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PREFACE

These tales have come from many parts of the New World where Afro-American communities were established during plantation times or after emancipation in the nineteenth century. I have included stories from throughout the huge area where plantations were worked, from coastal South and Central America to the Caribbean and, of course, the American South. Although most of the communities from which the stories were collected are within the English-speaking sphere of influence—where an anglophonic Creole is spoken—I have not resisted dipping into the rich patois of Haiti, Guadaloupe, and Louisiana whenever I found representative materials that had already been translated into English.

A few texts are taken from early travel reports and plantation journals —the oldest is from 1815—but most come from documents produced when the most extensive collecting was carried out, beginning in 1881 with the first of Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus collections and proceeding through the 1920s. For more contemporary texts, I have used mostly materials that I recorded in the United States and the Caribbean. In almost all cases, the titles to the stories are my inventions, my attempt to give the reader a hint about the subject and tone of the story to come.

A number of Afro-Americans have collected these stories, but most collecting has been carried out by whites. In retrospect, this does not seem as important as the fact that, with the exception of Zora Neale Hurston’s great book Mules and Men and a very few others, tale gathering was carried out by individuals who did not live in the communities in which the tales had been maintained. Today, the major differences in quality seem to arise from whether the tales were collected as they were usually performed, by collectors doing their recording as part of a documentation of group life, or by those who were just passing through, trying to get as many stories and songs and riddles as possible in whatever time they had been able to give to their fieldwork.

Following the Harris tradition of rendering tales in dialect, not only through the use of vernacular forms of speech but also by making orthographic modifications of standard English spellings and diacritical markings, most of the collections culled from were originally printed in a style that the contemporary reader would find difficult to read. Moreover, such texts are replete with reminders of the ugliest side of stereotyping. There are thus two very good reasons for making the changes in language and tone that the reader will encounter herein.

In the hands of some collectors, including Harris, the spelling and the cadences of the vernacular used in these early gatherings add up to an honest and reasonable attempt to record local speech variations. But the retellings of the tales by Harris and his followers gave them a kind of literary shape and finish that are never found in actual oral renditions. This serves up to us stories told from beginning to end, and without the repetitions, mistakes, and hesitations that characterize oral tellings; it does not record the performance as accurately as one finds in most collections that come from folklorists who have had the benefit of tape-recorded and transcribed “texts.” Moreover, we simply cannot get beyond the racist resonances that the Uncle Remus-style tellings continue to carry, precisely because the stories are rendered in the dialects of slavery times. I have attempted to take some of this stigma away by using contemporary spellings, and by changing some of the vernacular turns of phrase that would have been familiar to the nineteenth-century reader but that have lost their currency—and thus their pungency—today.

In one regard, however, the Harris style does reflect the storytelling context nicely. He presents the stories as told to a group of young children, thus providing a setting for the tales and personalizing them. He puts them in the mouths of storytellers who may be interrupted, questioned, asked to apply the tales to local situations and happenings. In such reminiscences we still do not have versions of the tales as told by blacks to one another in a regular and familiar setting. This point is significant, for in such situations the narrator can assume that nearly everybody knows the stories and therefore need not follow the rule that they must be told from beginning to end. The version we are given always assumes that the fictional hearer has not heard the story before.

The “dialect” itself commonly draws, willy-nilly, from a lingua franca that had developed along coastal Africa; it had a Portuguese as well as local African vocabulary, and with a sound system and grammar developed in this Old World trade setting. Thus, when they came to the New World, the slaves already had a means of communication that transcended the problems of forging a community from so many different cultural and linguistic groups in the Old World. Once in the New World, the speakers of this West African Creole began to draw strongly on the vocabulary of the Europeans who had brought them to the New World, and even more, on the language of the plantocrats. Thus we find in areas colonized by France a francophonic Creole or patois, such as that spoken in Haiti, Martinique, and some places in Louisiana; Papiamentu, spoken in Curacao and Aruba and other Dutch possessions and using vocabulary from Spanish, Portuguese, and English as well as Dutch; and English Creole of various sorts, the best known being Gullah in the Sea Islands off South Carolina and Georgia and Jamaican Creole. Most of the stories in this book were recorded in one or another Creole. To most non-Creole-speaking readers, these renderings in their original form are at best extremely difficult to understand.

Making it even more difficult for readers, jocular storytelling may be judged by how quickly and fluently the talk of the characters can be rendered and how many ranges of voice the taleteller can draw upon. The trickster himself is often portrayed as having a lisp; other animal characters have their own characteristic way of producing their talk, so that a master storyteller may scream, laugh, shout, rasp, whisper, and imitate in some equally stretched manner the way an animal, devil, witch, or ghost might talk.

I have recast these stories in the standard vernacular of the American “common reader” while attempting to maintain the cadences of the personal style of the storyteller and its local tradition of telling. A number of reporters, like Harris and Zora Neale Hurston, developed literary storytelling styles that were very much their own yet that developed directly out of the vernacular. Where I draw on the work of such literary figures, I stay as close as possible to the style in which they couched their tales, recognizing that I cannot also include the surrounding details that they provided, which gave the relationships between the storyteller as a character and his hearers. Other collectors, such as Arthur Huff Fauset, Elsie Clews Parsons, and J. Mason Brewer, simply wrote down tales as close as possible to what they heard. I have tried to maintain the spirit of the storytelling.

The process of transcribing and translating tales from their oral form to a readable written one inevitably reshapes the material; I have employed many changes to convey better an oral style in a literate format. As a folklorist, I am conscious of the impact of some of these changes, simply because the professional idea is to “transcribe faithfully” what our “informants” performed. In traditional cultures the entertainment and instruction of the community are carried out face to face. This seems a simple fact, but its implications are so subtle—and the process itself has been so imperfectly understood—that it seems useful to survey briefly the characteristics of oral storytelling as a way of highlighting some of the changes that I have made.

In oral renderings, the actions being described are usually simply chained together with the use of and or well, markers of addition rather than causation. I constantly found myself wanting to substitute a then, a thus, a meanwhile, thus introducing a kind of cause-effect language that the oral performer does not seem to use nearly as much. Similarly, a storyteller tends to be much more repetitive than his literary counter-part; repeating something reminds the hearer of where the story is and where it is going, for, unlike the reader, the listener can hardly go back to a previous page. Conventional phrases are used, over and over again, to describe the same characters and situations, and the storyteller does not hesitate to repeat phrases, sentences, and even whole scenes both as signposts for the audience and as devices that call attention to the abilities of the storyteller. In my revisions I eliminated much redundancy and repetition, since this is precisely what a reader neither expects nor appreciates. Where such a stylistic device is used to build dramatic interest in the progress of the story, I have left in most of the repeated material.

Almost impossible to capture on the written page is the importance of the audience in the creation and re-creation of the story. Those in the audience expect to be both surprised and delighted by the doings described in the story, but they do not commonly expect to encounter new ways of telling the story, nor do they want novel and unconventional situations brought into the act. Thus the reader often finds that the tales adhere to conventional story patterns. In this regard, aesthetic delight arises in the deployment of a variety of stylistic effects in the telling, such as in the sound effects employed, the change of pace of the delivery, the use of different cadences and sound levels, and so on. One device that is available to the local storyteller and that generally falls flat for the distant reader is the use of topical references within the story, especially those that note, explicitly or by allusion, how the details of the story reflect the idiosyncrasies of someone in the community. Sometimes, in fact, the story parallels a real situation so fully that the story, whenever it is told, is associated with a person whether or not he or she is present at the telling. The performer may also suddenly see a new relationship between the story and someone in the audience, and will draw on this parallel as a means of making the story more interesting to the audience. As stories are told face to face, there is a strong sense of participation in the telling by those in the audience even when, as in some traditions, they remain attentive during the telling. Again, this dimension of the stories is of little interest to readers removed from the scene.

In traditional communities, one seldom encounters just one story told at a time. Instead, tales are told in sessions, and often on an occasion that marks the passage of the month, the year, even a life. One story follows another, generally because in some way it has been suggested by the first. And, just as we often find in joke telling, there is a kind of competition, leading not to winning or losing but to a constant building of energies and a refinement of presentational techniques. This competitive interaction is important in Afro-American performances of all sorts (I think of jamming in jazz, cutting in tap dancing, and rapping and capping in street-corner speech), and it is occasionally to be observed within the action of the story, as in “The Signifying Monkey.” But where the competitive element arises between storytellers, it seldom finds its way into the text of the tale.

Even when the lore records the way things were at the beginning or in some definable period (for instance, during slavery times), it is important that the storyteller convey a sense that the events within the story are dynamic and ongoing, that they describe and comment on life as it is lived today. Indeed, with Afro-American tales, this sense of immediacy is of ten conveyed by Creole language forms. Creole verbs do not carry the same kind of time markers that, say, English or French tenses do; rather, the verbs have a continuing-present feeling to them. Thus, characters often are reported to speak, not with the form “he said” or “she asked,” but in verbs that have a sense of ongoingness, such as “he say” or “she ax”—a problem made even more complicated by the use of one pronoun, e, meaning “he,” “she,” or “it.” In my recastings of the stories, I have translated all action into the past tense because that is our conventional storytelling verb form, trusting that the vigor of the action and vitality of the expression will carry the essential message of ongoingness.

Finally, oral performances tend to focus on the concrete qualities of the here and now, and on the practicalities and problems faced daily in the village or small-community context in which most of these stories were collected. Personal problems and eccentricities are seldom faced head-on. Instead, those used to operating in an oral manner learn from experience how direct and personal talk about one another’s doings can adversely affect the harmony of the community. To them, then, the most effective and artful forms of speech are those that contain indirect arguments, that “go round for long,” as some some Africans put it, that couch personal suggestions in impersonal terms. The verbal arts, including storytelling, gravitate toward arresting images and concrete figures of speech. In our more literate and impersonal world, ironically, we tend to address our relationships and their problems more directly, with a greater number of rules of thumb whose formulation draws upon I and you more readily. The “hidden” and allusive characteristics of the older proverbs and parables seem strangely old-fashioned and even inauthentic because they seem to indicate that we are not speaking our minds. But people who live in one another’s laps all the time cannot afford to be so direct or so openly confrontative in their rhetoric.

The taletelling tradition of blacks in the New World came, directly or indirectly, from the places where the slaves’ ancestors lived in the sub-Saharan area of the Old World. The major evidence for this is the relative consistency of the repertoire wherever Africans found themselves transported in the New World. The notes to sources in the Appendix will direct you to the relevant scholarship in the subject. Perhaps it may seem that I have skewed the argument to some degree by giving many examples of stories that have been more or less established as African in origin in a New World telling; if this is so, it was serendipitous, for I had picked the stories before I began the annotation. And as the reader interested in the subject will recognize, there are a number of stories included here that have come into the Afro-American repertoire from Europe or that have been reported from many places throughout the world—for example, the tar-baby stories, here represented by “Tricking All the Kings.”

I have not included many examples of the jokes that make up a large part of the black repertoire throughout the New World; although they are traditional and certainly very interesting, jokes are a somewhat separate folkloric form, focusing on the “setup” and “punch line.” I have included only a small selection of jokes, ones that continue and expand the themes, techniques, and concerns of the more leisurely paced folktales.

On the other hand, I have included a good deal of material that is jocular, if not actually in joke form; most of these stories did not appear in print until the twentieth-century collections were published. They report a body of tales specifically focusing on black-white relations under slavery, a subject that was hardly likely to have been brought to the notice of Joel Chandler Harris and his followers. The work of the Afro-American folklorists Arthur Huff Fauset and Zora Neale Hurston—and, later, J. Mason Brewer and Daryl Cumber Dance—really marks the time when the story lore of Afro-Americans in the United States was collected in a manner that might place the lore in the context of the people’s everyday lives.

When the Harris books first appeared in the early 1880s, the question of the geographical and cultural origins of at least the Uncle Remus canon was raised; Harris himself, among others, presumed they were mostly African; another group sought to find their origins within the Indo-European complex. As I discuss in the Introduction, the work of recent scholars has pretty well laid to rest the Europeanist position, even for tales from the mainland of the United States. The key documents in tracking down the story behind these stories are Richard M. Dorson’s collections, effectively brought together in his American Negro Folktales; William Bascom’s series of articles “African Folktales in America,” in Research in African Literatures; Alan Dundes’s “African and Afro-American Tales,” in African Folklore in the New World; and Florence Baer, Sources and Analogues of the Uncle Remus Tales. I make extensive commentary on these works in the Appendix, and provide full bibliographical references to them (as well as all other cited materials) in the Bibliography.

In great part, these scholars built on the earlier efforts of Elsie Clews Parsons; this indefatigable collector-ethnographer spent much of the 1920s and 1930s collecting, organizing, annotating, and publishing New World Negro stories. My debt to her work is reflected in the tales that I have derived from her books and articles. Moreover, Parsons underwrote the field research and published much of the work of others, most notably that of Melville J. Herskovits and his wife, Frances. I have found their Suriname Folk-lore an especially rich resource, unique not only in its subject area but in the felicity of their translations from the Paramaribo Creole tongue, taki-taki.

I have also had the pleasure of conversing and corresponding with a number of collector-ethnographers, many of whom have shared texts with me as well as wise words. Daniel Crowley not only has written the most comprehensive work on the performance of tales in this culture area, I Could Talk Old-Story Good, but has shared his intimate knowledge of Afro-America without stint; and he has delivered, again and again, the most articulate renderings of the Africanist’s perspective on Afro-American lore.

Eichard Dorson, the last great and vociferous advocate of the Europeanist perspective, carried out extraordinarily important work among black raconteurs in communities in Arkansas and Michigan in the 1950s, a time when attention to such a subject was out of vogue. His collections reflect the approved professional approach to the transcription and annotation of texts; in addition, his sketches of the performers themselves and his reproduction, in toto, of a tale-telling session prefigure recent developments in what we used to call the “science of folklore,” and which we call “folkloristics” today.

In the wake of interest in the historical condition of Afro-Americans, a number of works have made important contributions to the understanding of the relationship between life and lore, and between studies of lore and the intellectual concerns of specific eras. Compendia of early writings on Afro-American lore emerged as an outgrowth of the Black Studies movement in the United States. Of these, none was more copious and illuminating than Alan Dundes’s gathering of a wealth of already printed, diverse materials in his Mother Wit from the Laughing Barrel. John Szwed and I attempted to provide a similar service with regard to the varia of the West Indian materials in our After Africa. The most readily available and reliable resource detailing the complex linguistic story of the Old World origin of the New World Creole languages is J. L. Dillard’s argumentative Black English. See also Walter Brasch’s equally engaging history of the writing of Afro-American talk in his Black Language and the Mass Media. The work of the social historians, especially Orlando Patterson and Edward Kamau Brathwaite in the West Indies and Sterling Stuckey, John Blassingame, George Rawick, Eugene Genovese, and Lawrence Levine in the United States, draws heavily on popular and folkloric materials, greatly filling in our understanding of the continuities of black life in one or another part of the New World. Richard and Sally Price’s continuing work on Saramakan (Surinam) life allows us to see, again and again, the large-scale similarities as well as the immense differences found in Maroon communities. Moreover, Richard Price’s work with Sidney Mintz, commenting on the Herkovitses’ position vis-à-vis African retentions and reinterpretations, has substituted reason for wishful thinking as I have developed my perspectives on Afro-American cultures.

Finally, my personal gratitude goes to those who, over the years, have talked through these questions and have led me through the literature: Ken Goldstein, Herbert Halpert, Bob Thompson, Bill Wiggins, Melvin Wade, Jay Edwards, Bill Ferris, Marilyn White, Henry Glassie, Jerry Davis, Rich Price, Karl Riesman, Gene Genovese, Sid Mintz, and more recently, Bill Washabaugh, Skip Gates, Don Brenneis, Debora Kodish, and (always) my co-conspirator, John Szwed.

Wendy Wolf, cherished editor and friend, had the good sense to take the year off while this book gestated and its companion volume, African Folktales, went through the rites of publication. Her cheering thus came both from the sidelines and the center of the field, where her play is always superlative (though, by her own admisson, she needs some batting practice).

My wife, Janet, constantly brings me back to the clear and straight, the simple approach, often by asking the hardest questions of my prose in the margins.


WORDS WITHOUT END

Once upon a time, there was a king who had one only daughter. The king said, “Any man who can give me a story without an end can marry the princess.” Many tried but did not succeed. There was one last man who came in after everyone else was done. He was introduced to the king, and right away started into his story. He told the king: “One man had some corn. Some locusts gathered around this corn, and one locust came and took a grain. Another locust came and took a grain of corn. Then another locust came and took a grain of corn. Then another locust came and took a grain of corn.” Soon the king grew tired. “I am sleepy. You can go and come back another time.”

The man did so. And when he returned the following day, he started in: “And then another locust came and took a grain of corn. Another locust came and took a grain of corn. And then another locust came and took a grain of corn. And another locust came and took another grain of corn.”

The king grew tired and he said to the man, “Your story has no end. Take the princess and marry her.”
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INTRODUCTION

A story that has no end. Surely this is a strange way of introducing the reader to Afro-American folktales. Yet a great many stories in this book are built on similar solutions to a problem that a character has taken on for the sheer fun of trying to solve it, or to get out of the consequences he has brought upon himself. We are given no motivation; instead, we are thrown into the middle of an impulsive action being carried out for its own sake, such as courting the king’s beautiful daughter. There is no before and after here, only a clever trick.

In most of the tales, such tricks are constantly being carried out, not in order to better oneself in life, as we find in so many European fairytales, but for the sheer joy of taking on the challenge. We expect this when the stories focus, as they commonly do, on the actions of Trickster (Brer Rabbit in the South of the United States and in the Bahamas, the West Indian Compé Anansi, or the Haitian scamp Ti Malice); shenanigans come more naturally to him than to heroes like Jack the Giant-killer. As with tricksters all over the world, even when he seems to win, there is no “living happily ever after” ending to his stories. Instead, there is a “to be continued” feeling at the conclusion; for, as in the adventures of European scamps like Reynard the Fox and Till Eulenspiegel, we know that Trickster will simply go from one predicament of his own making to another.

For over a century, Afro-American folktales have been associated in the minds of readers with the plantation world nostalgically re-created by Joel Chandler Harris; moreover, because most of the stories he reports concern the merry pranks of animals, the tales have been consigned to the category of children’s literature even more fully than have the wonder tales of Grimm and Perrault. Consequently, these stories have been neglected by those who wish to celebrate the Black Achievement and have been regarded by observers as predominantly the response of an enslaved and exploited people to conditions imposed upon them. This is certainly an element in the tales that must be dealt with seriously, but the whole repertoire—Harris included—deserves to be looked at more closely and more sympathetically.

Harris’s works and those of his followers appear in this collection, but the majority of the stories go far beyond Uncle Remus and his friends in the subjects they deal with, the audience to whom they are directed, and the historical times and geographical places they represent. Their geographical range takes us to Afro-American communities all over the New World—North, South, and Central America and the Caribbean included. Although most of the tales were collected in rural communities, a few texts are included from city settings as far from each other as Paramaribo, Surinam, on the mainland of South America, to Philadelphia. The sources include written accounts that predate the publication of the Uncle Bemus tales, later collections carried out by folklorists in the 1920s and 1930s, and still other from the fieldwork that I and my contemporaries have conducted since the invention of the tape recorder.

Like other forms of Afro-American creative inventions—song, dance, and a range of techniques of body adornment—these tales testify not only to the perseverance of an uprooted and enslaved people but to the vitality of the cultural traditions they were able to maintain and build upon. The elements of storytelling were included in the only “baggage” they could carry with them: their traditional styles of personal and social adornment, as well as their ways of performing and celebrating. A great many of the stories included are actually New World versions of ones found throughout sub-Saharan Africa and therefore stand alongside the other great black performance traditions in illustrating the continuing vigor of the African aesthetic. Although many of these performance forms were put together on this side of the Atlantic, they draw upon some of the most profound dimensions of African style. If the importance of the tales in celebrating black creativity has been superseded by more lively and large-scale performances, such as jazz or break dancing, the slower, less-driven rhythms of the stories continue to enchant in their small-scale but equally outrageous way.

These stories are associated throughout the black world with the joyful effusions of nighttime entertainments, especially with the time of the month when the moon shines brightly and old people and young come together to celebrate life’s possibilities in the face of the harsh regularities of daytime activity. As Jean Price-Mars rhapsodized three quarters of a century ago about the stories from his Haitian childhood: “They appeal to the mystery of the night as if to soften intentionally the rhythm of the narration and to place the action in the realm of the supernatural. It is … on these clear nights at the moment when ‘Rabbit is on guard’ (as we say … to describe the limpid sky studded with stars), it is at that moment that the proud ‘storyteller’ casts the spell on his audience.”1 The stories also respond to the terrible visitation of death to the community; they are told in their most liberated and outrageous renditions at wakes, after the interment. These tales, then, like the many flowerings of the improvisatory spirit by which the black world has always distinguished itself in the community of nations—through developing forms like jazz and the mambo, the blues and bossa nova, calypso and calinda—are evidence of a great ability to bring meaning to the most seemingly insignificant materials and movements. Like songs and dances, stories live in that part of black life “informed by the flash of the spirit of a certain people specially armed with improvisatory drive and brilliance.”2 It is a spirit with an incandescence that bursts in a shower of sparks and laughter.

Read these stories, then, with this in mind: the outrageous actions they describe and the mirth they elicit are a vital response to the long night of deprivation and to death. Told in dialogue, folded into the overlapping sounds of good company, and locking everyone into the occasion by the interspersed song that animates the tellings, they are not just the frivolous aftershocks of the uprooting and enslaving experience. Instead, they are artful lies that say aloud of life, as the king did in anger and frustration to the storyteller in the tale of the locust and the grain, “Your story has no end!”

I

Make no mistake: this is a book of elaborate fictions told by tale spinners, first and last, for the fun of it, even when the stories are told in the face of a death in the community. They may embody larger truths, but they are called lies and nonsense nonetheless by those who tell and listen and laugh. For, as Uncle Remus explained to his young white inquisitor who was worried about the morality of some of Brer Rabbit’s antics, “Creatures don’t know nothing at all about that’s good and that’s bad. They don’t know right from wrong. They see what they want and they get it if they can, by hook or crook.” We witness the doings of characters who demand that while we listen to the narrative, we suspend not only disbelief but the kind of moral conscience that asks that we judge such doings on moral grounds. The stories not only entertain but test the limits of the believable, by illustrating situations in which exaggeration, selfishness, and other kinds of reprehensible cutting-up are regarded as normal.

If these tales are such lies, one might reasonably ask, how are they told so that we both laugh at them and take them seriously? The answer is not hard to find. The storyteller presents himself or herself as a masterful liar, through joking openers (“Once upon a time, a monkey shit lime …”), endings (“This is what I went out to find out about, and this is what I was able to return, in spite of everything, to tell you, and if you don’t believe me go look for yourself …”), and the myriad inter-spersed remarks that remind the hearer that a performance by a master talker is taking place. This running commentary is what Daniel Crowley calls the “double lie” technique; by couching the fictions in such ridiculously exaggerated terms, the wholly fictional character of the tales is underscored, and the storyteller’s reputation as an artful liar is enhanced.

Perhaps “liar” seems too strong a term for the teller of these rambunctious doings; in fact, I would not use it if it were not the word that keeps coming up in black discussions of the entertainments they produce. A more pointed and resonant black term for what is happening is signifying, playing around by pitting words against each other, characters against each other, just to see what kind of response they will get from being thrown together. In “The Signifying Monkey,” the concept simply means stirring things up for their own sake. But the term can mean much more than that, for signifying is one of those bedrock black terms that can be self-contradictory—that is, it comes to mean one thing and its opposite at the same time. (Think of how “bad” came to mean “very good” for a while in “hip” talk.) Signifying can refer, as it does in standard English, to the ability of a word or act to carry deep meanings to the surface. But when used in the black sense of the term, it draws on both the standard definition and the strategy of testing and even casting doubt on the ability to bear the conventional meanings. Signifying, then, becomes a stance toward life itself, in which the significance of a reported action cannot be interpreted as meaning only one thing, for it may convey many messages at the same time, even self-contradictory and self-defeating ones.

To the outside world, such signifying is sometimes regarded as a mark of irresponsible irreverence; it may make serious matters seem playful, the subject of banter. But this is exactly what is intended in the world of nonsense, to use the West Indian term for signifying; it provides a context in which the community encourages its wits to test the limits of meaning by exploring the edges of believability, all of this in the service of expressive resilience and improvisational creativity. Nonsense or signifying, then, is not always merely playing around, for the most serious concerns of community life are brought into the discussion, and much is learned about how life ought to be lived, even when the illustrations for the virtuous life are couched negatively and are laughed at as acts of negation.

The strategy of being able to signify is especially useful in dealings with those who have greater power than the good talkers. In the Afro-American world, populated largely by blacks and yet commonly under the political and economic control of whites, the usefulness of learning wariness and counteractive devices of wit is obvious. Again, to paraphrase Uncle Remus in talking about why the animals acted as they did: “In those days the creatures were obliged to look out for themselves, most especially those that didn’t have horns or hooves. Br’er Rabbit now, didn’t have any horns or hooves so he had to be his own lawyer.”

A number of stories presented this point of view in lesson form, lessons that black children needed to learn in their dealings with the “white-folks’ world.” They were lies that taught important truths, such as the time Sis Goose was caught by Brer Fox while she was swimming around the pond. She got really annoyed about that because she felt that she had every right to swim there; so she took Fox to court. But when they got into court and Sis Goose looked around, the sheriff, he was a fox; and the judge, he was a fox too; and the attorneys, they were all foxes, as were the jurymen. So they tried old Sis Goose, convicted her, and executed her there right on the spot, and soon were picking on her bones. The moral: “When all the folks in the courthouse are foxes and you are just a common goose there ain’t gonna be much justice for colored folk.”3

This kind of mordant message is far from uncommon, even in the jokes of the more urbanized talkers. For instance, a common joke heard often in my first field experience (in South Philadelphia) portrays another lesson—this time between an old dog and his young protégé—and hammers home in even rawer terms its message of wariness. The old dog decided to take his young charge out on the street to learn its ways. They walked from place to place, and at each stop the old dog smelled an object (a garbage can, a fireplug, and so on), and the young one followed suit. Finally, they encountered a “she-dog,” which the old dog smelled, nuzzled, and “jumped up on her and knocked himself off a piece.” So the young dog did the same. Later, when the old dog was quizzing the young one on what he had learned, the latter admitted he was a little perplexed about things. “What’s the idea of being out in the world? I don’t see any rhyme or reason to it.” To which the old one replied, “Well son, my only advice is anything in this world you can’t smell, eat, or make love to, piss on it.”4

One of the important things to bear in mind when confronting such stories is that signifying is properly carried out on street corners or wherever young men joke with one another when they are out of the house and sounding with their friends. Otherwise, they open themselves up to the force of the proverb “Signifying is worse than dying” from those demanding respectful, straightforward talk. However, the subject of men is discussed in similar terms among women, and adults of both sexes often go on at length about the unreliability of children! Tales that tackle, directly or obliquely, how to make the most out of life, especially how to conduct one’s relationships with members of the opposite sex, are not only common but distinctively widespread throughout Afro-America, extending from the streets of South Philadelphia, in the story above, to the most remote runaway (or Maroon) communities of Surinam on continental South America. As Richard Price noted in his anthropological survey of one such community: “The Saramakas quite generally operate from a position of mistrust. Proverbs and folktales are loaded with warnings about confiding in anyone.… Deception is an expected aspect of all social relations.”5 There is a strong attempt to keep one’s doings to oneself and to operate with others as if the phrase “nobody’s business but my own,” which one hears often in songs (as well as in response to gossip), encapsulates an entire philosophy of life. This does not imply, by any means, that such gossip is forbidden or even looked down on, for no small community would be able to operate effectively unless everyone knew everybody else’s story. Moreover, not to be talked about is not to be a member of the community. The key in such village or neighborhood situations is not to prevent being talked about but to control as much as possible what is being said about you, to control your name as fully as possible, often by making choices about whom you leak information to and under what conditions you hide it.

The problem of maintaining any kind of privacy in the small community, whether village or neighborhood, is great indeed. The danger is greatest when private events threaten to become public in a way that will bring shame to those involved, especially in those cases where an argument takes place. When a fight begins in a family, it might seem helpful to bring in a go-between to help judge the situation. But to do so is to introduce the further complication arising from the distrust one has learned for discussing one’s business with anyone else, no matter how trustworthy. Indeed, a great number of proverbs and stories make precisely this point. For instance, in Surinam, they tell of the time when Anansi and Cockroach had a contest to see who could climb highest. What Anansi forgot was that cockroaches can fly when they need to, so when he got to the top, he found himself beaten. They proceeded to argue about whether flying had been included in the original wager, but they couldn’t decide the question between themselves. So they had to find a judge; and who did they call but Fowlcock to settle the dispute. He came and looked over the situation and the two friends that had had such a falling out, and he puffed out his chest and began to crow: “Come over here! Come over here!” So they went over to hear his verdict, and just as Cockroach got over near him, he gave one big peck and ate him up. If you can’t trust the judge, who can you trust?6

Mistrust pervades these stories as a direct reminder of how careful people should be in life. Perhaps more important, such stories often serve as roundabout techniques for talking about how one person is acting with others in the community without having to call out anyone’s name. They draw on native wisdom for addressing recurring problems, suggesting how they may be taken care of, and doing so without making any personal reference to anyone who happens to be facing that problem at the moment.

It might be argued, then, that stories both reflect and refract reality, for people who entertain and instruct one another in face-to-face ways need to hide their words sometimes. Moreover, hiding words by couching them in impersonal nuggets of wisdom may give the storyteller a greater sense of power simply because the use of indirection is often the clever and masterful way by which the oral artist operates. Even a scandal song or play that reenacts some especially ludicrous or antisocial activity in the community must be reenacted by making up nicknames for the miscreants.

II

I might not even have to get into this aspect of storytelling were it not that, on their face, so many of these tales appear to confirm certain stereotypical notions about Afro-Americans, some of the very ideas that I set out to dispel in putting this work together. By bringing together these tales, I may seem to subscribe to the notion that they are models of trickery to get around Old Master, or models of directed deceit and anger to get back at Whitey. In fact, they are models of how not to act in most cases, and they are told under conditions in which the action is so frenzied and so replete with acts of social disruption that the audience can only shake its collective head in wonder while laughing at the audacity (or gullibility) of all creatures great and small.

One of the most important dimensions of this deliberate nonsense is in the language in which the stories are cast. As noted in the Preface, when the slaves were first brought to the New World, they had a ready-made lingua franca that some of them had learned in West Africa and by which they could communicate. Often, it was a matter of survival to be able to communicate in a language that was only partially understandable to the slaveholder and overseer, and so this Creole tongue began to take on some of the symbolic properties of a secret language (more strongly in some areas of the New World than others). Among other things, changes in the meanings of words—changes that sometimes amounted to complete transvaluation—were encouraged by the slaves’ underclass situation. Words came to mean the opposite of what they mean in standard speech. I do not mean to overstress this subversive capacity of the language because we have only limited examples of this expressive strategy. It is more important for an understanding of the art of storytelling to realize that the slaves themselves recognized that the whites considered this speech system to be a mere imitation of whites (the vocabulary, remember, was predominantly English or French) and a poor one at that—the slaves were “murdering the language.” The use of patois, then, confirmed the white stereotype of blacks as uncivilized, a fact that hardly went unnoticed by the blacks.

Clearly, the ability of blacks to speak in the standard European vernaculars was considerably greater than acknowledged by the slaves and their descendants. Every once in a while, a white would overhear a ceremony or some other event of high seriousness and would notice the black speaker’s fluency in the elegant turn of phrase and the eloquent quotation. But, given the twists and turns of the plantocrat mentality, this too was regarded as a bad imitation of white oratory and was more or less dismissed from the record. Nevertheless, it is clear from journal accounts that the high value placed on eloquence in Africa had been translated effectively into various Afro-American forms of eloquent and ornate speechmaking. Moreover, such speaking was associated with the orderly and respectable household and church; the broadest Creole was employed with crossroad and street-corner good-timing behavior. A firm distinction is commonly made by the “good talkers” of Afro-American communities between low status, deep Creole (called talking bad, patois, broken talk, talking country, among other things), and a respectable way of speaking, often involving hypercorrect forms, and referred to as talking sweet (and not in the sense of using language to romance someone!) Thus there is a contrast made between ways of speaking that carries with it the social contrast between public and private worlds, and between respectable behavior and orderliness, and seeking after a reputation.

These stories are self-consciously delivered in the deepest of broad talk and thereby represent the most artful deployment of that language. It is therefore extraordinarily difficult for non-Creole-speakers to understand, especially because some of the best storytellers enliven the narration by going more and more quickly, using a lot of sound effects and often giving each of the important characters a special way of talking. These are not stories of language gone out of control, but are entrancingly and energetically delivered examples of talking bad on purpose. They represent a kind of linguistic liberation that contrasts both with the way Old Master talked and with the ornamental speechmaking that takes place in church or at wedding feasts, baptisms, and other formal occasions. In this situation, talking black is the language of action and energy and is strongly associated with males and public places (the street corner, the rum shop, the crossroads, wherever hanging out, or as they put it in the Caribbean world, liming and blagging, takes place). Talking bad, then, establishes its place in the speech system by contrast with the orderly and formal codes of behavior observable on those occasions that bring together the whole family and community. And talking sweet is strongly associated with good manners, and with paying appropriate respect to those in the community that deserve it, especially older women.

This talking sweet is widely observable as the prestige form of serious speech in Afro-American communities throughout the New World. Speaking in this manner elevates the status of the speakers as they address themselves to the important subject of how to endure with dignity and respect. Being able to master such speech is to startle the audience members into attention and provide them with a sense of the possibility of a different kind of mastery—a dominion over their lives and their souls. Many traveler-observers of black life in the American South overheard such talk but only half understood that something culturally different was taking place. For instance, Joseph Holt Ingraham noted that, on occasion, blacks were to be found “collecting in little knots in the streets, where, imitating the manners, bearing, and language of their masters, they converse with grave faces and in pompous language, selecting high hard-sounding words” to dazzle those auditors who did not have as great a verbal command.7 Such commentary is one of the staples of observers of Caribbean life as well.8 In perhaps its broadest (and most insidious) form, this speechmaking and other high-style behaviors made their way into the minstrel show as a major way in which black “pretensions to respectability” could be lampooned.

III

From the early nineteenth century well into the twentieth, the minstrel show was the most popular form of entertainment, not only in the American South, but throughout the United States. In England and the rest of Europe it found very large audiences as well; Americans were assumed to be able to perform “coon songs” wherever they went. Elevated forms of speech, of course, were hardly the most common form of black speech that provided material for parodies on the minstrel stage. Indeed, several of the most dramatically distinctive Afro-American styles of doing things were brought to the attention of Americans through explicit white imitations of blacks onstage. These shows drew much of their dance material, as well as certain other Afro-American styles of walking, dressing, and interacting, and developed a distinctly American entertainment form that included the song and dance and came to symbolize not only the black-face show but the racist southern world out of which the stage form grew. Indeed, Jim Crow originally was simply one of the stock characters in a minstrel show; “Jump, Jim Crow” was the song that gave him his name. This was noticed by W. J. Cash, one of the most insightful southern white commentators on the etiquette of race relations. “With Jim Crow we see manifested the deepest kind of ambivalence of the Southerner toward their black charges who they dominated and intimidated but could not help but imitate and even lean on: thus, they deployed the black-face, the ‘broken speech,’ the sentimental and satiric songs and dances as a way of exploring their misgivings about their precarious hold on social order and even psychological stability.” Cash continues: “What is worth observing also is that the Negro, with his quick, intuitive understanding of what is required of him, and his remarkable talents as a mime” caught these conventional “figures” and their stereotypical styles and “bodied them forth so convincingly that his masters were insulated against all questions of their reality.…”9 What Cash began to glimpse (albeit from the “liberal” perspective that views black culture primarily through the ways it is borrowed from by whites) was the dynamics of an Afro-American expressive system that was considerably wider and deeper than any stereotypical perspective could render. When black speaking could be interpreted as a misunderstanding of white standard talk, then things in black dialect could be (and were) drawn on for comic purposes. But as many concerned whites discovered, as soon as one came to know individual blacks intimately, the stereotype began to dissolve, and the degree and intensity of cultural exchange and respect had to be acknowledged.

On those occasions when the cool, high style of self-presentation was observed, however—blacks displaying themselves to one another in what today might be called “styling-out”—the white reaction was commonly one of amused derision, seeing the effort as simply one more bungled black attempt to imitate white cultural practices. Styling-out was expressed in a wide range of dress and a parading style of public walking (imitated by whites in the famous cakewalk of the minstrel show), as well as in oratorical forms of speech. These oratorical forms were mimicked in hypercorrect and ultracorrupted fashion in the “fancy talk” speeches, also found in black-face shows, providing white anecdotalists with a subject for many of their most popular routines, stories in which a character attempts to use jaw-breaking words but manages only to come up with malapropisms. The minstrel show usually imitated a limited range of black traditional display forms and then only for the purpose of depicting plantation life through the playful antics of the singing, dancing, joking happy slave. That this depiction had little to do with real plantation life is almost beside the point; it was the only form in which whites could acknowledge and tolerate black culture. Moreover, after the Civil War, this popular form of entertainment was seized upon by blacks themselves. They formed troupes that found ready audiences wherever they traveled, especially outside the United States.

A by-product of the minstrel show were books of songs and stories delivered in “black dialect,” sometimes written by minstrel performers or producers and sometimes by local wags—journalists and parlor raconteurs who developed a repertoire of such pieces primarily for reputation enhancement rather than to make money. In fact, these folios, which were generally produced on local presses, were often put togther by judges, doctors, professors, and other genteel types out of stories to which they had gotten a good response from their friends and acquaintances over the years.

These subliterary productions are strange documents from a folklorist’s perspective because they often contain traditional tales that appear in independent sources, clearly tales told among blacks for different purposes. For instance, one kind of story that is very often found among both white and black raconteurs turns on a clash of wits between a master and one of his slaves, usually focusing on, and ending with, an amusing turn-off phrase uttered by the slave: the Master-John tales, as they are widely called.

One of these widely reported tales concerns a remarkable hunting experience recounted by the planter. The planter brags to a friend that he has shot a deer in the head and a hoof simultaneously. He then turns to the slave who had been with him to verify this wondrous deed. The slave quickly confirms what his master has reported, cunningly explaining that the deer had been scratching his ear when Old Master got the shot off. As soon as the friend leaves, the slave asks his master not to get his lies so far apart next time: “Please don’t scatter them so, because I had mighty hard work to bring them together.”10

One would readily assume that this story, told in the southern milieu, reflected the ambiguous relationship between master and slave. As with so many such tales, it is reported from white and black raconteurs; when told by whites, it was a joke on themselves. But as William Bascom has shown, this tale of the remarkable shot is given in a number of African collections11 (but none from Europe), and so we may assume that the story was brought to the United States by the slaves themselves. They adapted it to local circumstances—ones in which lying is countenanced on both sides of the racial line.

An even more commonly collected story in Africa relates the story of the skull who speaks to a hunter one day and then refuses to speak when the hunter brings his king (or master) to hear this amazing feat. This results in the hunter’s head being chopped off. When the skull asks the dead one why he is there, the hunter’s head replies, “Talking brought me here!” This story has also been widely collected in Afro-American communities in the New World, primarily the United States, and again often as a Master-John story. In one version a snake refuses to talk to Old Master and embarrasses John, and when asked why, is told, “John, you let me down. I spoke only with you, and you had to go and tell a white man!”12 Both stories, then, are African stories that have been adapted to a format that addresses specifically American conditions.

The ironies that emerge from such stories today place the contemporary reader in a much better position to understand the amount of actual social information stored in the tales. Until now, the relationship between Master and John, or between Massa King and his minions, was neither recognized nor understood by readers outside the black community. What these stories reveal is a tremendously complicated relationship between the blacks who found themselves enslaved and those whites who affected their lives. The frustration and helplessness felt throughout Afro-America by blacks about whites is registered in these stories, but so is a kind of benign resignation that whites are eccentric people who do strange things all the time. Not least of these anomalous actions is the contradictory actions and attitudes of the plantocrat, especially with regard to issues of trust, industry, and civility. Repeatedly, Old Master is shown to be lazy himself, even while he accuses John of contrived inactivity; similarly, these stories are filled with trickery on the part of the whites combined with their encouragement of their slaves to display wiliness or cunning—all of this behavior in the face of the white stereotype of blacks as untrustworthy. These stories, then, are about the strange inconsistency of Old Master as much as anything else.

In the tales about Massa King, another kind of white eccentricity is discussed. Not only do whites do strange things, such as keeping their beautiful daughters locked up in glass cages or creating situations in which arbitrary contests are held for the rights to the kingdom, but the powerful whites allow this anomalous behavior to be made public business. In “The Singing Bones,” for instance, the initiating idea of the tale—that a father would ask his son and daughter to compete for his affections by gathering the most beautiful bouquet of flowers—is discussed by those who tell the tale as an example of the really strange things that go on in “white man’s yard.” Similarly, in “Three Killed Florrie, Florrie Killed Ten,” the idea of Massa King’s establishing a contest for his beautiful daughter’s hand receives no little comment from storytellers or members of their audience about how you just can’t account for how people in power like that are going to act.

Though many of these tales are derived in some way from the Old World repertoire, their reinterpretation in the light of the New World social situation is important to bear in mind. For it is both the continuities and the changes that occur in these stories as they are transmitted that allow us to regard them as useful devices for understanding the dynamic of the life of Afro-Americans in this alien environment.

IV

In 1877, in the first journalistic notice of Afro-American tales in the United States, William Owens observed: “Anyone who will take the trouble [to look at the] predominate traits of negro character … and the predominate traits of African folk-lore” will discover a kind of “fitness of each to each.”13 In making this observation, Owens was not arguing with any forcefulness that African folklore had been retained by the slaves as much as averring that certain traits of blacks went deeper than any historical disruption could affect. Moreover, by arguing in this fashion, Owens gave the impression that the materials he was presenting were authentic.

It was precisely this question of authenticity that led a fledgling newspaperman, Joel Chandler Harris, to mount a counterattack. Harris saw the Owens piece in an advance copy of Lippincott’s and found it “remarkable, more for what it omits … than what it contains.” The problem, as Harris saw it, was that Owens did not demonstrate a true intimacy with the material because he failed to present it in appropriate speech patterns and manner of presentation. Harris seems especially to have been upset by the lack of respect paid to the tellers of the tales, as well as to the tradition they represented. Harris was to verify the authenticity of any story he published, even going to great lengths to distinguish between those that came from pure Afro-American sources and those that came from storytellers who had intermarried with Indians.

The principal means of verification used by Harris was to correspond with other southerners brought up under the scrutiny of tale-telling blacks, rather than conduct interviews with the informants themselves. This we may attribute as much to Harris’s enormously shy character and his embarrassment over his inability to talk without a stutter as his unwillingness to interact with blacks. His books, through their enormous success with white readers, publicized the existence of these fascinating Afro-American stories throughout the English-speaking world and led to a great many other collections, some of which provide us with stories as they were performed within the black communities among blacks themselves.

The “signature” of the Harris-style plantation story was, of course, the tale of Brer Rabbit’s romantic interaction with the female figure made of tar, and the disastrous consequences that occurred when he felt that he was being spurned by her failure to respond to his sweet words. Ironically, Owens’s version of this encounter was closer to the way in which the tale is commonly told in Africa than was Harris’s rendition. Owens’s account begins with the common African storytelling scene in which members of the community feel the need to dig a well for all to use. The trouble arises when Brer Rabbit refuses to help and then characteristically not only avails himself of the water but muddies it for everybody else’s use. The tar-baby is then devised as a technique to snare the culprit—and Brer Rabbit finds himself in his familiar fix.

Both Harris and Owens seem to have realized that the tar-baby provided only one opportunity for this trickster to test his wits in working out an escape from his predicament. Though many think of the story as fixed in sequence, as in the Harris reporting, the trick by which the vexatious and malingering Rabbit is caught is found in many other stories, including some that are quite different in plot development. Consider, for instance, the story included here, “Tricking All the Kings,” in which the tar-baby capture is instigated by Master King in his effort to ensnare Anansi the Spider (a trickster found in stories throughout the West Indies and in the coastal areas of South and Central America where Afro-American communities exist) because Spider has been stealing water from his well. Anansi is caught and escapes by being thrown by his captors, not into the briar patch, but into the sea. There he encounters Buh Shark; he convinces him to make a great catch of fish for them to eat on the shore. There Anansi encounters the voracious Lion; Anansi knows that Lion is going to want to share in the feast and will end up eating most of the catch. Through a further trick, then, Anansi tricks Lion into allowing himself to be tied to a tree. Anansi consumes the fish, while Lion can only look on and pull at the rope that is constraining him.

Strangely enough, the earliest record of such a tale from the New World comes to us from Jamaica. I say “strangely enough” because there the slaves and masters came into less contact than in the more family-style agricultural enterprise that typified the southern United States. Unlike most southern planters, the West Indian did not generally regard himself as rooted permanently to his land and its product. He built less stately homes, saving his money for investment back in England. In addition, the ratio of blacks to whites was far greater in the West Indies, and so there was considerably less interaction between them. Not that there was no interest about black “manners and morals,” as West Indians phrased it in their journals. Indeed, virtually every account of West Indian life included some information about how the Africans and their descendants lived. But not many noted the stories that were being told, primarily because of the amount of time and energy it took to sit and record such information.

The earliest record of taletelling in Afro-America is found in the Journal of a West Indian Proprietor, written by the gothic novelist Matthew Gregory Lewis, best remembered for his work The Monk. Lewis inherited a Jamaican estate in the early nineteenth century and visited it for the better part of 1815–16, keeping a journal that was not published until 1834. He brought to his journal an interest in personal interactions, especially dialogue, as well as the more general European concern with questions of slavery and the culture-bearing capabilities of the Africans. Consequently, he recorded a number of detailed scenes of slave life that went beyond simple master-slave interactions, including the observation: “The negroes are also very fond of what they call Nancy stories, part of which is related and part sung.”

Lewis proceeds to relate four stories of the sort that one still finds in the West Indies, alternating between narrating the action in his own style and giving the dialogue in the manner of the slaves. One of these concerns the fortunes of a young girl, Sarah Winyan, who is lured away to the bush by a black dog named Tiger, a trick easily pulled off as she was feeling rejected and despised by her stepmother to the point that she constantly sang of her despair:


Ho-day, poor me, O!
Poor me, Sarah Winyan, O!
They call me neger, neger!
They call me Sarah Winyan, O!



The dog entices her to follow him because he has the special bewitching powers of obeah. But she has misgivings all the while, and continues to sing her song as she goes ever deeper into the bush; finally, she is heard by her brothers, who rescue her and subdue Tiger.14

This story and others given by Lewis are still widely told throughout the black world on both sides of the Atlantic. While the animal differs in the various renderings, as does the age and station of the young girl (often, she is presented as the king’s beautiful daughter), the pattern of seduction and rescue has remained remarkably stable. It is represented in this collection by “A Boarhog for a Husband.”

Unfortunately for us, not all types of African traditional tales survived the transatlantic passage to the New World with their vigor and moral range intact. While some of the myths of the West Coast cultures, such as Yoruba and Fon, are to be encountered within the vital context of the great syncretic religious system of Vodun, Santería, Shango, and Candomble in Haiti, Brazil, Cuba, and a few other areas, in most of Afro-America neither myths nor other details of African religious practices were maintained in any full and systematic manner. Moreover, the grand bardic forms of epic and other kinds of praise singing, the elaborate recitations of genealogies, and with a few important exceptions, the chants accompanying the casting of cowry shells—all these forms were lost. Of the bardic forms that persist, the elaborate boasts and curses, including many in verse form, are still found in song (for example, the early calypso), and in verse in the elaborate toasts told on street corners and saloons in urban areas, in prisons, and in juke joints throughout the American South. The epic accounts of great heroes and leaders of the people have been replaced by hero stories in prose, song, or the jingling verse of
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