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Folklore grows from long-age
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down
roots even as it shoots up leaves
across the sky, folklore is rooted
deeply in the past and yet still lives
and grows today. It spreads
through our modern world with
branches as wide and sturdy as any
oak's; it grounds us in yesterday
even as it helps us make sense of
both the present and the future.
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INTRODUCTION

by Dr. Alan Jabbour



FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS

X~

‘ ~ hatdo a tale, a joke, a fiddle tune, a quilt, a jig, a game of

Jjacks, a saint’s day procession, a snake fence, and a Halloween costume
have in common? Not much, at first glance, but all these forms of human
creativity are part of a zone of our cultural life and experience that we
sometimes call “folklore.”

The word “folklore” means the cultural traditions that are learned and
passed along by ordinary people as part of the fabric of their lives and
culture. Folklore may be passed along in verbal form, like the urban leg-
end that we hear about from friends who assure us that it really happened
to a friend of their cousin. Or it may be tunes or dance steps we pick up on
the block, or ways of shaping things to use or admire out of materials
readily available to us, like that quilt our aunt made. Often we acquire
folklore without even fully realizing where or how we learned it.

Though we might imagine that the word “folklore” refers to cultural
traditions from far away or long ago, we actually use and enjoy folklore as
part of our own daily lives. It is oftén ordinary, yet we often remember and
prize it because it seems somehow very special. Folklore is culture we
share with others in our communities, and we build our identities through
the sharing. Our first shared identity is family identity, and family folklore
such as shared meals or prayers or songs helps us develop a sense of
belonging. But as we grow older we learn to belong to other groups as
well. Our identities may be ethnic, religious, occupational, or regional—
or all of these, since no one has only one cultural identity. But in every
case, the identity is anchored and strengthened by a variety of cultural
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traditions in which we participate and share with our neighbors. We feel
the threads of connection with people we know, but the threads extend far
beyond our own immediate communities. In a real sense, they connect us

in one way or another to the world.
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FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS

Folklore possesses features by which we distinguish ourselves from
each other. A certain dance step may be African American, or a certain
story urban, or a certain hymn Protestant, or a certain food preparation
Cajun. Folklore can distinguish us, but at the same time it is one of the best
ways we introduce ourselves to each other. We learn about new ethnic
groups on the North American landscape by sampling their cuisine, and
we enthusiastically adopt musical ideas from other communities. Stories,
songs, and visual designs move from group to group, enriching all people
in the process. Folklore thus is both a sign of identity, experienced as a
special marker of our special groups, and at the same time a cultural coin
that is well spent by sharing with others beyond our group boundaries.

Folklore is usually learned informally. Somebody, somewhere, taught
us that jump rope rhyme we know, but we may have trouble remembering
Just where we got it, and it probably wasn’t in a book that was assigned as
homework. Our world has a domain of formal knowledge, but folklore is a
domain of knowledge and culture that is learned by sharing and imitation
rather than formal instruction. We can study it formally—that’s what we
are doing now!—but its natural arena is in the informal, person-to-person
fabric of our lives.

Not all culture is folklore. Classical music, art sculpture, or great nov-
els are forms of high art that may contain folklore but are not themselves
folklore. Popular music or art may be built on folklore themes and traditions,
but it addresses a much wider and more diverse audience than folk music
or folk art. But even in the world of popular and mass culture, folklore
keeps popping up around the margins. E-mail is not folklore—but an e-
mail smile is. And college football is not folklore—but the wave we do at
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the stadium is.

This series of volumes explores the many faces of folklore throughout
the North American continent. By illuminating the many aspects of folk-
lore in our lives, we hope to help readers of the series to appreciate more
fully the richness of the cultural fabric they either possess already or can
easily encounter as they interact with their North American neighbors.
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Stories and Storytellers

Power and Magic
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]f was a dark and stormy night. Three men sat around
the campfire. One said, “John, tell us a story.” So John began:
“It was a dark and stormy night. Three men sat around the
campfire. One said, ‘John, tell us a story.’ So John began:
“‘It was a dark and stormy night. Three men sat around the

campfire. One said, “John, tell us a story.” So John began. . . .
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12 FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS

If you’ve ever camped out or slept overnight at a pajama party,
chances are you heard this endless story. Nothing ever happens; we’re
trapped in the loop' of John’s story, like a mirror reflecting a mirror,
endlessly into eternity. And yet there’s still something gripping? and
mysterious about that dark, stormy night; something about those three
men huddled? around their campfire fascinates us. The words are more
than just a word game; they have power.

All stories have power. And in the centuries before televisions, radios,
and CD players, human beings’ amusement often depended on their
own voices. The word “tale” comes from an Anglo-Saxon word that

B}

means “speech”—and folktales were meant to be told out loud. Like

John and his two friends, people spoke their stories around the fire at
night, whiling away the long dark hours until daylight.

At first these stories may have been merely a way of spreading news,
the way today we watch the evening news on television or pick up a
newspaper. “Did you hear about what happened over the mountain?”
the story may have begun, and what followed would have been a fac-
tual account of recent events.
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Stories and Storytellers 13

The Story Behind Words

Another root word for “tale” has to do with counting. That’s
where the word “teller” comes from; you might think a teller is
one who tells a tale, but in today’s usage, a teller usually works at
a bank and counts money. But we might also say that we “recount
a story”’—and in this case, we don’t mean we counted the story
over again, but that we told a story. The reason for the closeness
between counting and telling has to do with the fact that the earli-
est stories were often rhymed; storytellers spoke with a rhythm,
counting off the beats of the words.
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But some of these accounts were so exciting that they were repeated
over and over down through the years, until the new generation learned
the stories and retold them to their own children. As the years went by,
these stories changed and grew. New details were added, while some
were forgotten. They were no longer strictly factual® accounts (although
people probably still regarded them as “true”).
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14 FOLK TALES AND LEGENDS

Those who could tell the best tales, who knew the most stories and
could hold their audiences enthralled’, came to hold a special place in
the community. These people were valuable (more valuable than the
most expensive big-screen TV!), and they possessed a power that seemed
nearly magical to the others in their communities. With their words they
were able to recreate the past; with the strength of their speech they
could make new worlds; and by the magic of their voice they could
bring wisdom and insight to their listeners.

Stories brought people knowledge, comfort, and inspiration. No
matter what their present circumstances, through the power of a story,
people in strange lands could go home again . . . find courage for cur-
rent hardships . . . take hope in the assurance? of a divine® or supernatu-
ral order that governed the world. When people from Africa came to
North America as slaves, for instance, they had lost nearly everything—
but no one could steal their stories.

Some say these stories came from the gods themselves. . . .
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