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"Raven was not thought of as a god. He was thought of as the transformer, the trickster. He was the being that changed things-sometimes quite by accident, sometimes on purpose." 

—Christian White, Haida artist

Trickster tales are short, imaginative narratives that usually use anthropromorphic animal characters to convey folk wisdom and to help us understand human nature and develop proper human behavior. Trickster tales can be grouped into 4 distinct themes:

· Amusing Tales

· Tales with Morals

· Aetiological or Pourquoi Tales – accounting for how things came to be 

· Etymological Tales – accounting for how things came to be named (Tortello)

These stories were originally passed down through oral tradition and were eventually written down. The literary Greek storyteller Aesop was reported to have orally passed on his animal fables, and has been linked to earlier beast tales from India. The Greeks and Romans later wrote down his tales. Many trickster tales are also pourquoi stories, giving us explanations for certain animals’ appearances and occurrences in our world. Trickster tales provide comic relief when times are tough, but also explain how humans came to have the knowledge they possess. Many people around the world find the trickster intriguing. The trickster character appears in the narratives of many Native people throughout North America as well as in much of the rest of the world. Even in our own modern culture, people use trickster characteristics in our modern cartoon characters like Wile E. Coyote, and Bugs Bunny from Warner Brothers and Kitsune used in Anime in Japan. Some trickster characters begin and develop in one country and then migrate to another, like Br'er Rabbit. 

 It's difficult to pin down Trickster to any fixed set of characteristics or given forms. One moment Trickster is cunning and brilliant in his plots; the next the butt of a silly joke. Part of his attraction is the impossibility to pigeonhole the trickster. Sometimes the trickster appears as human, sometimes as animal. Trickster is also a shape-shifter, changing from animal to human form. The most popular animal forms trickster takes are fox, coyote, raven, spider, turtle and hare. Not all Native American peoples tell tales of Coyote. Among the Lakota, Spider weaves a trickster's web, and Coyote is loosely included in Wolf clan, extending the respect Lakota gave wolves. Among Northwest Coastal peoples--as well as some Siberian groups on the opposite side of the Pacific--Raven takes the trickster's role. The Blackfoot of the northern Plains see both Coyote and Raven as tricksters. Worldwide, a variety of animals take on the trickster's role. In European and Chinese folklore, Fox often plays the part; some African peoples also see Fox in the same light. Monkeys are tricksters in Africa and the Far East, and among smaller creatures, Wasp and Mantis appear as well. 

Consistently throughout the tales I read, Trickster alternately exhibits behavior that is disgusting, amusing, and highly disruptive. He chastises others and is in turn chastised by others. He humiliates and is humiliated by the people and other gods. He is a buffoon and yet he is also a creative force transforming their world. He accomplishes these goals in sometimes bizarre and outrageous ways, with his instinctive energies and cunning. Trickster is eternally scavenging for food, exhibiting an unbelievable appetite that places him in precarious situations. Trickster has childlike qualities, but in other narratives, he is also the father of the people and a potent conductor of spiritual forces in the form of sacred dreams. He represents the basest instincts, but attacks situations with cunning.

	Positive
	Negative

	Wily
	Silly

	Heroic
	Lecherous

	Survivor
	Ridiculous

	Resourceful
	Shameful

	Generous
	Dishonest

	Provider
	Foolish

	Clever
	Insatiably hungry

	Whimsical
	Cannibalistic

	Proud
	Untrustworthy

	Enigmatic
	No respect for language


 Trickster plays tricks and is the victim of tricks. The trickery of such stories extends as well to symbolic play regarding cultural forms, rules, and worldview. Children become educated as how NOT to behave through Trickster's exploits. Where does the Trickster fit into the hierarchy of gods? At times, it seems he's one of the top echelon. At other times, it seems he's a demi-god that serves the higher ones and doesn't belong anywhere. Perhaps that's why he's a wanderer, and always hungry. He doesn't feel that belongs to any one group. People around the world do not use the term “trickster”. The term was introduced in 1874 by a Catholic missionary Father Albert Lacombe's translation of the Cree buffoon figure, Wisakejak as "trickster" and "deceiver". 

Coyote the trickster is an almost universal presence in all Native American spiritual traditions. He created the world, taught human beings survival skills, and brought fire to warm up cold nights. Death came by his hand. He threw the Milky Way into the night sky quite by chance when he threw a box and opened the contents that spilled into the sky. At the end of time, Coyote will return and bring all things to completion. His explosive personality, unquenchable appetites for food and women, self-absorption, and love of mischief--cruel and vividly silly--make him both unpredictable and potentially dangerous. At the opposite end of the spectrum, his endless foolishness catches him in one disastrous trap after another, making him a laughingstock before all, humans and deities.

There is a repeating theme in which Coyote isn't happy with his status among the beings. In one story Coyote believes that Creator is going to change his name in the morning. He goes around bragging that he's going to be renamed Grizzly, chief of the mountain people. To another he brags he's going to be first at the Creator's lodge and he'll be named Salmon, chief of the fish people. Coyote tries to stay up all night, even puttiing sticks in his eyelids to try and keep his eyes open. Of course, he falls asleep, and when he wakes up, he arrives at Creator's too late. All the names are gone, but his. Creator tells him the Coyote is a good name for him, "Soon the human beings, the two-leggeds, will be coming. Coyote, you must make the world ready for them. To do this, I give you two powers. You have the power to create whatever you can imagine . . . and you have the power to come back to life after you die." (Strauss)
In a pourquoi story Coyote covets Crow’s wings and his ability to fly. He talks the crows into giving him some of their feathers and tries to follow them into the sky. He says he’s perfect now and the crows resent his arrogance and pluck the feathers from his body. He tumbles to the ground so fast that his tail catches fire, and that’s why Coyote’s tail has a burnt, black tip.

In Native American myth, as in other cultures, a distinction is made between the original mythic figure of an animal and the everyday animal encountered in the ordinary world. Mythic Coyote often appears in human form. Where the mythic figure is portrayed, writers generally capitalize the word: Coyote may have created the world, but coyote steals the chickens. The everyday animal possesses only a small spark of the archetype's fire--but one must also keep in mind that Coyote (or Deer, Hawk, Buffalo, etc.) may appear at any time in the person of coyote. This is a common aspect of nature-centered spiritual traditions.

The fox appears as a trickster as early as Aesop's tales, in a common quick tale that appears in many forms around the world:

The Fox and the Crow

   A Fox once saw a Crow fly off with a piece of cheese in its beak and settle on a branch of a tree.  "That's for me, as I am a Fox," said Master Reynard, and he walked up to the foot of the tree.  "Good-day, Mistress Crow," he cried.  "How well you are looking to-day: how glossy your feathers; how bright your eye.  I feel sure your voice must surpass that of other birds, just as your figure does; let me hear but one song from you that I may greet you as the Queen of Birds."  The Crow lifted up her head and began to caw her best, but the moment she opened her mouth the piece of cheese fell to the ground, only to be snapped up by Master Fox.  "That will do," said he.  "That was all I wanted.  In exchange for your cheese I will give you a piece of advice for the future,  "Do not trust flatterers."

 Another popular source of fox stories come from Japan, where he is known as Kitsune. While kitsune stories are not as diverse as the Coyote stories, there are still some 1500 years of known fox tales in Japan, and they are not necessarily consistent. Since around 800 A.D., foxes have been connected to the rice god, Inari and the Inari Shrine. The white foxes are messengers of the god and shrine guardians. This is just one strand of kitsune lore, and indeed in most stories Inari does not figure into things at all. The foxes are mischievous, sometimes self-absorbed, sometimes helpful, and in some unique cases actively evil and destructive. Kitsune have different numbers of tails, indicating their age and their rank among the Kitsune. The leader of the Kitsune has 9 tails. 

The chief non-cultural distinction between Coyote stories and kitsune stories is that in the former case, the stories are about the same being, reincarnated when necessary. Kitsune stories are about different foxes each story. Beyond that, there are obvious similarities. Both foxes and Coyote take the form of humans to trick them out of food or out of favors (sometimes sexual). Both show great power at times, and at other times get killed doing very foolish things. They are magical, but only when it fits the story, and the idea of what fits is seemingly subject to the whim of the storyteller.

Kitsune stories seem to have entered Japan along with Buddhism. In the many kitsune tales, the fox fits into the same role in the Orient as Coyote in Native American tales, as the joker, the clown, the wild card—part of the cosmos, yet refusing to be pegged into one role.

In Northwest Coast mythology among the Tlingit and Tsimshian nations, Raven is the powerful figure that transforms the world. Stories tell how Raven created the land, released the people from a cockleshell and brought them fire. Raven stole the light and brought it out to light up the world. Yet Raven is a trickster —often selfish, hungry and mischievous. He changes the world only by cleverly deceiving others in his never-ending quest for food and his thievery. Revered as a clan founder and guardian of his people, Raven, like many characters in mythology, also had a dark side. Reflecting the reality of life and death in the cycle of life, in one instance, as companion of a cannibal spirit among the Kwakiutl, Raven ate out the eyes of her prisoners. In Northwest Coast art, ravens signify the many adventures of Raven in the early days of the world. Those who know the stories cannot help being reminded of the trickster whenever they see a raven.

 The two most common roles for crow and raven among Native Americans were trickster and fire-bringer. As tricksters, Crow and Raven are both generous and shamelessly dishonest, cunning and foolish, brave and ridculous, greedy and resourceful. A fire-bringer story from the Lenape people of Pennsylvania, popularized in the children's book, Rainbow Crow, tells of Crow's loss of her beautiful plumage and voice when she is burned while bringing fire to the freezing creatures of earth. The people known as the Crow take their identity from the absaroka, an extinct raven-like bird of the western plains.

 The Lakota revere Crow's swiftness, ability to find what is hidden, and his powers of observation; one Lakota warrior society was called the Crow Owners. Camp sentinels copied Crow's vigilence and sought his power by wearing crow headdresses. Even today various combinations of the name Crow are common among the Lakota people. 

 Myths explain the natural world, describe the origin of a clan or tell how the clan acquired rights to perform a particular ceremony. This excerpt is from a Raven story published by Haida artist Bill Reid in 1984.

How Raven Brought Light to the World

At that time the whole world was dark. Inky, pitchy, all-consuming dark, blacker than a thousand stormy winter midnights, blacker than anything anywhere has been since. The reason for all this blackness has to do with the old man in the house by the river, who had a box which contained a box which contained a box which contained an infinite number of boxes each nestled in a box slightly larger than itself until finally there was a box so small all it could contain was all the light in the universe.

 In the story, the old man hides the light because he's afraid to see whether or not his daughter is ugly. In a ploy to steal the light, Raven shrinks himself to become a hemlock needle in a basket of drinking water so that the daughter swallows him. Soon Raven is reborn from her as a raven/human child. The old man accepts him as a grandson, and soon Raven begins begging that he open the boxes, one after another, each time pleading and crying until the old man yields.

 When the old man finally opens the box containing the light, Raven grabs it and flies out of the house—causing light to spread throughout the world and revealing that the old man's daughter is as beautiful as the fronds of a hemlock tree.

 As Raven flies away, Eagle sees him and tries to steal the light, causing Raven to drop some of it, which becomes the Moon and the stars.

The rabbit or hare is a trickster around the world. Because of his small size he must use his cunning to outwit the larger opponents. Rabbit tales are humorous tales that are repeated to not only to entertain but to instruct, as Rabbit gains his wisdom through his wit. Zomo the Rabbit as he is known in Nigeria becomes Brer Rabbit in the United States, Cunny Rabbit and Compere Lapin in the Carribbean area of the Western Hemisphere. 

Zomo wants to marry but has to clear a large expanse of land before he can do so. Above all, Zomo is lazy and always looks for a way out of labor. He finds Hippo at the side of a river and challenges him to a battle of strength. Zomo hands a rope to Hippo. When Zomo tells him to, Hippo is to pull with all his might to see who is stronger, Zomo or Hippo. Zomo pulls the rope through the field and finds Elephant. He makes the same challenge to Elephant. When Zomo says, “go”, of course, he is not holding either end, and the rope sways back and forth clearing the field. With the work all done, Zomo “gives up”, declaring the other the stronger. Both Elephant and Hippo leave feeling good about themselves that they beat Zomo. Zomo went home to claim his bride.

Sometimes Rabbit bargains with larger animals for protection and uses his wit and courage to survive. These tales give encouragement to children to be brave and persevere when all seem larger and more powerful than them. In a famous pourquoi story from the Kickapoo and Shawnee nations, Rabbit is running through the field, when Bobcat sneaks up behind him. Rabbit jumps inside a hollow log but finds he is trapped. Rabbit scrambles for a way to escape. Rabbit says he gives up, and Bobcat should build a fire because Rabbit is proud and wants to be the best dinner ever. When the fire is built up, Rabbit tosses out two acorns, one after another, telling Bobcat they are his eyes, and they’ve popped out from the heat. When Bobcat turns to find them, Rabbit kicks hot ash on Bobcat and burns his fur and that’s how Bobcat has his spots. Can’t you just see this as a modern Bugs Bunny tale with the hunter, Elmer Fudd?

Among the Lakota Native Americans, Trickster is Iktomi, which means spider. Iktomi is the worst part of us: stupid, untrustworthy, with no respect for language, lazy and greedy. Iktomi is a shapeshifter. He can change into human form. When something goes wrong in a village, Iktomi is often blamed. Iktomi stories are unique in that there are no authentic versions of the tales. The only rule in telling an Iktomi story is that they always include certain themes. They are told as braggard tales, and have involved in the modern day into rap. Iktomi tales are sometimes told in circles, with the next person adding to the prior person’s tale. Each tries to outdo the other. In one Iktomi tale, retold by Paul Goble, a magician teaches Iktomi how to toss his eyes up into a tree so he can see far away. The magician warns Iktomi he can only toss his eyes three times a day, or his eyes won’t return to him. Of course, Iktomi loses track of how many times he tossed his eyes, and counts the first toss as a practice toss. As a result, he loses his eyes, and they are left up in a tree for a bird to eat. Buffalo and Squirrel take pity on him and each give him one of their eyes, and he returns home with one large eye, one small. He, of course, blames it on the other guy since he never is responsibe for anything that happens to him. (Goble)

Anansi, the spider, trickster tales derive from the Asante people of Ghana and were brought by African slaves to the Caribbean and parts of the U.S. The spider trickster is also known in Africa as Ananse, Asante, Ashante, and Ashanti. These tales developed into Brer Rabbit stories and were written down in the 19th century in the American South. Anansi is the trickster hero of the Ashanti and related Akan peoples. He is also a culture hero and, frequently, a buffoon. Sometimes he is seen sympathetically, even as wise. He is more often characterized as predatory, greedy, cunning, gluttonous and without scruples. Although he may be admired for his frequent victories over those who are larger and stronger than him, Anansi does not usually gain moral approval. He can be shrewd, yet he is often stupid or an unwitting clown. In an Ashanti pourquoi tale, Ananse gave the people the moon. Ananse fell in a hole and each of his sons works together to get him out, and saves him from subsequent scrapes with other animals. When returning home, he finds a large globe of light in his nest. He plans on giving it to one of his six sons who saved him from a recent misfortune, but they argue about which one should have it. He calls on Nyame, the God of All Things, and he takes it up into the sky where we can all see it every night.

(McDermott)

Anansi is credited with giving people wisdom, although his goal was to take it away from them. 

The Sky God called Ananse up for a chat, and Ananse announced to him, “Without a doubt, of all the animals you created, there I none as wise as I.” Sky God quietly asked Ananse to collect all wisdom for him. Sky God then promised he would name Ananse, Sage of All Time. Ananse traveled the length of the Earth and gathered all the wisdom in a big pot. As he carried the big pot up to the Sky God, others asked to help. Crowds gathered as he climbed the tall coconut tree that grew beyond the clouds right to the heavens. The crowd let out a cheer, and Ananse raised all his arms in a victory wave. He fell back to earth and the pot broke in a million pieces and wisdom was given to all the people. As he lay sobbing, Sky God whispered, “I gave you eight arms, Ananse. If you really had ALL wisdom, you would not have waved them all.”  (Badoe)

Another famous trickster is Monkey from India. He loves to taunt the crocodiles. Many of the tales involve crocodile plotting to catch Monkey, and Monkey tricking crocodile into letting him go. Much like Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner, the crocodile never wins. In one example, crocodile offers to take Monkey on his back to the island where the fruit trees grow. Crocodile then tries to drown Monkey and eat him. Monkey tells crocodile that it’s too bad he didn’t bring his heart with him. When Monkey reassures crocodile that his heart is the tastiest part of him, crocodile swims back toward land. (Baugartner)

The Tortoise, or in some countries, the Turtle, also are tricksters. The tortoise is unique because he among the tricksters is slow and plodding. He is used to encourage the children to use their brain, as speed cannot always win the prize. Jabutí the Tortoise tales are told in the Amazon area. In a porquoi, Jabutí plays a wonderful flute, and Vulture is envious of him. The birds are going to the King of Heaven to sing for him, and Jabutí wants to play for him. Vulture offers to carry him to the heavens, and invites Jabutí to climb on his back and to hang on to his feathers. When they are nearly there, Vulture veers to the side and dumps Jabutí off his back. Jabutí falls to the earth with a crash and his beautiful shell is broken. The birds come down from heaven and patch Jabutí’s shell back together. Where the birds touched Jabutí, they each took on a vibrant new color. Toucan got a red and yellow beak; Macaw, bright orange feathers. This is how Tortoise got his patchwork shell. Vulture stayed the same dull color and he still can’t sing. (McDermott)

Not all trickster tales involved animals. With American and African born slaves a language called Afro-English was created. With this language they told trickster tales of small sly animals such as Brer Rabbit who was able to outwit stronger foes such as Brer Fox and Brer Bear. But they also told the tales of the human trickster, John, who was able rise above his master using intelligence and deceit. Some stories were brought from African culture. Others expressed the slaves' own experiences, but all helped the slaves use language as a means for resistance. John developed in reaction to the cruelty and harshness of their masters. Slaves worked 15-hour days with only a midday break for lunch, and only the Sabbath and Christmas off. Punishments included withholding privileges, which were few. The biggest privilege was the passes to visit family off their plantation. Misbehavior resulted in less food, in addition to being whipped and/or beaten. At night they created a culture of their own. To compensate for the rough days when spirits were at their lowest, the slaves made instruments, sang, danced to African style rhythms, made pottery, quilts and food with the taste of West African seasoning. 

An example of a slave tale where they outwitted the master is “Malitis”. In "Malitis" the human tricksters, a group of hungry slaves, use mallets to kill the pigs. They tell the master that the pigs have died from the horrible disease, Malitis. The master gives the slaves the pigs because he doesn't want to eat bad meat. The slaves feast knowing the pigs were perfectly healthy. These tricksters overcame the cruelty of their master and were able to eat.

Talking Eggs, a Louisiana slave tale, is a triumph of good over evil, when the evil sister and stepmother get their just desserts. The old wise woman tricks the wicked sister and when she doesn’t follow directions, Blanche is freed from a life of endless chores and moves to the city to live like a grand lady.

A classic fairy tale, The Emperor’s New Clothes, also falls in a trickster category. Two con men make the foolish, vain emperor believe he’s wearing the most wonderful, desirable clothes, only to be told by a small child that’s he parading through town with nothing on. This qualifies in two categories, amusement and morality, and can be used for discussion with children on many levels, vanity and common sense.

Many of the trickster tales involving humans are moral tales. These are tales in which Man is brought to bear for his disregard for the other beasts of the Earth and lack of respect for the land. In a wonderful tale, The Hunterman and the Crocodile, the author Baba Wague Diakite tells of Bamba the Crocodile and his family who are traveling to Mecca. They traveled far and became tired and hungry and found shade under a baobab tree. Donso the Hunterman came by and asked why they were so far from the river. Bamba asked Donso to help them return to the river. Although Donso was afraid of the crocs, Bamba swore his family wouldn’t harm him. Donso carries the crocs back to the river on his head, but once in the river, the crocodiles turn on Donso. Donso appeals to an old Cow who came to the river to drink. The cow answers,”I will not interfere. Man does not respect others. Look at me. I spent my life providing milk and giving up my children to Man. Now that I am old, Man gives me no consideration. I don’t care if Bamba eats you.” A horse and a chicken come to the river and each has a similar response. Even the Mango tree says Man doesn’t deserve sympathy. Then Rabbit comes. He hears the story and laughs. “How can Man put such a big, long load of crocodiles on his head?” Bamba and his family insist it’s true and come on shore to show him. Donso binds them up, and puts them on his head. Rabbit simply says, “Hunterman, it looks like you have a fine meal to take home.” Donso is grateful and invites Rabbit home for a feast. As they near the village, Donso hears that his wife is gravely ill, and needs the tears of a crocodile to save her. The crocodiles save themselves by giving their tears in exchange for their lives. Donso never forgot the lessons he learned from the animals and reminded people of the importance of living in harmony with nature, and the necessity of placing Man among – not above – all living things. (Diakité)

Sometimes the tricksters aren’t regular humans either, but little people. In Ireland they are known as leprechauns. In Scandinavia they are known as tomte. The Leprechaun is an Irish fairy. He looks like a small, old man (about 2 feet tall), often dressed like a shoemaker, with a cocked hat and a leather apron.  According to legend, leprechauns are aloof and unfriendly, live alone, and pass the time making shoes. They also possess a hidden pot of gold.  Treasure hunters can often track down a leprechaun by the sound of his shoemaker's hammer. If caught, he can be forced (with the threat of bodily violence) to reveal the whereabouts of his treasure, but the captor must keep their eyes on him every second. If the captor's eyes leave the leprechaun (and he often tricks them into looking away), he vanishes and all hopes of finding the treasure are lost. If seen during the day, the wee folk must give up some treasure. In Tim O’Toole and the Wee folk, the author and illustrator Gerald McDermott tells the tale of Tim’s luck when he spies the leprechauns. The leprechauns give him a gray goose that lays golden eggs, warning him not to tell a soul, and he and his wife will never need a thing. He stops at a neighbor’s farmhouse when it’s dark and tells him about his good luck. The farmer and his wife switch geese and when Tim gets home, the goose won’t lay the golden eggs. Tim goes back to the leprechauns and complains. They give him a magic tablecloth that spreads whatever food you desire. Once again the neighbor switches tablecloths, and Tim is left without the magic. When Tim tells the leprechauns what the neighbor did, they give Tim a strange green hat and tell them to leave the hat where the neighbors can see it. Of course the neighbors can’t resist looking at the hat and when they tip the hat over, out pops ten little men with big blackthorn clubs. They beat the couple about the ankles until they give back the linen tablecloth and the little gray goose. Folks from all around the neighborhood heard of O’Toole’s good fortune and came to see the goose. The cottage filled with people til there was no place to sit. When O’Toole had had enough, he tipped his hat and out came his tiny friends to disperse the crowd. (McDermott)

In Sweden, delightful elves called tomte help protect the homes and lands of the people. A tomte is described as an older, little man about the size of a young child. He wears old ragged clothes, usually gray or navy, and sports a bright red cap on his head. He resides under the house, in the pantry or barn and watches over the household and farm. He is responsible for the care of the farm animals, especially the horses. The tomte or nisse, as they are known in Norway has an enormous capacity for work but will not tolerate anyone's interference. It is believed that a clean and orderly home or farm is an indication that this sprite resides there. They are treated by respect by the homeowner. At Christmas their humans honor them by putting out a special dish of rice porridge, called julegrøt. It’s considered part of his annual salary. If you don’t honor the tomte that lives under your house, he’ll play tricks on you. 

The most famous trickster tale involving tomtes is The Wonderful Adventures of Nils by Selma Lagerlöf. Ms. Lagerlöf was the first woman to win the Nobel Prize for literature. The work was commissioned by the Swedish Primary School Board to encourage the school children to learn Swedish geography. In the two-volume story Nils, a fourteen year old boy, is shrunk down to elf-size because of his own selfish naughtiness. Nils is the son of poor farmers. “His chief delight is to eat and sleep, and after that - he liked best to make mischief." He catches the family’s tomte in a butterfly net and when he reneges on a deal to free the tomte, he is reduced to the size of a tomte himself. He doesn’t know how to what to do and when he wanders out into the yard, the geese and chicken begin to make fun of him. He’s amazed he can understand them speaking. He jumps on the back of the farm's gander, which joins a flock flying north, to Lapland. Nils Holgersson travels the length and breath of Sweden with the wild geese and learns unselfishness from them. The animals call him Little Tummetott, which translates to Little Thumb Tot. The story has a strong moral tone, and its plea to respect Nature is today even more urgent. The volumes look at the Swedish way of life from the air and on the ground. Lagerlöf gives her readers much information about her native country, its geography, history, and its mythological past. At times the story is stilted because Lagerlöf tried to cover all the areas of Sweden, but the adventures give children around the world an idea of the power of the little people, and to treat them and the world with respect or suffer the consequences.

In combing through anthologies of folk tales from around the world, I’ve come across many similar stories. I’ve read four versions of the tar baby. In Mexico from the Popoluca area, the poor woman could never harvest her garden greens because the rabbit ate all the choicest vegetables. The neighbor tells her to make a wax doll and put it out in the garden. As in Uncle Remus’ tar baby tale, rabbit speaks to the wax doll and when the doll doesn’t answer, he punches and kicks the doll, ending up tangled in the wax and is caught. Rabbit doesn’t escape from the poor woman as he does from Br’er Fox in Uncle Remus tales. In Jamaica the tar baby is virtually identical to the version told by Joel Changler Harris. In Nigeria, rabbit gets caught up in a sappy substance from a tree, and becomes dinner. I’ve come across several versions of Stone Soup all involving wily visitors who conjure a tasty meal from nothing but some stones, while the villager contribute their vegetables. Versions exist in France, which is the most well known, Mexico, Pakistan and China. There are many versions of the rabbit and the tortoise, with a clever variation from Mexico. In this version, Rabbit is bragging about his speed, and Frog gets tired of hearing about it. He challenges Rabbit to a race to the river in three days. He asks for three days to practice hopping, but in reality uses the three days to round up about four hundred frogs about his size. He places them along the path to the river, so just as the rabbit thinks he’s ahead, and another frog passes him. The end result is a much humbler Rabbit. Most cultures around the world credit Trickster with giving them fire. The earliest version is from the Greeks when Hermes who stole fire from Olympus. Coyote catches the fire on his tale and runs from the heavens and gives the fire to man in exchange for putting his tail out.
Nothing gives us greater pleasure than when a known trickster gets what's coming to him. In Argentina, there is a tale of the fox that finally gets outwitted:

The Fox Who Wanted to Whistle

More than anyting fox wanted to whistle like partridge. Every day he practiced, but the sounds that came from his chest sounded like he was sick, rather than delivering a delightful tune. Puma stopped by to listen and then said, "You are a creature of many talents, but whistling isn't one of them!"

Puma went on to suggest that perhaps Partridge would teach him how to whistle in exchange for an agreement that fox wouldn't eat him. Fox sought Partridge and told Partridge Puma's suggestion.  Partridge was cautious but finally agreed. She flew several circles around Fox's head before she gained courage and landed near Fox's head. She peered at him closely for the first time. "Well, no wonder you can't whistle! Your mouth is much too long. I'll have to sew it closed along each side to make it the right size for whistling."

Fox thought for a moment, but was so anxious to whistle he agreed to be still while Partridge sought a strong shoot of grass for thread and a feather from her underwing for a needle. She soon had darned the sides of Fox's mouth using small, tight cross-stitches. When only a ring-sized opening remained, Partridge bit the thread with her sharp beak and said, "Now I think you mouth is just right for whistling. Try it, Mr. Fox!"

Fox released his breath and a whistle came forth that he danced around. Partridge noted that soon he would be able to whistle as well as she. Fox mumbled, "I can do that already". Partridge was dismayed by Fox's vanity. "If you are doing so well by yourself, you no longer need me around." She began to fly away, and immediately Fox forgot his promise. He tried to grab her tail feathers, but Partridge's careful sewing prevented him from his dinner.

Never again did Partridge trust a fox, and Fox was required to tear the stitches from his cheeks and pout in his den with puffy lips and an empty stomach. (Barlow)

Two of the tales we shared during our class, fit in the trickster getting tricked. Patricia McKissack presents a classic slave tale in which Flossie's on her way to deliver a basket of eggs when a fox stops her on the road and wants those eggs. Flossie claims not to believe that he is a fox and, as he tries to prove himself, she gets nearer and nearer her neighbor's house. When close enough, his hounds know a fox when they see one. This tale is consistent with other slave tales in which the smaller, less powerful outwits the more powerful person. In Jerry Pinkney’s Sam and the Tiger, Sam outwits a group of tigers that dearly want to eat him for dinner and manages to escape by giving the tigers his fancy clothes. The tigers end up chasing each other instead of Sam.

One of the primary concerns of folklorists is “fakelore”. Fakelore is a term coined by Richard Dorson in 1950 in a scathing article published in American Mercury. Dorson contended that we should not be allowed to change tales to fit our needs. Much of the children’s folk tale literature has been cleaned up, sterilized and dumbed down, as in fairy tales. Perhaps publishers and authors today feel children can’t handle the rougher, selfish tales the oral traditions carried forward. In many of the older versions, guilty parties die; now they are punished. For a scathing attack on fakelore, I refer you to Elliot Singer’s treatise Fakelore, Multiculturalism, and the Ethics of Children's Literature. He feels we should be insulted by what is passing as folklore today, and that we deserve better. I intend to continue my hunt through trickster tales, comparing versions I find. I fear since much of this had to be recorded from the oral tradition, the original tales are lost to us.

“It is a matter of grave importance that Fairy tales should be respected.... Whosoever alters them to suit his own opinions, whatever they are, is guilty, to our thinking, of an act of presumption, and appropriates to himself what does not belong to him.”

Charles Dickens, "Frauds on Fairies" (1853)

I share Dicken’s respect for fairy tales and extend it to folk tales. They have a place in our world, and should follow the rules and forms of the native peoples that created them. Of course, with the oral tradition there is room for change and growth, as long as we understand and respect the traditions and intent of the tale.
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