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Ju lian  K rzyżanow ski

The Cultural Background 
o f  Folk Tales

T heoretical and  prac tica l studies on  the folk tale, a ttem pts a t 
ou tlin ing  its history  o r  a t least explain ing its specific features, have 
a ttached  great significance to those elem ents w hich p roduce  im pressions 
o f  the o ld  o r even very o ld  tim es. Early studen ts o f  the tale from  
ab o u t the m id-19th cen tury  tried  to uncover in it relics o f  prim eval 
beliefs as well as elem ents o f  m ythology, and  w hat is m ore, they 
even considered the tale to  be p ro d u c t o f  o ld  m yths which survived 
in environm ents o f  different cultures. A n th ropo log ists  explained some 
com ponen ts o f  it by referring to beliefs and  custom s o f  the prinji- 
tive peoples and  th a t is why certa in  studies on  the tale used such 
term s as to tem , tab o o , exogam y etc. A rchaeologists, on the o ther 
hand , linked glass m oun ta in s w ith the existence o f  o ld  fortified settle
m ents and  ram p arts ; studen ts o f  ancien t legal system s accentuated  
such m atters as kinds o f  pun ishm en t m eted o u t to  the crim inal 
characters: in fairy-tales they were condem ned t"  the stake, m utila tion  
by harrow s o r tearing  ap a rt by horses. By m eans o f  an th ropologic , 
archaeologic and e thnograph ic  d a ta  one tried to answ er such in tri
guing questions as w here and  w hen the tale (know n today as the 
folk tale) was born , how  old it is and  w hat its orig ins were. These 
questions will be dealt with in the follow ing ch ap te r bu t if we wi^h to 
take  a possibly objective stand  in respect o f  a num ber o f  divergent 
a ttem pts at explain ing them  it is necessary to  have a closer look at 
the rela tionsh ip  betw een the folk tale and  its cu ltu ra l background  
as well as at the function  o f  those elem ents o f  the tale which are 
distinctly  different from  th a t b ack g ro u n d  as som eth ing  divergent and 
undoub ted ly  o lder.
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The folk tale, alive in a m ilieu in which it has a function  
analogical to th a t o f  w ritten  lite ra tu re  in o th e r social s tra ta  recrea
tes by its very natu re  in a certa in  way elem ents o f  sp iritual, social 
and m aterial cu ltures o f  its environm ent. T hus, in regions w ith rich 
trad itio n s o f  church life we com e across num erous religious legends 
and  ta les; it can  be observed in the m aterials collected by O skar 
K olberg  and  his successors in the C racow  region. In  P om eran ia  the 
especially rich in this respect area  is the region o f  C hm ielno , and  
in Silesia —Piekary. In m ounta in  areas where b rigands plied their trad e  
for centuries —in Podhale , P odkarpacie , Silesian Beskid o r  in the 
Św iętokrzyskie M ts—the w orld o f  b rigandish  adven tu res c rops ou t 
in diverse form s while in the m ining regions, o ld  and  new ones, one 
is o ften  struck by specific cycles o f  tales related  to the do m in an t 
form  o f  m aking  a living there.

In the K ashub ian  area, w here un til recently black a rm s o f  
a w indm ill p laced on  a high fo u n d a tio n  were a fixed item  o f  the 
lan d scap e—we com e across innum erable  tales ab o u t m illing; in o th e r 
parts  o f  the land  the devil is caugh t in a vise bu t here he is 
placed on  a m illstone and  subjected to milling. In teresting  are the 
varia tions o f  the K ash u b ian  “B elfagor,” in which the curing o f  a  po s
sessed w om an was replaced with the fixing o f  a b roken  dow n mill. 
U ndoubted ly , the trem endous p opu larity  o f  the “T hree S p inners” tale 
(A T 501*) in the C ash u b ian  area, which in o th e r parts o f  P o land  oc
curs very rarely, can  be accounted  for by the local cond ition , m an u 
facturing  o f  linen, yarn  and  clo th  in th a t region.

N ot all o f  these elem ents are equally  lasting, as evidenced clearly 
by social phenom ena harassing  the ru ra l life in the past and  now  
pushed into obliv ion. In  tales recorded  ca. 1870 in Silesia by Lucjan 
M alinow ski and  in the P odkarpacie  tales som e tw enty years o lder 
we com e across num erous references to the long-term  m ilitary service. 
H eater o f  hell’s kettle (A T 475) especially adds fuel to fire the 
cau ld ron  in which his officers are fried ; in the Spirit in Blue Light 
(A T 562), in a varian t from  B ochnia, the hero  o rders a genius to 
flog higher ranks, and  in the tale ab o u t the resurrection  o f  the 
“T reacherous W ife” (A T 612) aversion o f  a soldier to a severe 
non-com m issioned officer o r an officer becom es an  im p o rtan t factor. 
These elem ents d isappear entirely  from  varian ts to ld  by younger

* All abbreviations refer to the Arne —T hom pson system atics o f  folk tales. See 
also K rzyżan ow sk ie explanation to be found on pp. 144— 148 o f  this volum e.
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story-tellers, who had never been in service for such long periods. 
T he sam e is true  with reference to  serfdom , very m uch alive in 
those territo ries w here tha t in stitu tion  existed. In a tale about 
“G ifts o f  the N o rth  W ind" (A T 563), o r ra th e r in its variants, the 
recipient o f gifts loses magic objects and  recovers them  later, bu t the 
o lder versions end  with the hero spending his gold to buy him self 
ou t o f  serfdom . In a tale abou t “A H u sband  Persecuted because o f 
his B eautiful W ife” (A T 465A) in the o ldest Polish varian ts the 
persecu to r ap p ears  in the person o f  the land lo rd  helped by a villai- 
neous stew ard. F rom  newer varian ts the serfdom  background  has 
com pletely  d isappeared . Sim ilarly, in A. G lin sk i’s text o r in the Bielo- 
russian  varian ts  o f  Division o f  a Prize  (A T 1610) the scene is set at 
a m an o r where the m aster com m ands haiduks and  has the right to 
o rd e r flogging but in its newer form s the setting is the royal court 
because serfdom  has already  been fo rgo tten . P articu larly  interesting 
from  this p o in t o f  view is an allegorical tale abou t a “ Bridge to 
the O th er W o rld ” (A T 471). T he hero jou rney ing  across the beyond 
m eets w ith a series o f  strange developm ents and  he can grasp their
sense only when in heaven or after his re tu rn  to the earth . The
allegorical im ages present diverse kinds o f  ru ra l sinners, we have 
a careless priest o r a land lo rd  who cheats the peasan ts a t the d istri
b u tio n  o f  the land . T he characteristic  thing, how ever, is the absence 
o f  any m arked  social accents; in a re la ted  p lot o f  “T hree  H airs from  
D evil's B eard” (A T 461) appears only once an evil stew ard condem 
ned to  to rtu res  in hell. C onsequently , reverberations o f  social re la
tions are so p o o r in o u r folk tales that they are hardly discer
nible, h istory in its im personal but generally felt form  has not been
reflected here.

A partia l exp lanation  o f  this phenom enon  com es from  studying 
the quan tita tive ly  rich category o f  tales based on  beliefs regarded to 
be a specially significant dom ain  since they form  an obvious and 
clear link betw een the folk tale and  the system o f  beliefs and 
views inheren t to  the ru ra l milieu. In these tales we encoun ter
plenty  o f  dem ons both  favourab le  and  hostile to m an, hags and
w itches, lam ias o f  bo th  sexes, n igh tm ares, wild w om en, dw arfs, 
w ater-and-cloud  spirits. They en ter into perm anen t con tac t with m an, 
m ake his life easier o r m ore difficult, depending  on  his ability  to
ad o p t an ap p ro p ria te  a ttitu d e  tow ards them .

T he d istinctive feature  o f  the en tire  pandem onium  o f  folk tales is
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th a t the sam e p roperties are ascribed to  different c rea tu res in 
different regions. It is possible to see, a lthough  n o t w ithou t d if
ficulties, th a t a tale ab o u t “T he Princes in the S h ro u d ” (A T 307), 
liberated  from  the spell by a soldier h id ing in the cho ir stalls, the 
a lta r o r the pu lp it, has sim ilar varian ts ab o u t ghostly  m asons, who 
clim b a pile o f  coffins to  reach the daring  m an w atching their exploits 
(Polish T  307*), o r  the characteristic  C racow  versions in w hich hags 
try  to flush a boy from  a big bow l u n d er the chu rch  ceiling 
because, after all, the sets o f  im ages o f  lam ias, specters and  b lood  
sucking w itches are so close to  one a n o th e r th a t they m ay get 
confused. B ut the story  is different w hen we have tales a b o u t ch an 
gelings. In  those areas th a t are fam iliar w ith the n o tio n  o f  evil 
dwarflings (krasni^ta) — K ashub ia , P om eran ia , Silesia an d  G rea t P o 
la n d —and  w here the dw artnngs are re la ted  to  m any diverse events, 
we com e across a very com m on  tale ab o u t a changeling, w hich 
can  be recognized by certa in  specific features. W hen a m o th er w ants 
to get her ow n child  back  she beats the found ling  an d  then  the 
dw arflings take the changeling aw ay an d  re tu rn  the h um an  baby. 
But there are vast areas o f  P o land  w here the concept o f  dw arflings 
does no t exist and  their function  is fulfilled there by o th e r dem ons, 
especially wild w om en to  w hom  one a ttr ib u tes  lo t o f  o th e r features 
as well.

The m otifs discussed so far appear as beliefs o r  as tales based  on  
them ; a com m only  know n tale ab o u t “D evil’s M idw ife” (Polish 
T 504) bears only  a story-like character. A t an  inv ita tion  from  
a to ad  a p o o r girl goes to  the underw orld  as a  m idw ife o f  a dem onic 
creatu re. Before re tu rn in g  she is given a prize, a handfu l o f  rubbish , 
w hich she brings to  the w orld  in all o r  in p a r t on ly  to see th a t the 
seem ing rubb ish  is gold. A t tim es a tale has a  significant epilogue, 
particu larly  often  in the K ashub ian  area. A girl w ho in spite o f  
p roh ib itions o r  by accident ru b b ed  her eye w ith a b ab y ’s b a thw ater 
perceived w ith this eye a dem onic c rea tu re  a t a  m arket. W hen asked 
which eye it is, she po in ts  to  it and  im m ediately  the eye is gone. In 
the K ashub ian  area this dem onic c rea tu re  is an  evil dw arfling 
(krasnie); in o th e r places it is a  m ischievous spirit (cloud m an), else
w h ere—ju st a  devil. O nce again , in the fram ew ork  o f  an  identical 
narra tive  schem e, in the identical verbal com position  different co n 
ten ts ap p ear depending  o n  the ch arac ter o f  beliefs fam iliar in the area 
a given version com es from .
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The sam e can  be said ab o u t an  anecdote  ab o u t a  “W ater sp irit” 
(Polish T 4060). A peasan t is lying in am bush  to catch  a trespasser 
in a  m eadow  and  suddenly he sees a kelpie (wodnik) busy with 
m ak ing  in a m oonligh t a pa ir o f  shoes fo r him self. H e w allops 
the spirit w ith a stick. T he stup id  dem on th inks th a t the beating  com es 
from  the m oon  and  with a shou t “Y ou should  ra th e r shine than  
b e a t!” he throw s him self in to  the w ater. T he kelpie, how ever, is 
no t a  fixed item  here ; in m ost o f  o th e r fam iliar varian ts  the function  
is taken  over by o th e r w ater-and-cloud  spirits, o r  a t tim es, ju s t 
by a devil.

In  hum o ro u s stories ab o u t a silly m onster and  a sm art m an  —such 
like the flushing o u t o f  the m ill devil by a G ypsy the Bear C atcher 
(Polish  T  957, cf. A T  957), the squeezing o f  the devil in a  vise 
(A T 650 and  A T  1159), the chasing  aw ay o f  a  devil caugh t by an 
o ld  hag in a bast loop  etc. —there  are  n o t only  dem onic figures, the 
w ater spirit o r the devil, b u t also, as in the last tw o plots, ju s t a bear, 
one th a t has the gift o f  speech, a com m on p roperty  o f  anim als in 
fables. O nce again  we observe here  the phenom enon  m entioned  above. 
W hen the stru c tu ra l p a tte rn  o f  a given p lo t is n o t changed  a t all o r 
partia lly  only, the belief s tra tu m  is changeable, the dem onic p a rtn e r 
o f  m an bears all k inds o f  nam es, the co n stan t elem ent is only  his 
function  in the p lo t and  its partic ip a tio n  in the action . T h a t case 
deserves even m ore a tten tio n  because the belief s tra tu m  m ay d isappear 
an d  very o ften  it does so in the life o f  a social g roup , b u t in 
general it is alw ays som ething m ore du rab le  than  social system  pheno
m ena and  historical institu tions. A g randson  at the end o f  the 19th 
cen tury  was a to ta l stranger to the experience o f  his g randfa ther, 
who was a serf and  served in the arm y fo r seven o r twelve 
years, b u t the system  o f  beliefs in existence o f  w ater-and-cloud  
spirits, kelpies o r hellhags was still com m on  to  b o th  o f  them .

This is n o t an  exclusive fea tu re  o f  o u r  fo lklore. M entions have 
been m ade earlier ab o u t the legend in w hich G o d  (Jesus C hrist, 
St. Peter) rew ards a hosp itab le  p o o r w om an while punish ing  her 
greedy neighbour. T he tale is know n from  C hina , w here the sam e 
event, i.e. m u ltip lication  o f  linen in the hands o f  the hosp itab le  
w om an and  w ater carry ing  by the unhosp itab le  one are  ascribed to 
god  Fo (i.e. B uddha); in a  re la ted  fable by P hedra , going back  to 
the early years o f  o u r  era, the god bears the nam e o f  M ercurius

Such instances, and  m any m ore o f  them  cou ld  be quo ted  here,
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cast a special light on the natu re  o f  the tale m otifs and  their function 
in plots. C onsequently , the m atter calls for a m ore detailed  d iscus
sion..

In the fabu lar m o tif we can see clearly tw o aspects: reific and 
verbal, con ten tua l and  form al. T he con ten t o f  a m o tif  is an event 
know n to the n a rra to r, a situation  tha t happened  o r happens, a custom  
com prehensib le to him  and  his listeners, som e belief, a view fam iliar 
to all. a social a rrangem ent. M ischief w rought by a village trickster, 
c lerk 's frauds, a ju st verdict by a ruler, in tervention  o f  a superna tu ra l 
being, the w rong follow ing from  the system  o f  slavery o r serfdom , 
etc. etc.. build  the con ten t aspects o f  the m otifs. The con ten t acquires 
a certain  form al aspect and  its expression is a verbal arrangem en t, 
easy to rem em ber and to repeat, a sym bol com posed  o f  im ages and 
w ords. R elationsh ip  betw een these two aspects is qu ite  unusual, 
nam ely, the form al one is m ore lasting than  the reific; an event 
passes by. a social system vanishes, a belief dies o u t o r  is up roo ted  
by o thers while the im age-w ord sym bol, particu larly  when given an 
invariable form ula, a verse form , lasts and  survives over a m uch longer 
period o f  time.

A pplying the fo rm ula  o f  the m o tif s truc tu re  M  =  [a +  b), in 
which the constan t factor is the first m em ber con ta in ing  the s to ry ’s 
m otivation while the o th er is m ultiform ed and  decisive for the 
life o f  the p lo t, we can say that in the fu rther developm ent o f  the 
plot this invariable elem ent ia) may undergo transfo rm ations, reduction  
o r may even vanish and  yet the m o tif con tinues to  exist for som e tim e. 
A significant illustration  o f  this process is the h istory  o f  a tale 
about a “T reasure U nravelled by D ogs” (Polish T  691), know n 
in variants territorially  quite  d istant from  one ano ther, and recorded 
in Slovinia (W est K ashubia) and  near W adowice. In bo th  varian ts 
a m an witnesses the burying o f  a treasure , he overhears the m agic 
form ula which says that the m oney can only  be collected by som eone 
who will use a plough pulled by four black cocks (am ong Slo- 
vinians) o r by six black dogs (W adow ice), the w itness carries ou t 
the ap p ro p ria te  o p era tion  and  takes aw ay the treasure  trove. N one 
o f  the quo ted  varian ts explains why the m agic fo rm ula  sounds 
strange, why the p lough m ust be pulled by birds o r dogs, black 
ones, to boot. An exp lanation  can be found  in the classical dom ain  
o f  tales ab o u t enchanted  trea su re s—in the brigand  fo lk lore o f  the
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T a tra  M ts. A lthough an au then tic  varian t o f  T  691 from  that region 
is no t available we know  its poetic rep roduction  in a Z akopane 
tale to ld  in verse form  by M aciej Szukiewicz. There, the condition 
for uncovering the treasure  is to “plough it ou t with seven colts from 
one m are bo rn  on  the sam e day and having the sam e co lour and 
size.” A solution is found  by a young shepherd  who m akes a m in ia
tu re  p lough from  the dw arf m ounta in  pine, a ttaches seven chickens 
to it and  thus collects the m oney. In all likelihood it is the initial 
version d isto rted  in later versions o f  the p lo t. T he prim e m otif, 
a puzzle difficult to solve, passed into obliv ion bu t the plot survived 
because the puzzle was replaced with an idea, illegitim ate, to be sure, 
bu t a ttrac tive  in its uniqueness, an  idea b rough t in from  the second 
p a rt o f  the m otif, from  the very so lu tion . A nd finally, in place o f 
ingenuity  there is a factor com m on to all fa iry -ta les—good luck, 
accidental overhearing  o f  a m agic form ula.

O ne should  add  th a t the p e rm u ta tio n  o f  the m o tif is not excep 
tional am ong language creations. In th a t dom ain  the form al aspect 
m any a tim e lasts ou t the con ten t, also in the field o f  trad itional 
phenom ena. T his is proved by som e proverbs, which at least are 
no th in g  bu t im age-w ord sym bols o f  certain  events and circulate 
till the present a lthough  the event has been long forgotten . So we 
say “T he soap deal o f  Z ab ło ck i” a lthough  we do not know who 
Z abłocki was and w hat was his business concerning soap. A nd in cases 
such as “He ju m p ed  o u t like a ffilip' from  a patch  o f  hem p” 
only  a com parative exegesis explains that ffilip' m eans a hare. O r still 
an o th e r one “T he w ord has been u ttered  and  the m are is at the 
fence.” O nly the discovery o f  a b roken  link betw een the proverb  
and  a forgotten  anecdote  can account for the reific sense o f  the 
given sym bol. The sam e goes for various sw ear-w ords. The form ulas 
used now adays m eant som ething in the past bu t with the passing 
o f  tim e their initial sense to tally  evapora ted  while a set o f  w ords has 
survived useful as a m eans o f  expressing strong  but vague em otions, 
as a sign o f  aston ishm ent as well as d isconten t, pain o r joy . R ather 
m ild expletives such as “ Burn him six tim es!” ' “ Pal go sześć” ) or 
“G ive him to the h an g m an ” i "D aj go k a tu ” ) may serve as exam ples 
o f  th is category. Born in to rtu re  cham bers they are alive today, 
a lthough  institu tions tha t gave them  b irth  belong to the past. We 
cou ld  con tinue along that line and  using the m aterial from  the
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history  o f  w ords prove how  m any live expressions are there  in 
every language even though  their literal values have faded aw ay 
because their reific aspect is buried  deep in the past.

F rom  these rem arks on  the na tu re  o f  m o tif im p o rtan t consequences 
follow  as regards the understand ing  o f  the essence o f  the p lot. 
If  we call a set o f  m otifs a p lo t then the form er descrip tion  
m ust be m ade precise: the p lo t is a set o f  m otifs in w hich the 
form al aspect dom inates the con ten t to such an  ex ten t th a t a t 
tim es it fully m asks the d isappearance o f  the la tter, so m uch so 
th a t the p lo t canno t be possibly ascribed to any given location , 
linked w ith any specific cu ltu ra l area  since real features o f  th a t area  
have been to ta lly  ob literated .

Before draw ing final conclusions from  such a sta tem ent one  m ust 
pose a question : w hat helps p lo ts and  m otifs to survive and  w hether 
indeed their links to specific cu ltu ra l m ilieux have been radically  
b roken?  Even a priori one can give a negative answ er since everyday 
experience indicates th a t certa in  events are repeated , th a t this o r  th a t 
s ituation  is to be found  today  as it could  be found  years before 
in the life o f  an  ind iv idual; th a t these situa tions were also know n 
to o th er individuals cen turies ago as all k inds o f  h istorical docum ents 
prove. A classical exam ple here is the a lready discussed E gyptian  
anecdote re la ted  by W ężyk, which recreates the p lo t o f  “A ch ik a r.” 
[...]
[The au th o r recalls here a narrative by a Polish traveller W ładysław  
W ężyk, who recorded  in 1839 in Egypt the A T 922A tale as a real 
event. T hen he quotes from  con tem porary  press rep o rts  som e o th er 
narratives, e.g. A T  939 and  A T  1275.]

O ne could  quo te  a dozen o r so o f  sim ilar exam ples, o r even 
several scores o f  them , and  yet all o f  them  w ould  belong to the 
sam e category o f  crim inal, terrifying o r com ical repetitive events. 
Every lawyer conducting  an investigation know s to w hat an extent 
certain  situational stereotypes accom pany certa in  crim es; every reader 
o f  police reports  in press will notice how  certa in  s tan d ard  tricks 
w ork w hen city slicks con  naive ru ra l visitors and  how  these “deals” 
produce the sam e effects all the tim e, be it the selling o f  “T sa r’s 
d iam o n d s” o r  p re tend ing  to be an im po rtan t person, a “co n su l,” 
o r o ther sim ilar tricks. D oes it happen  so because every case develops 
here spontaneously  and  independently  o r does im itation  play a consi
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derab le  role here, regardless w hether induced by listening to stories, 
reading abou t it o r w hat have you? It is im possible to tell. It 
is sufficient to notice tha t certa in , highly charged with dynam ism  
life situa tions repeat them selves over cen turies in diverse social groups 
and that they m ake a factual equivalent o f  tale m otifs, which 
give such situations ti-'' r j n o f  an  im age-w ord sym bol. T he same 
goes for num erous belief tales, including religious ones. Reading 
ca talogues o f  m iracles o r series o f  stories ab o u t tem pta tions experien
ced by m onks and nuns, be it in T ebaida  o r am ong residents o f  
the 14th- and  15th-century m onasteries, we can  see som e m onotony , 
an overhelm ing p a rt o f  the m iracles are perfo rm ed  precisely according 
to one  and  the sam e p a t te rn : tem pters ap p ear alw ays a t the sam e time, 
in the sam e form  and  w ith sim ilar proposals.

A nd w hat conclusions can be d raw n from  these considerations? 
Som etim e ago, som ew here a s itua tion  occurred  finding its reflection 
in a tale m o tif  and  every now  and  then  it could  repeat itself and  
even recurr periodically . Som eone was a victim  o f  a trick or 
a  trickster: a  soldier o r an  im m igran t died from  the hands o f  
their close relatives o r m et such relatives in a dive where they 
had  no t expected to  be a t a ll; som ew here a “m irac le” occurred , 
a paraly tic  was m ade healthy  again , o r a person  considered dead 
was b ro u g h t to life; som ew here and  som etim e an  individual with 
a specific psychological struc tu re  was subjected to  tem ptations, had 
con tac ts  w ith the devil, pa id  for this vo lun tary  to rtu res  o r was 
accused o f  casting  spells, was condem ned  to the stake. O w ing to  such 
and  sim ilar situations tale m otifs developed and  grew pop u lar thus 
leading to  the fo rm ation  o f  orig ins o f  tale plots.

B ut does it em brace all o f  them ? C erta in ly  not. A m ong the 
g roups into which the en tire  m ateria l o f  folk tales can  be divided 
there are tw o, which can n o t be accounted  for by life situa tions: 
the an im al fables and , above all, the fairy-tales. Theoretically  this 
difficulty can be overcom e, even w ith ease. Let us suppose th a t the 
tale ab o u t “U rvasi,” a  w inged wife ru nn ing  aw ay from  her husband , 
appears in a m ilieu w here the m o tif  o f  possessing wings is as com m on 
as to d a y ’s m o tif  o f  flying by p lane, o r  the fable ab o u t a snake o r 
a fox tu rns up  in a g roup  o f  hum ans in which a talk ing  anim al 
is as na tu ra l and  com prehensib le  as the ta lk ing  box know n by us as 
the rad io  set. T his supposition  stem s directly  from  the character
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o f  the folk tale, basis o f  w hich is com m onness, ab ility  o f  m igra tion  
and life in hum an environm ents at tim es very d is tan t in tim e and  
place.

The tale ab o u t the “ M onster B ridegroom ” (A T 425A ) in o u r 
Polish circum stances strikes us with exotism  follow ing b o th  from  
the very situation  and  from  lack o f  m otivation  fo r forces deciding 
ab o u t the course o f  events. But if we take  a loo k  a t its o ldest 
varian t, the fam ous A puleius fabula  o f  the 2nd cen tu ry  A .D ., the 
exotic elem ents d isappear. T he husband-m onster is A m or w hose d i
vine pow er enables and  facilitates the peregrinations and  searchings 
o r quests o f  his wife; the source o f  difficulties Psyche m eets on 
her way is the anger o f  an o th e r deity —offended Ju n o . T he princess 
in taken  in her quest to  H ades, which to the reader o f  the “G olden  
A ss” was m ore vivid and  know n m ore precisely th an  H ell is fo r 
to d ay ’s read ing  public. Psyche, after having found  h er lost husband , 
settles in the residence o f gods w inning eternal youth  and  im m o rta l
ity by d rink ing  the po tion  given her by H ebe. A ltogether, a charm ing  
tale reveals itself to us today  as a set o f  form al m otifs, separated  
from  life, devoid o f  reific conten ts. W hen transfe rred  in to  a m ilieu 
w here we find it for the first tim e, the tale changes, its m otifs 
swell w ith juices o f  reality  and  the fairy land  w onderfu lness so fan 
tastic and  conven tional appears as real, deriving from  an  en tire  
system o f  beliefs foreign to us now bu t at th a t tim e qu ite  norm al 
and  com m on if no t ju s t p lain . In this way we arrive a t a hom eland  
o f  a  given plo t, a t a m ilieu in which it seems to be a perfectly 
norm al p roduct, a t least norm al to the sam e degree to w hich this can  
be observed in sim ilar w orks from  the tim es o f  L afon taine, reflecting 
the classical cu ltu re  o f  the Louis X IV th  period . W e know  A pu le ius’ 
tale no t only from  his lite ra ry ’ version b u t also from  fo lk  trad itio n  
o f  different coun tries and  thus we assum e the existence o f  th a t 
trad itio n  also in the hom eland  o f  a  gifted A frican  w riter. C an  we 
consider on  this g round  N o rth  A frica the b irthp lace  o f  the tale 
ab o u t A m or and  Psyche, o r  was th a t region only a m ore  favourab le  
place than  ou rs  for developm ent and  acclim atization?

Even if we go back fifteen hundred  years before A puleius, we 
shall face the sam e questions and  d o ub ts. They a re  p rovided  by 
the fam ous tale ab o u t “Tw o B ro thers” found  in an  E gyptian  papyrus 
o f  the m id-13th  cen tury  B.C. [...]
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T he E gyptian tale is w oven from  m otifs alive even to d ay ; we 
have there an accusation  o f  an innocent young m an by a lecherous 
w om an charg ing  with an  a ttem p t a t her v irtue —and  this rem inds us 
o f  the biblical Jo sep h ; than  a cow  gives a w arn ing  to  the accused — 
as in the tale abou t “T he S tepdaugh ter and  a B ullock” (Polish 
T  511 =  A T ); a signal abo u t b ro th e r’s d ea th ; the ruffled liquid 
(A T 300), and  finally, the adven tu res o f  the husband  reborn  as an 
anim al and  a tree to take revenge on  the treacherous wife 'A T  590A 
=  Polish T  568) —all these being b o th  cu ltu ra l and  m agic m otifs. 
W ere the la tter m otifs an in tegral com p o n en t o f  religious beliefs o f 
E gyptians three and  a ha lf thousand  years ago? Egyptology canno t 
provide a sure answ er yet there is no d o u b t th a t in those tim es they 
were m uch m ore natu ra l than  they are for us today , the m ore so that 
the elder b ro ther, A nup , bears the nam e o f  a w ell-know n deity.

Sum m ing up, we can determ ine several issues very significant 
in term s o f  the cu ltu ra l background  o f  the tale bu t considerably  
different from  the com m on views in this respect. It tu rned  ou t tha t 
the only  lasting elem ent o f  the tale is the p lo t and  a sequepce o f 
events and  not beliefs o r o th er fac to rs justify ing  such a sequence. 
A dven tures o f  A puleius’ Psyche o r o f  A nup  from  the Egyptian tale 
repeat them selves, con tinue  to last till the presen t tim e as adventures 
o f  an anonym ous princess o r an anonym ous you th  so it is im pos
sible to figure o u t that the fo rm er in “G o lden  A ss” was under care o f  
her divine husband  while the la tte r, ju d g in g  by his ow n nam e, was 
divine by natu re  o f  his orig ins. T he belief and  religion elem ents have 
d isappeared  com pletely and  their d isappearence explains the pre
viously stressed fact th a t in the tale o f  today  fan tasy  com es w ithout 
any justification . It also becom es clear in m any instances the belief 
fac to rs are  a variable depending  on  an  env ironm ent from  which the 
given tale orig inates. T he belief fac to rs are  no t as lasting  as they seem. 
Equally  fragile are the cu ltu ra l and  social fac to rs; a quick look on 
serfdom  or long-term  m ilitary  service proved  th a t w ithin the span o f  
one  o r tw o generations the m em ory o f  o u td a ted  institu tions fades 
away.

C an  it, therefore, be surm ised th a t in the folk tale survived at 
least residues o f  ancien t institu tions, custom s and  beliefs tha t we 
recover today  in life o f  p rim itive peoples? A p ap er on  this issue by 
a H ungarian  scholar A. Solym ossy raises som e serious doubts. Its
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title is The Pre-logical Thought and M iraculous E lem ents in Folk Tales 
and  it m ain ta ins th a t till now  the tale show s a sizable adm ix tu re  
o f  p rim ord ia l th in k in g —the. pre-logical an d  p re-m ythological, th a t is. 
H ere belong such m otifs as the follow ing: 1) the b leeding o f  a knife 
o r  o f  a  body  o f  w ater signalling a m isfortune (death) o f  a  p erso n  far 
aw ay, w hich is to  reflect a view ab o u t the m agic re la tionsh ip  
betw een an  object and  its o w n er; 2) m agic m eaning  o f  a nam e the 
know ledge o f  w hich brings its ow ner in to  possession o f  o th ers; 
3) unusual looks o f  the hero  in A m or and P syche  o r  ra th e r  in 
those versions o f  it in w hich a  m ysterious person  ap p ears  as an  an i
m al; 4) lim ita tions on  m agic pow er w hich results, e.g. in s topp ing  
a chase o r pu rsu it in a specific m arked  sp o t; 5) re in ca rn a tio n  o f  
m an  in different form s based on  a belief tha t “e te rna l life linked 
w ith con tinuous tran sfo rm atio n  o f  form  is the destiny an d  fa te  o f  
m an .”

T here is no d o u b t th a t these beliefs are archaic indeed b u t o n e  can 
d o u b t w hether age o f  these beliefs is a solid basis for conclusions 
ab o u t the orig ins and  age o f  folk tales in w hich we com e across 
them  even today . It seems to  me th a t it is no t so. I base my 
d oub ts on  observations concern ing  the specific fea tu res o f  tales 
A n thropo log ists  and  e thnologists, who do no t alw ays know  exactly 
these features, are easily p rone  to two in terrelated  e rro rs. T he first one 
is based on  a view th a t the tale fixed in its s truc tu re , conso lida ted  
and  preserved in residues cu ltu ral phenom ena w hich used to 
be a norm ' w herever the tale was b o rn  and  to d ay  e ither do not 
appear a t all o r only in the env ironm ent in w hich the ta le  is 
still alive. Stefan Szulc, the au th o r o f  an  in teresting  study on  Prze
ż y tk i  w baśniach (Relics in Tales) while discussing The Escape 
(A T 313A), a tale in which a young m an re tu rn s  hom e w ith a d au g h 
ter o f  a sorcerer, m ain ta ins th a t “if we rem ove the fan tastic  elem ent 
we will o b ta in  a true  p ic tu re  o f  w ife-snatching am ong  the p rim itives” ; 
elsewhere we find traces o f  polygam y o r incest. H ow ever, how  can 
one be so sure th a t the folk tale reflected no rm al and  no t unique 
phenom ena, especially since the la tte r ones appeal w ith their un iqueness 
to  the im agination  o f  the au th o r and  his audience? A fter all the 
princess in M ice Furcoat (A T 51 OB) was and  is in teresting  because she 
is a norm ally  v irtuous dau g h ter o f  an  abnorm ally  vicious father. 
A nd secondly, we can n o t have the certa in ty  th a t the  m otif, w ith its
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equivalents in beliefs and  custom s o f  prim itive peoples, is an  in
tegral com ponen t o f  a tale and  thus the tale is to be regarded 
as a p ro d u ct o f  som e prim itive culture.

A classical exam ple here is Robber M adey  (A T  756B), in which 
the m ost effective m otifs include the overn ight stay o f  a traveller in 
a chalet ow ned by a m an-eater bandit. It ’w ould be absurd  to 
surm ise th a t such a tale o rig inated  am ong  cannibals, because, in the 
first place, we know  th a t it o rig inated  in 15th cen tu ry  in F rance, tha t 
m eans in a coun try  in which cann ibalism  was non-existen t; a t least at 
th a t tim e, secondly, we know  also th a t the given m otif, typical in 
som e areas today, d id  no t en ter the orig inal com position . T hus we 
com e across the second e rro r in th ink ing  ab o u t cu ltu ra l relics in 
the tale. It is based on  m issing the fact th a t over the centuries- 
-long life the tale underw ent diverse tran sfo rm atio n s and  acquired  
various elem ents w hich were top ica l in respective environm ents it 
w ent th rough  during  its way. T he studen t o f  The Escape , hearing 
in it voices o f  d istan t centuries, forgets tha t raptus puellae  was indeed 
an  unusual event yet qu ite  com m on over the w hole o f  E urope until 
the 18th cen tu ry  and  th a t the given tale could  have traces o f  som e 
events no t from  the times, o f  R om ulus and  R em us bu t from  m uch 
la ter periods.

T his view can be su pported  no t only  by theoretic  bu t practical 
considerations. The first o f  these considera tions is the unconvincing 
vagueness o f  studies such as those quo ted  above, and  here we can add 
as well an  o lder study Folklore as an H istorical Science  (1908), 
a sizable book  by a no ted  English e thno log ist G . L. G om m e; the 
second is provided by analyses justify ing  skepticism . As an  exam ple, 
let me indicate a m eticulous pap er by a Polish scholar S tanislaw  
Ciszewski on  The Tale about M id a s’ Ears (1899).

T his p lo t, popu larized  by O vid, is know n in P o land  only from  
a literary  version by Lucjan Siem ienski. It deals w ith a king with 
d o n k ey ’s ears who was asham ed  o f  his hand icap  and  killed all the 
b arbers know ing his secret. O nly one young m an escapes death  by 
sw earing he w ould keep it to  him self. U nab le  to  ho ld  the secret, he 
w hispers it in to  a hole in the g round  and  a bush bloom s upw ards and  
then  a pipe from  the b u sh ’s b ranch  declares the royal secret to all 
and  sundry. The king seeing the m iracle gives up  his in ten tion  to 
kill the barber. We find this sto ry  in the R om an  poet and  in m any
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present-day varian ts from  East and  W est. But there is also an o th er 
version, com m on like the o th er one, am ong  the B alcan peoples and  
it is fam iliar to M ongolian  tribes: they link the king and  the barber 
w ith a special b lood  rela tionsh ip  because the you th  offers the cruel 
ru ler a pie with an  adm ix tu re  o f  his m o th e r’s m ilk and  thus has the 
chance to escape the p lm ishm ent. T o Ciszewski this m o tif  seem s to be 
orig inal prim itive one, o lder than  th a t o f  generosity  o f  M idas in 
O v id ’s poem . W hy? “T he psychological value and  its indispensability  
in the orig inal struc tu ra l design” is a subjective and  a rb itra ry  idea 
o f  the scho lar; he h im self stresses th a t the varian ts  on  the b lood  
re lationsh ip  are found  only in the area  o f  M oslem  cu ltu re  w here foster 
fam ily ties are an  o ld  and  respected institu tion . O bjectively from  
facts gathered by Ciszewski, it is possible to d raw  the conclusion 
th a t the tale being alive in the M oslem  cu ltu ra l a rea  abso rbed  as its 
na tu ra l justification  the expressive im age o f  custom s and  thu s they 
enriched it w ith its ow n orig inal s truc tu re . T h a t new elem ent appealed  
better to feelings than  the ru le r’s generosity , evidently  alien to  sim 
plistic milieux:

In consequence, the com m on views on  the sense o f  cu ltu ral 
relics in tales are no t so. m uch scientific hypotheses bu t a rb itra ry  
suppositions. It w ould be possible to draw  from  them  correct co n 
clusions if we com e to know  the history  o f  every p lo t th a t co n 
tains alleged o r genuine relics.

Transi, by Bogusław Law endow ski


