  So I proposed doing an extended field research trip to La Porte to do a community narrative study of this unruly woman based on this archival data.  I lived in the town for almost a year, 1975-76, interviewing over 200 people, some more in depth than others.  I also was lucky to get a job at the office of the local newspaper, The La Porte Herald Argus, where I was able to help organize the newspaper clipping room, most appropriately called a “morgue” in this case, and so read contemporary reports of the murders, court documents, and 70 years of articles thereafter.  Police photos, books written about the murderess and some letters Belle wrote to her victims were also available in the La Porte County Historical Museum and in private collections.  

The thesis of my 1977 dissertation was that community stories about Belle Gunness evolved in different ways, depending on who was talking and what historical events or contexts were occurring over the years.  For example, many of the older people I interviewed thought that Belle was a man and not a woman as she broke the boundaries of what they saw as appropriate for either gender.  She wore men’s clothes, had strength to butcher hogs (and men), never let women come to help her at childbirth so some inferred she had never given birth.  I presented a paper on her cross-dressing at a 2005 Hoosier Folklore Society conference on Masculinity & Folklore that explored some of these issues.  Another example of change in the stories has to do with how violence came to be perceived over time.  Court documents, earlier interviews done by crime writers and earlier books all focused on Belle Gunness being a poisoner as that was the m.o. of women who killed then.  And Belle apparently did drug her victims.  Later interviews from WWII on focused on her butchery, her dismemberment and burying of body parts on her property, and she did that too.  I explored some of those changes and their cultural contexts and performances in one of the special issues on Women and Violence in Signs:  Journal of Women and Society in 1983. (There is a link to this article provided below.)
I returned to La Porte for follow-up research in 1981.  The Signs article grew out of that visit as did the 1985 book, Belle Gunness, the Lady Bluebeard.  The book was a rewrite of the dissertation in that my thesis had changed; I attempted to build a case that community legends about Belle were indirect ways for residents to discuss changes that were going on in the town in the 70 years since the murders had taken place, many of them involving changes from traditional rural to more modern urban values that not all liked.   I had looked at some of these issues earlier in a 1978 Journal of the Folklore Institute article, arguing that stories about Belle signaled changes in neighborliness, and again in the chapter in the 1985 Women’s Folklore, Women’s Culture, arguing that expert male and female narrators related the murderess to other negatively-perceived women and so to the town’s deterioration.  I returned to La Porte most recently in 2008 when the town celebrated the 100th anniversary of their most infamous resident, to give a talk on my fieldwork experiences, noting that I learned much later that some of the townspeople had privately called me “Belle” also!   
What was the most interesting interview you had with someone who knew Belle Gunness? Why?

Again, as hard as ethnography can be, I have enjoyed interviewing many people over the years.  Since the La Porte research has been the focus up to now, I’ll finish this segment with one interesting interviewee.  Maxine Ray Ford, became a friend, almost a mentor, to me while I lived in La Porte.  She was in her mid-sixties and I in my late-twenties when I interviewed her a number of times over that year, but we were “in sympathy” with each other. She was a reporter for the local paper and helped get me a job there; her father had been a mayor of La Porte for many years so that she had heard his stories about events surrounding the serial murderer from the time that she was a small child, and had an “inside track.”  Her father had always felt that Belle Gunness did not die in the farmhouse fire of 1908, but had lured another woman to her home, had murdered and decapitated her, had killed her own three children, had set the home ablaze with the help of her handyman and then escaped.  His point of view, and so Maxine’s as well, was a dream for a folklorist interested in stories about heroes or villains living on…and on.  Her sense of humor, intelligence and storytelling style were really wonderful, and very probably influenced how I interpreted some of the events in La Porte.

It seems that every folklorist has a niche within folklore that they focus their research on. Is there a central theme that you focus on in your study of folklore? 
I was asked to write about my field research on legends for a special issue on oral literature and ethnography of a French journal, Cahiers de Litterature Oral, recently published. It’s called “Confessions of a Legend Hunter in the U.S.A.,”* and it briefly recalls and analyzes my publications in legend studies based on fieldwork for almost 40 years: 1972-2011.  In the process, I think it gives a pretty good idea of my niche within folklore, discussing almost all the research we’ve talked about as well as other studies about ethnic conflict and legendry, including how I see legends and women coming together.  

What that article didn’t discuss is my interest in folklore and literature, one of the favorite courses I taught at Wayne State over the years (ENG 5650 and ENG 7650).  Only one article represents that interest of mine and it’s connected to women’s studies also:  1998.  "Andrew Borden's Little Girl: Fairy-Tale Fragments in Angela Carter's 'The Fall River Axe Murders' and 'Lizzie's Tiger. "' Angela Carter and the Literary Fairy Tale. Ed. Cristina Bacchilega and Danielle Roemer. Spec. issue of Marvels and Tales: Journal of Fairy Tale Studies 12.1:192-212, also republished in book form in 2000.

That article also didn’t discuss an article and forthcoming book in which I have a chapter, growing out of an interdisciplinary research group at Wayne State, headed by gerontologist Ruth E. Ray, exploring archival data about elderly, destitute women in Detroit during the Great Depression.  In publications I’ll note below, co-writers and I looked at women who were literally haunted by their fears of going to the poor house as they had no support before Social Security was implemented in 1935:

Langlois, Janet, Thomas B. Jankowski, Mary Durocher and Elizabeth Chapleski. “’Otherwise Destined for Eloise’: Dread, Contentment, and the Public Alternative to Private ‘Relief’ in Old Age.” Special Section: Historical Perspectives on Older Women’s Struggle for “Security” in Old Age. Journal of Aging, Humanities and the Arts. 2:3-4 (July-December, 2008): 186-206.  

Langlois, Janet and Mary Durocher.  “’The Haunting Fear’: Narrative Burdens in the Great Depression.” Nobody’s Burden: Lessons from the Past in the Search for Old-Age Security, ed. Ruth E. Ray and Toni Colisanti.  Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, forthcoming 2011.

In Mothers’ Double Talk, you discuss variations of the story you entitle the “Inept Mother”, in which a mother inadvertently causes the death of her 2 or 3 young children. You were able to find, in folklore and by word of mouth, many variations of this story. Why do you think this story is so common amongst women? 
Strangely enough, I haven’t actually heard versions of that story again, although I heard it a lot in the late 1970s and 1980s when I did the field research for the 1993 publication in Feminist Messages:  Coding in Women’s Folk Culture.  (A Brothers Grimm scholar, Don Haase, was able to show me that versions of the story are quite old.)  I have kept notice, however, over the years, of newspaper accounts of mothers who kill their children, either by mistake or purposely, as I see those accounts as indications of the same type of storytelling.  I’d say that the story has been, is so common because motherhood as an institution is particularly hard on women and children in our culture (as well as others). See “Confessions,” pp. 187-89 discussed in question #10.

Excerpt from “Confessions of a Legend Hunter in the U.S.A.”:

“The project began … when a good friend Alice telephone me in 1978 from Colorado to tell me about a disturbing story she had heard twice (once in 1968, then in 1978 shortly before she called me) about a mother who had lost her children through her own incompetence. 

…When I formally interviewed her in 1988, Alice recalled her response the first time, “I remember feeling shock and horror and thinking how terrible that must have been and what a tragedy it was. And just thinking how awful that mother must have felt… and I believed this story absolutely.”

…In the second instance, Alice was a new mother with a baby boy herself in 1978, living and teaching in Albuquerque. … Teaching young children herself at the time of our interview, Alice no longer sympathized with the legendary mother but with the legendary child victims. She noted how their lives ended because their mother was linguistically and behaviorally inept, and she could not accept the maternal negligence of which the stories warned.

…In retrospect, I see that I worked very hard, perhaps too hard, in the interview situation itself to bring Alice back to sympathy with the overburdened mother in the legend I saw crushed by the very institution of motherhood. I had reasons for that advocacy. Personally, I was a new mother myself, and, professionally, I was motivated by the exciting combination of feminism and folklore re-energizing folklore studies. In the chapter, “Mother’s Double Talk,” published in Feminist Messages: Coding in Women’s Folk Culture in 1993, I re-examined Alice’s interview through various critical lenses including French and American feminist scholarship. In the process, I re-read Michael P. Carroll’s psychoanalytical study of “The Castrated Boy” Legend and applied it to versions of “The Inept Mother”, but suggested that the legend subtexts were not a resurgence of women’s penis envy reactivated by the women’s movements as he argued, but possibly a symbolic desire for women’s “getting even” in which boys become more like girls in a positive sense.”

(Taken from "Confessions of a Legend Hunter in the U.S.A."  Special Issue on Ethnographic Practices and Oral Literature /Pratiques d'enquete en littérature orale. Cahiers de Littérature Orale  No. 63/64 (2008): 185-99.)
I found that you did some of the first research on the popular game, Bloody Mary, in your article “Mary Whales, I believe in you”. Could you talk about what you found in your study? 

It’s the strangest thing that that article, written when I was a graduate student in 1978, has had a life on the Internet all its own up to the present.  If you Google “Bloody Mary,” you’ll see reference to it.  Many of the websites say that I wrote the story and ritual, and that I saw it as a way for girls to entertain themselves—both ideas wrong.  It’s still a popular game, then and now, and I think it had something to do with girls who felt powerless working out a way to feel powerful if only briefly.  Folklorist Alan Dundes saw it as a way for girls to express their fear of menstruation (for the record, I don’t agree with his interpretation, nor did he with mine!) See “Confessions,” pp. 185-87.  

Excerpt from “Confessions of a Legend Hunter in the U.S.A.”:

“[Gia, 12 years old] told me that she and a number of her friends at her elementary school in Indianapolis regularly called a spirit back in a mirror in the girls’ bathroom during recess and lunch breaks, and that the spirit they called back was that of a young woman they called Mary Whales who had been killed while hitchhiking on a major street near their school. 

…[I focused] on examining the relationship between the legendary origin stories students told about Mary Whales and their own personal experience narratives of calling her. I built a case that, as the hitchhiker killed by a truck moved from a passive to an active, albeit, malevolent position when called in the mirror, so did these students move from a more passive position to a more active one in the very act of calling her. Clearly, I was deeply influenced by structural models for evaluating myth and ritual, dominant at that time, rich in possibilities of validating narrative study on the abstract level of Langue.

…Young women transformed themselves ritually through actualizing narrative of another young woman, not so different from themselves, although spectral, in cultural settings that favored the active over the passive, a proto-feminist position that I would develop somewhat more fully in later research more performance oriented.”

(Taken from "Confessions of a Legend Hunter in the U.S.A."  Special Issue on Ethnographic Practices and Oral Literature /Pratiques d'enquete en littérature orale. Cahiers de Littérature Orale  No. 63/64 (2008): 185-99.)
You wrote articles on Belle Gunness, the Inept Mother, and Bloody Mary. It seems that you have focused on a more gruesome genre of  “women in folklore” stories. You have also done research on “Candyman”, the horror film. What influenced you to focus on scary, rather than the typical fairytale, story in folklore? 
You’re not the only person who has asked me that.   One of my oldest friends, after reading “Confessions,” asked me about the dark nature of these narratives.  I think it’s because the nature of legendry is often dark, whether horror, social conflict, the supernatural.  I’ve told students that legends seem to blossom in the cracks of social systems, highlighting the problems and the pain.  One of the reasons I researched “Candyman,” and gave a paper on it some years ago but didn’t finish that article, was because so many urban legends were woven into the script, the British director actually saying that he’d had to do some research on urban legends himself.  It’s also a film that uses urban legends to talk about race relations, and rumor and legends let you do that.  I’m an overly optimistic person usually, so imagine the study of these stories allows a balance.

What has been the proudest moment in your life? 

The proudest moment in my life—that’s another tough question—but I think it may have been once in 1995 and again in 2002 when I won a President’s Excellence in Teaching Award given annually at Wayne State.  There are many things I think that I should have done and didn’t do, but I have always loved teaching, ordering just the right books (students didn’t always agree), constructing syllabi, leading class discussions, mentoring students through field work, research papers and exams.  I had a mission to have students see that folklore studies mattered in the broader scheme of things.  I am one of those who believe that mastery of subject matter and the ability to think critically are two things that students should carry with them when classes end.

I taught folklore courses ranging from introductory to graduate level (sample syllabi are now part of the AFS Syllabus Project), but will mention ENG 5670 Topics in Folklore & Folklife course here in which I taught classes in women & folklore, later re-titled gender & vernacular culture, for some years.  An intriguing point I haven’t really explored is that, in the early years when the course was subtitled “Women & Folklore,” most of my students were women; when I changed the course subtitle to “Gender & Vernacular Culture” in the 1990s to correspond with gender courses in the English Department generally, my students were both men and women, usually evenly divided,  both literally in number and metaphorically in their disagreements!
Is there any research you are currently involved with? What are some of the goals you are still working towards?

Great question.  Yes, I am working on an ethnographic project studying accounts of mystical experiences in health-related situations, often at the end-of-life, begun in 2003.  I have been particularly interested in accounts of the return of the dead in near-death experiences (NDEs), deathbed visions (DBVs) and in bereavement narratives.  My project (short title: “Other Worlds”) has involved interviewing staff and volunteers at a local hospice as well as interviewing people in the general population who are willing to speak about what they experienced or witnessed.  I have given a number of papers on the topic, have mentioned the research briefly in “Confessions,” pp. 193-94, and hope to work on a book-length manuscript.  

There is a women and folklore component here too as so many hospice workers are women, and they make up the majority of persons I’ve interviewed.  I’m not sure of all the reasons I’ve begun this research, but it does expand that old interest of mine in ghost stories, but in a very concrete way.  Another mission I seem to have is to say that supernatural legends, and personal accounts of haunting and the dead, are not retreats from reality, but very powerful ways to talk about realities. There is a great amount of interdisciplinary research on these topics already, so I’m feeling my way to find what will be a contribution to the literature.  
What do you wish you’d known when you were younger? Is there any message you would like to give to those who are interested in your work and would like to study folklore further?

What a good question to ask someone 65, on long-term disability, possibly moving into retirement.  It’s a very reflective time anyway, as I have been looking back on what I did alright and what I might have done differently.  Now I wish that I’d worked harder at building the infrastructure for the study of folklore in my department; I get the impression that there are fewer folklore courses taught at the university level now than there were when I began teaching.  Certainly the folklore programs at Indiana University, Ohio State University and University of Wisconsin at Madison are thriving, but fewer folklore classes are taught overall.  It may be that folklore has been incorporated into literature and culture programs; certainly the study of literary fairytales is a growing force in foreign language departments and in elementary and secondary levels.  Public sector work is more and more important as well.

A message I’d give to younger scholars/researchers is that those interested in folklore studies in general, and in gender and folklore studies in particular, may have to be more inventive and creative in finding research and career opportunities, but that they should never give up their interest in everyday culture.  I still believe that their interest in folk studies will contribute to democratic concepts and so its importance.

Thank you, Dr. Langlois!
Links to Publications:

“Belle Gunness, the Lady Bluebeard: Symbolic Inversion in Verbal Art and American Culture.” Janet L. Langlois. Signs Vol. 8, No. 4 (Summer, 1983), pp. 617-634
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Belle Gunness: The Lady Bluebeard
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