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PREFACE 

Th e material o f rhetoric is comp os ed of 
e v e rything t hat may be placed b e fore it as 
a subjec t of speech. 

Quintilian 

In the beginning was th e word --th e or a l t raditi on. 

Once man d e v e loped th e ability to speak , he f e lt the util-

i ta r i an n c e d to co mm u n i cat e ; and lang u a Q e wa s b iJ r n . ll e 

felt the urg e to p e rsua d e others to understand his point of 

view, and rh e toric d e veloped . He felt a n artistic ne ed to 

e xpr e ss his d e sir e s, emot ions, and memori es in tales a nd 

songs ; t hu s folklore evo lved. 

Rot h rhetoric and fo lklor e , coming from the oral 

tra d i tion, s hare c ommon characteristics. Ancient Gree ks 

bef ore the fifth c e ntury B.C., defending pr i vat e prope rty 

fro m encroaching tyrants, obs e rved e ff e ctiv e meth ods of 

Ji sco urs e in the speeches of t h e ir f e llows . Th e y formulated 

f r om t h o s c o b s e r v a t i o n s a s y s t e m o f r h e t o r i c ~v h i c h g r e. w i n t o 

a n academ ic di sc iplin e , car r ied o n a nd perfe cte d in succeed-

ing generati ons by such men a s ! socrat e s, Pl ato, Ar istotle , 

Cice ro, and Qulntilian. Folklore as a syst em atic study 1s 

of r e l a t i v e ly r ecen t o rigin s . In t h e eighteenth and nine -

tec nth ce n tu r i es, wh e n t he Western world was recon~t ructing 
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society a r ou nd the principles of democratic organi z a t ion, 

t h e historian, no longer content to write about royalty, 

wars , and cIt an gin g boundary l in e s, began to an a 1 y z e the 

changes in h um an cul t ure. The world of lit e r ature , t oo, was 

in the process of chan ge from th e classical ideal to the age 

o f roma ntici s m with its dawning interest in the lives and 

e motions o f t h e common man. In the wake of sociological 

s tu d ies a nd nationalistic mov e me nts which in spired nations 

to r e cogniz e their rich heritages of popular tradit ion s , t h e 

st udy of fo lklor e began to male important strid es as a sci -

c nce itse l f . At this t im e the Gr i mm brothers gav e to Ger-

ma n y a nd t h e world th e ir collection of folk tal e s; Richard 

tVa ~n e r brought to li fe the lor e of the Nibe lungs; and 

F ran c ique Xavi e r Miche l r e call e d for Fra n ce h er great e pic 

po e m, Chanson de Rolan~ . Systema tic folklore stud ie s, und e r 

t h e sponsorshi p of l ear n ed societies, were initiated in 

seve r a l countr i es including th e Unit ed Sta t e s . In the y ea rs 

sin c e, folklore inv est i ga tions tended toward philology and 

lit e rary history or toward cultural anthrop o lo gy and sociol-

ou y . r~ m e r i c a n f o l k l o r e s t u d i e s h a v e b e e n c o n c e r n e cl ·' f o r 

Lh c mo s t part , wi t h cult ural anthropology a n d li t e r a tu r e .l 

1 f\ r t h H r ~'1 • S ~ 1 v i , L o t h a r K a h n , a n d R o b e r t C . S o u l e , 

e d s . ·' _[_\ l~. r e _Q.f_.Q.!Jl c r L a n d ~ ( N c w Y o r k : S . F . V a n n i , 
1 9 5 6 ) , r . 1 o ,i . 
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As a cultural anthropologist, however, the folk-

lo rist, that person who observes, collects, and analyzes 

fo lklore and folklife in all forms, is somet imes inclined to 

be come a fossil hunt er , who, says R. R. Marett, "tends to 

ove rlook th e permanent forces at work . Historical condi-

tion s change , wherea s ps ychological conditions are relatively 

per mane n t ." 1 The psychological condit io ns in folklore ar e 

clo sel y r e lat e d to the rhetorical conditions as they relate 

Lo human involvement and human responses . 

Rh e toric like folklore prompts response, says 

Ari st otl e , as it advises, comm e morates, or accuses or 

defe nds . Cicero says rhetoric's thre e fold purpose is to 

ins t r uct, to delig ht, and to move. Folklore also advises 

and instructs through proverbs , stateme nts of folk beliefs, 

an d didactic songs and tales. It del ights through the 

fairy tale , tal l tal e , and "noodle joke." It commemorates, 

accuses , or d efe nds in h ero l ege nds and bal l ads, and mov e s 

on e to terror or pity by the ba lla ds of tragic circum-

stances , lJ y urban be 1 i e f t a 1 e s, It j u m p II stori es, and ghost 

stor .i es . 

Ar i s totle sa ys rh et oric, lik e folklor e , i s suited 

Lo t h e popu l a r audjen ce s who do not fo llow elaborate 

l P s y c h o J o (J_y_ __ .2J:!.!_ ___ f o__LkJ o r ~ ( L o n d o n : ~1 e t h u e n Co • , 

Ltd . , 1920) , pp . 1 20 --21. 
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scientific demonstrations . Folk 1 ore i s a naiv e art; how-

ever , one is mistaken if he c onsiders it totally primitive 

or exta nt only among the ignorant. Folklore is eter nally 

deve loping in the ur ban , industrial, and even academic 

wor l ds , as collections s uch as Botkins's Folklore of t he 

lUiil_road, Boatrigh t ' s Folklore of the Oi 1 Field, and innu-

merable absent -minded professor stories attest. 

Fo lklore, in its broadest definition , includes not 

on ly tale , song, and "saying," but fo lk l ife--the trad i-

tional domestic , manua l, and grap hic arts an d crafts of a 

culture group, 1 each producing a rhetoric of its own. 8al -

lad tunes, for ins tance , contrib u te sig n ifi c antly t o a 

s ong's power to move an audience . Totem poles a nd hex signs 

per suade toward a folk belief . Tl is study, how ever , will 

confi ne itself to folk lit erat ure--narrat i v e , song, fo lk 

belief, and proverb--which comes from the oral traditio n 

but t hj c h can b e or has been tra l sf erred to printed fo rm . 

Folklore , for the most part, i s anonymous . In rare in-

stances , researc h may discover the identity of a crea t or of 

a folk ta l e or song or of a character . Paul Bunyan, for 

c .- amp 1 e , w a s the 1 i t era r y c rea t ion of J am e s ~1 a c G i ll i v ray • 

---------·----

1 D 0 n Y o d e r , " F o 1 k l i f e , " i n _Q.!l.Ll: i v i n q T r a d_i t ·i o n , 
cd . Tr istr am P. Coffjn ( ~~ e\v York: Gasic Books, Inc. , 1968), 
p . 242 . 
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Bunyan first appeared as a minor character i n a short story 

" T h e R o u n d R i v e r 0 r i v e , " p u b 1 i s h e d i n t h e 0 e t...I..9_i.1._[i e w s_-

Tribune June 24 , 19 10. In th e course of time, coun tless 

anonymo us nar rators to ld n nd retold vari a nt tales about him 

until he has become a national folk hero.l Paul Bunyan 

r e v e rses the usual pr0cess by which a character from oral 

trad ition eventually becomes part of published folk lor e. 2 

.. \ s J a n B r u n v a n d n o t e s , h o w e v e r , '' T h c m a j o r i t y o f f o 1 k 1 o r E' 

be ars no trac e of its authorship and even the time and 

p lac e of its origins may be a mystery . ''3 

.4 wide variety of tal e ty pes contribut e s to t he 

prose narratives of folk li te ratur e , eac h having its rhe-

toric al form, function, and styl e . 1yths 3nd leg e n ds a re 

gene rally considered to be tru e . ~ I y t h s , r e g a r d e d a s s a c r e d , 

arc set in the remote past . T l1 e y ex p l a i n c r e a t i on , an i m a l 

c haracterist ics, ritual, customs, and natural phenomena . 

Lege nds take p lac e in a datable historical past. Th e y have 

to do with biographical ma te rial (personal or h er o l egend s), 

f e ars and tato os (beli ef leg en ds), religi ous fi gures 

l D Q n i e 1 r l o f f m a n , J~.i:d..!Lt~:_l?J.LD..Y. Cl n : L a .~ _t__Q_f___Lb_~ F' r !2!!.1 i. e r 
f)Pmigods (New lork: Templ e Ln iversiL y Publications, 1 95 2), 
p p . :J- :) -

2for this reason, som e f o lklorists refuse t o call 
Pau l Bunyan an au t h e ntic folk cl1arC1cte r at all . 

3 Tile S u d v of :\ p1 r' ric a _ _D _ _F oJ.1.1 . ..Q..I....~~--\i!_llJ1. r Q_SlH~ t_i. OJ.!. 
( :'-: e w Y 'J r k ~-w.~· ~~ o r t o n /~, C o m p a n y , I il c . , l 9 b 8 ) , p • 6 • 
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(saint s' lege nd s), locali zed history (local legends), and 

superst itions ( ghost l e g e nds) . By their natur e as f olklore, 

l e gends oft e n ''migrat e , '' turning up at any time in any p 1 ace 

a s h a v i n g h a p p e n e d __ t h e r ~ , t h e h i s t o r y o r b i o g r a p h y d i s t o r t e d 

by success iv e variations to fit t h e time and place. Fairy 

ta l e s tak e place in unknown times and locations and deal 

wit h make-be li e v e s ituati ons . Tall tales g rossly e xag g er ate 

incidents for hum orous pu r poses. "Jump'' stories contri v e 

a su rp rise e n d ing to conjure del ighted t er ror, and ''noo d l e 

stories " and il k t e ll of l a ug hably stupid characters of 

misunderst ood sit uations . 

The st udy of t h e rh e toric of folk lit erature d e als 

also with th e folksong and ba llad , with prover b s or folk 

sa yings , and with folk be l iefs , wh i ch perhaps form a tenuous 

br idg e betwe e n fo lklif e a nd folk lit e ratur e , but provide 

ver y real e v i Ll e nc e of th e persuasive aspects of the rh e to ri c 

of Am eri c a n folkl ore . 

~ccordi ng to Tri str am P . Cof fin, onc e fo lklor e is 

p r int ed , it "r e mains t e mporarily froze n in writ te n form , 

[los ing ] l .s vitality wh e n transcrib e d or removed f r om h is 

1 . "1 o ra exis t e nc e . Ben j ami n Botkin says, ''T he e ssence of 

[f olklore] is som et hing that can n ot b e contained in a 

l '' The Qu e stion of Fo lk l o r e in tl1e Am e ri ca n Twe nt i e th 
C e tl t u r y , '' J.!Il _LI_ i c a n Q u a r t e _I..l.Y l 3 ( W i n t e r 1 9 6 l ) : 5 2 7 • 
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definition but t hat grows upon one with folklore expe ri-

ence . What makes a thing folklore is not that you have 

heard it before but that you want to tell it agai n in your 

own way, because it is anybody 's property . [and ] if 

you don 't like it, you can always change it, and if you 

don 't someo n e else will ." 1 When the folktale or song is 

rewritten or readapted for various audiences, it is then 

released from what Coffin calls "a state of suspended ani-

mation." The narrator, whether speaker or writer, is the 

folk informant wh o employs a transcriptive or pseudo -

transcriptive occurrence which provides a sense of p l a c e, 

o r traditio n, or uni t y2--a ll ma te rial s of rh e torical dis-

c ourse . 

Folk lore's performance paral lel s that of the clas-

sical oration as it instructs, delights, and moves; but it 

also ref l ects the essent ials of tw ent i et h- ce n tu ry scholars' 

definit ions of rhetoric as communication through the art of 

effect ive expressio n. Ke nneth Burke ' s term is i dertif ica-

ti on, the "unconscious factor in appeal ," which causes 

spea k e r and audience to identify with on e another through 

lA Treasury of Arn e ~jean Folklor e (New York : Crown 
Pub li shers , 1944), p p * xxi-xxii .. 

2tlennig Cohen, ''American Litera ture and Fol klore,'' 
i n Q1~1i v i n. a T r a d i t i o n , e d • T r i s t r a m P .. C o f f i n ( f\: e w Y o r k : 
Bas i c o oks, Inc . , 1968) , p. 242 . 
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mutual r e spect and mutual interest in and understanding of 

a subject matter.l Folklore, as it touches on the familiar 

and sometimes sentim e ntal, is effectively exp ressive to 

certain audiences and read e rs, allowing, even causing them 

to identify by means of suggestions of shared experiences, 

me mory associations, and at times, a willing suspension of 

disbelief . 

Folklore no t only reflects and follows the classi-

cal and mod e rn definitions and purposes of rhetoric, but it 

has within its ta l es , songs, and proverbs the essential 

properties of the canon of rhetoric: inv e ntion (subject 

matter), arrangement, style, memory, and delivery.2 This 

st udy itself is the s ubject matt e r of inv e ntion. It wi ll 

dc3 l with other parts of the canon by chapters: 

Chapter I: Rhetorical form and structure in 

folklore 

Chapter I I: Style 

Chapter III : The persona and his deliv ery . Early 

rh e toricians taught their pupils how 

to memorize a speech. Be cause this 

study is descr iptive, not prescripti ve, 

l ..::l__ Rheto r i c o f __ 1Q.1.ives_ (Ne w York: Pre nti ce -Hall, 
Inc., 1950) , pp. 36-37 . 

') 
._ R i cha rd l\ . Lanham, r\ Il a.n d l i s t o f R h e tori c a l Te -r_m s 

(Re~keley : University of Cali forn i a Pr e ss, 1969), p . 1 0 6 . 
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Chapter IV: 

Chapter V: 

and because it relies chiefly on 

printed sources, "memory" will not be 

a topic for disc ussion except as it 

can be docume nt ed as part of a partic 

ular narrator 's de l ivery . 

Appea l through logos, ~thos , and 

.QJ!.!hos . 

The persuasive qualities of folklore: 

documented examples of response to 

admonitions, particularly to folk

b e liefs and proverbs , and an examina 

tio n of the responses evoked by fo lk 

tale and song . 

The study, confined as it is to rh etor ical effects 

of American fo lklore, will not attempt to trace origins or 

motifs . Ma ny valuab le and definitive works already exist 

in those areas . And i ndeed , except for American Indian, 

some Neg ro, and certain occupational lore, most of American 

folklore derives from European sources . The study will 

de al with Americanized versions of tales, songs, and pro

v e rbs, citing examples whic h are representative, not n ece s-

sa rily defi nitive. 

Th e often quoted but pejor ativ e s tatem en t, ''It is 

o nly f o lklore," implies that t he subject matter is not 
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n e cessaril y believable. Folklore , however, is often more 

believable to some people than scientif ic fact. "Man," 

says R. A. Blakeman, ''is by nature a credulous bei ng . 

prone to allow an undue influence on the imagination and 

passions." 1 Therei n lies the rhetoric of folklore. 

1 A Philosophical Essi!._Y o n Cr e dulity and S~stition 
( Ne w York: D. Apple t on & Co ., 1849) , p . 1 2 . 
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CHAPTER I 

FOR M AND STRUCTURE 

Just as cloth can be measured with a yardstick 
to determ ine its l e ngth, tales may be measured 
by the schemes . 

V. Propp 

In his first manual, De Inventione, published about 

85 B.C., Cicero outlin e d six parts for structuring th e ideal 

rhe t orical composition: the exordium , or in trod uc t ion; the 

narratio, which s ets forth the facts and background of the 

i ssue ; the partit io, which defines the terms and s t ates the 

thesis ; the confirm a t io , o r dev e lopment of th e argum e nt; 

the ...r_gfutatio , which admits th e e xi s t e nce of bu t weakens 

the argume nt of opposing views; a n d th e pe rora t io, or co n-

When Cicero wrote his handbook, rhe t oric was 

already an academic d is c i pline , e ven a sci ence . ~lore t han 

fo ur hundred yea rs before his tim e , however , Greeks had 

obs er v ed e f f e ctive methods of oratory within the oral tradi-

tio n. Codified rhetorical form and pract i c e evolved in 

subsequent ce n t urie s fr om t hose obs e rvat io ns. 

Folklore , too, es pe cia l l y as ta l e , song, and prover b, 

h as an intrinsic f o r m and st ruc ture upo n whi ch pseud o--fo lkt ale s 

---~------------

1 ]..LIn v _f::J1 t i...Q_n e , t rans • , 
Harv ar d Un iversity Press, 1949 ; 

l 

H. ll . Hubb ll (C amb ridge: 
repr i nt ed . , 1968), l :l 9 o 



2 

and ballads have been created according to o0servable formu-

las. Stephen Vincent Benet's "The Devil and Daniel Webster" 

and "The Ballad of William Sycamore" are examples of so-

called literary folklore consciously composed within tradi

tional pattern s by a known author for a literate audience. 1 

Re aders of Washington Irving, Roark Bradford, and others 

may cite lengthy bibliographies of examp les. That sophi s-

ticated authors, like the ancients, transfer what has be e n 

done naturally and effectively from the ora l tradition into 

consciously created litera tu re serves to prove that the oral 

tr adit ion, as Jan Brunvand says, "p as ses on folklore in 

fairly fixed or standard forms, allowing us to recognize 

corresp onding bits of folkl o re in different guises.''2 Folk 

narrators, whether story te llers or ballad singers, pres e rve 

a nd relay ta l es and songs they themselves have h e ard; but 

Richard Dorson observes that if they impro v ise, as they 

oft e n do, they do so within a formula riz e d tradition . 3 

Va riations develop through countless r e tellings of a tale 

by one or many narrators, but the basic form of tha t tale 

1 Tri s tram P. Coffin a nd Hennig Coh en , ed s., FoJ:.K
lore i n A!!Jerica ( Garden City, N . Y .: Doubleday & Comp a ny, 
Inc .. , 1966 ; Anchor Books, 1970), p . xiv. 

3 "0ral Styles of Ame ric an Folk Na r r at or s, " 
Folk l ore in Ac t i_QJl, ed. Horac e Be ck (Philade l phia: 
Ame rican Fol kl ore Society , In c ~, 196 2), pp. 77-9 9. 

i n 
The 
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remains the same. Un like the classical oration, howe v er , 

verbal folklo re cannot tolerate a codifier to impose st an-

dards of e ffectiveness. Folklore , by its very nature , 

e volves naturally from unselfconscious sources . It doe s 

not conform to "how-to" handbooks. Because of its essence 

a s a naive art, folklore undergoes a radical transformation 

to what Dorson calls "fakelore" when extraneous pattern s 

mold l.t to 1 ·t t. 1 
1 erary conven 1ons. A study of rhetorical 

form in fo lklore, the r efore , will be descriptive rather 

than pres criptive. 

Form in written or oral lit er atur e is defined by 

S imon 0. Lesse r as ''th e whole group of devices used to 

str ucture [or ord e r ] materi a ls and communicate e xpressiv e 

contcnt ." 2 Form is th e overall design; structure, the 

bits and pieces t hat make th at design . To use an archi-

te ctural metaph or, one might d e scrib e form a s the building , 

whet her log cabin , Vic t o r ian mansion, or high-rise office 

comp l ex , and s t ructure as the logs, the br i c ks, or the 

glass and concr e te that creat e and characterize the form . 

In folklore , form and structure provide famil iar a rchit e c-

tural bases upon which other rhet orical elements build to 

1 Am e r i c a n I::.Q.Lk 1 o r ~ ( C h i c a g o : Th e Universi ty of 
Chicago Press, 1 9~)9) , P ~ 4 . 

2 F · . I h U . < 1 c t 1 on an c t e _nco n s c 1 o us (Bos t on: Beacon Hill 
Pr e ss, 1 9 57), p. 1 22. 
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create an identifying response on the par t o f the list e ner/ 

reader. I n prose narratives opening form u la s i dentif y t h e 

sto ry as fairytale , local leg e nd, or etiologic a l my th. 

Structures may include equations of pairs , trebling s, and 

even quadruplings . Conflict between weak and strong , simp le 

and wise, good and evil will structure plot progress i on in 

tale and ballad alike while form of songs depends in par t 

upon met e r, refrain, and often a s e quence of t i me. Proverbs 

too r el y for e ff ective ness upon a standard of f o rm . 

Within the form of the folktale and ballad cert a in 

functions, or actions, d e velop from pre ceding and into sub -

sequent functions in logical cause-and-effect relationships . ! 

The rhetoric of form, says Norman N. Holland , is that f o rm 

"is both obj ec tiv e and subjective; we can see it in the text 

b u t form only comes a l ive as it shapes our res ponses." 2 Text 

and response corr es pond to autho r and reader , narrator, an d 

audit-nee. To evok e a response from an audi e nce , t he nar-

rator must appeal to the list e ne r' s personal int ere sts, and 

paradoxically, expect him to set aside those int eres ts as he 

b e comes involved wit h the actions of imagina ry c rea t ur e s , 3 

1 V • Propp , ~1 o r ph o_l_QiJ.Y.-Q. f t h e F o 1 k t a l e , t r an s • 
Laur en ce Scott; 2nd cd ., ed . Louis A. Wag ne r (Austin : 
Un i versity of Texas Press, 1968), p . 24. 

2 T 11 e D y n a m i c s . o f L i .~-L n r y_J~ e s p o n s e ( N e w Y o r k : 
Oxford University Press, 1968) , p . 1 08 ~ 

3 Less · r , p. 133. 
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thus exhibiting Kenneth Burke's thesis of rhetoric's qua lity 

of identificat ion. The narrator identifies with the lis-

tener by appealing to his emotions and interests; t he lis-

tener, caught up in and responding t o the tale , identifies 

with the narrator or with his mater ial. 

Rhetorical identification in folklore is best served 

by devices of the familiar such as formulaic beginnin g and 

endin g statements. The opening formulas of folktales serve 

in the same capacity as Cicero 's ex ordia which sought to 

catch the attention of the listen e r / r eader and to pre pare 

him through pathos and JLtl!._Q~ for the type of story to fol-

low. In Old Wor ld tal e s, th e opening situation , often pre-

senting a picture of b ea uty and prosperity, functions as a 

contrasting background for the difficulties to come . 1 " The 

Blue Beard," for exam ple, begins: 

There was once upon a tim e a man who had s ev eral fine 
houses both in town and country, a g ood deal of 
silver and gold plate, embroider'd fur ni t ure, and 
coa ch es gilt all over with gold. But t his same man 
had the misfortune to hav e a Blu e Beard , which made 
him so frightefull~ ugly tha t all the women and gir ls 
ra n away from him . ~ 

Similarly, a v ers i o n :>f the Cind ere lla story, ''The King of 

Colchester's Daughte rs ," begins : 

1 Propp, p. 85 .. 

') 

~rona Opie and Peter Opic, eds., 
T a l.c s ( London : 0 x ford U n i v e r s i t y P r c s s , 

The Cl<=tssic Fai_zy 
1974) , p . 106 . 
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Long before Ar t hur and the Knights of th e Round Table , 
reigned i n the easter n part of this land a king , who 
kept his court at Colchester. He was wi t ty, strong and 
valiant; by which mea n s h e sub d ued his enemi e s abr oad, 
and planted peace among his subj e cts at home . Never
theless , in t he midst of all hi s e ar t hly glory, his 
queen died, leaving beh i nd her an only daughte r.! 

An Americ an t ale , on the other han d , mor e often p lunges into 

the basic action immediat e ly following th e op e ning formula 

statement . The op eni ng paragraphs of " Rush Cape" and of 

''The Ma n in the Kraut Tub '' ar e typical example s: 

And 

One time there was a king had three girls. He was 
getting v ery old , so he called his daughter s one day 
and told the m, says, "There's a question I want 
answered and I want th e t ruth .'' 

One time a man we nt to s ee a woman . She was married , 
but this f e ll e r h e kn ew tha t, and he had a pretty 
good notion ~ too , that he r husband wasn't at home 
that night . 

The undating and und ata bl e ltOn ce upon a tim e, " or 

more commonly in the Amer ican tale , "On e time , " prepares the 

liste ner for a fantasy, a stor y outside ti me , one whic h 

probably did not and coul d not happ e n, but whi c h gives 

pleas ur e through moun ting- and- re l ea s e of fear or tens i o n by 

way of imagination and a temporary depart ur e from reality . 

Of the sixtee n variants of Old World fairytal es published 

i n R i c h a r d C h a s e ' s a n t h o l o g y , 1\ me r i c a n F o 1 k T n .l e s a n d S Q~ , 

l ibid ., p . 159 . 

2Richard Chase, ed., 
(New York : The i 1ew 1-'\merican 
1956) , pp .. 32 and 46 . 

An 8 ric an Folk Tal~ s and Son M 
Library ; A Signet Key Book , 
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thirtee n begin "One time ." In Who Blowed UR the Church 

House ?, Th e Talking Turtle an d Oth e r Ozark Folk Stories, 

and Sticks in the Knapsack and Oth e r Ozark Folk Tales 1 

Vance Randolph recorded 297 stories almost verbatim from 

Mis souri and Arkansas storytellers. Three begin "Once upon 

a time ," th e others begin "One time." In Benjamin A. 

B o t k i n ' s L .T r e a s u r y o f Am e r i c a n F o 1 k 1 o r e 2 n i n e s t o r i e s 

begi n "Once upon a time . " Botkin, howev e r, unlike Chase 

who names his in form ants and describes the situational back-

grou nds of t h e storytelling eve nts, is not exact about 

identif ying v e rbatim transcriptions from folk informants. 

Rather , his cr ed its go more often to previously published 

tales, so tha t one cannot be sure when certain d e vices are 

inhere nt ch aract e ristics of the teller or when they have 

been added for literary effect . Even so, consci ous addi-

tio n itself reemphasizes t h e rhetorical valu e of a once-

and - fut ur e folk formula. Te n of the thirty-six Ame rican 

In ian tales c ollected fr om nativ e informants by Alic e 

Marrio tt and Carol K . Rachlin be gin "Once upon a time," or 
") 

'' 0 n c e , 1 on g 1 on g ago , " or "Th e y say that once) 1 on g ago. "._, 

lcNew York: 
19~!7, and 1 958) o 

Columbia University Pr ess, 1952 , 

2(New Yo rk : Crown Pub l ishers , Inc., 1944) . 

:3 ..:~ rn e r i c n n I n d i a n ___M_y_1 h o l o g y ( N e w Y o r k : Thomas Yo 
Cr o we ll CcJJnpany , 1968)~ 
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0 n e Haw a i i an t a l e , " Au-K e- L e t h e Seeker, '' beg i n s w i t h a 

va riation on the romantic mystery of pre-time, "In a land 

that is no w lost o o there lived a kingo Ill The 

f ormula intr odu ces, without exception , stories that have to 

d o with the i maginative and the marvelous. The rhetorical 

e ffec t of the opening formula is such that while any story 

can begin "Once upon a time," if the formula is applied to 

sacred script ur e or documented history, many readers with 

st rong religi ou s c onvictions or historical kno wledge might 

take offenseo2 

Myths and leg e nds be gin more sp ecifically with a 

t i me or a p 1 ac e w i t h such formulaic open i n g s a s , '' In the 

be ginning ," or "In th e tim e when their troubl e s began, the 

ordi nary Cherokee did not at first unders ta nd th at anything 

was wrong, "3 Or "All Alaska wa s onc e in a dim, gray twi-

light . . I n those days there lived o • a proud and 

powerfu l chief name d Ch e t'lo" 4 Oth er l ege nd s op e ning with 

lpadraic Colum, ed., Le ge nds of Ha wa ii ( New Haven: 
Yale Uni v ers ity Pr e s s , 1937), p . l86o 

2Ala n Dund es, "O n t he Psyc hol ogy of Lege nd," in 
Ameri can Fo lk L c g.rnd: A Symposium, ed. Wa yland D8 Hand 
( Be rk e l e y: University of Californ ia Press, 1971), p . 23. 

3Ma rriott and Rachlin, p. 147. 

40l i v e Beaup r e Mill er , ed ., M~ Bookhouse, 6 vols. 
~C hica ao: Th e Bookhouse for Children , 1928 ), volo 3: 
' ' T h e A Zi v e n t u r e s 0 f Y e h 1 a n d t h e . B e am i n g M a i d e n , '' T h r o u_gJl 
Fa i r y Ha ll s , p . 220 . 
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an id e ntifiable ti me period an d the name of the protagoni st 

pro ceed immedi at e l y with th e thematic action, as th e story 

of "Old Johnny Appleseed " illustrates: 

A long time ago, when th e early settlers of Ohio still 
lived in little log cabi ns in the midst of a lonely 
wi ld er ne ss, the r e wandered from farm to fa rm a queer, 
but lovab l e old man. Johnny Apple s eed he was cal led, 
though his re a l name was J ohn Chapma n o • 'tea rs a g o, 
Johnny Applesee d had given a way t o a poor wom an wit h a 
large and ne e dy family, his home at Pittsburg Landing, 
and he ha d l ashed two Indian cano es t og ether and packed 
them to th e rim with deer-skin bags o f apple seeds.l 

In cont rast to the bene vol ence of Johnn y Apple s eed , a l ege nd 

concer ning a tyrann i cal judge in the Ol d We st beg ins: 

In th e ear ly cat t le trai l days , whe n Oklahoma was know n 
as In di an Territory , a certain Federal Judg e , one 
Parker, was known for the severity of his decisio ns. 
In a c ow-camp braw l of a passing t rail h e rd, a Mex ican 
cook shot and kill ed a cowboy in a disp u te over a ga me 
of cardso Friend s of the co wboy wanted to lynch the 
cook at once , but on e of th eir number , the trai l-herd 
boss, pers uad ed them to wa i t until he had seen Judge 
Parker about the mattero2 

Such leg e nds have what Alan Dundes c alls '' a t e mporal dimen

sion.' ' 3 Those formulas which locate th e ta l e in history 

and g eog raphy and i dentify wit h a specific personalit y 

est ablish a rheto ric a l cr edib ilityq Al exander H. Krappe 

l I b 1. d "'' o 1 2 · _U.n 0 n e P a i r o f S t a i r s , p • 3 5 2 • 
• ' ~ 0 • J;; 

2John A. Lom ax , "Judge Park e r's Sentenc e," in .1! 
T !!) .. .? __ u r y of Am e r i can F o l k l o r e , e d • B • A. Bot k i n ( New York : 
C 1· o tv n P u b 1 i s h e r s , l 9 4 4 ) , p ft 1 4 7 • 

3, On th e Psychology of Legend," p. 22. 
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cal ls th e se formulaic openings "almost sacrosanct • 

fa milia r to all."l 

Onc e the exo rd i um introduces and identifies the tale 

type , the narr ati~, or factual background, follows in the 

fo rm of an init ial situation wherein the characters are 

listed or the hero is introduced by name and often by 

stat us . Ex amples are: 

There once lived a man who is said to have been good 
for not hlng .. 2 

Morris Slater was a b ig, dark-brown Alabama Negro 
bad man,3 

Bil ly t h e Kid was the most famous desperado of the 
Southwes t, a supergunman with a su re and dead ly aim.4 

Peter Tugg was a young man who l ived on Mid dle Street 
in Bost on with his pretty young wife and pretty little 
daughter Jenny .5 

Stru ctural det ail ~ such as name and stat u s, says Richard 

McKe on, "serve for t h e de velopment of connections • • by 

mea ns of 'po sit ions' and ;o ppositions. '" 6 In classical 

lTh e Scienc e of Fo lklore (New Yo rk .f~~' . W .. W. Norton 
& Co m p a n y , I n c • . , T'fi e ·N o r t o n L i b r a r y , l 9 6 5) , . p • 3 l ~ 

2 Mary L. Neff, " The First White Men ," in Folkl o re 
_QJ_jjl_e Grea t W_e ~ t , e d. J ohn Gr ee n v~ a y ( P a 1 o A 1 t o, C a 1 i f. : 
America n We st Publishing Compan y, 1 969 ), p .. 1 39 . 

3 Maria Leach, ed ., '' Railroad Bill , " Th~ainbow 
Book of America n Fo l k Tales and Lege nds (Cl eve land , Ohio : 
I1e World Publis1ing Company , 1958) , p .. 175 .. 

4 Ib id ., "Billy the Kid ," p . 17 1 . 

5rbid ., 11 Never, " p. 205. 

6 "Th c Ar t s of Inv e ntion an d Arts of Me mory: Creat i on 
and Critici ~m , " Crit i cal Inquiry l (Jun e 1975 ): 730 .. 
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te r ms, positions and oppositions were the topics for inven-

tio n, or the methods for developing the thesis of the 

su bject matter. Aristotle compiled a list of twenty-eight 

meth ods for presenting a court case in order to persuade a 

jud ge. He also discussed at length four "common" topics 

usef ul to discourse of all kinds. Prevalent in th~ rhetoric 

of folk literature, the four are: (1) the possible and the 

impo ssible, (2) what has and what has not happ e ned, (3) what 

wil l and what will not happen, and (4) size (the use of the 

device of magnifying or minimizing things). 1 The topics and 

the specifics of their development be come elements of struc-

ture which create the form of discours e , whether it seeks 

to e xhort, as Patrick Henry's "Liberty or Death" speech; or 

to defend , as the New York World's 1927 editorial appeal for 

the Sacco -V anzett i case; or to comm e morate, as Lincoln's 

Gettysburg Address. The same topics become structural 

devices for the form of fairytale, myth, or l egend . 

Just as Aristotle observed and categorized the 

str uctural functions of classical discourse, V. Propp has 

count ed as many as thirty-one functions which structure the 

folk tale in a consist ent ly systematic order. After the 

.c .: ordi_m , the formulaic open ing wh i ch identifies the form 

of the tale type as fairytale, myth, or l e ge n d , and after 

Yo r k : 
1 Th e R h e or i c o f_Jl _ _i s t ot ] e , t ran s • Lane Cooper ( New 

A' .ple t on - Ce n t ury-Cr o fts, Inc., 19 32), pp .. 142-43 .. 
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the narratio , or introduction of major characters and situa-

ti on, the functions follow in systematic order: 

lo One of the ~ e mbers of a family absents himself 
from home . 

2 . An interdiction is addr e ssed to the hero. 

3 The i nterdiction is violated. 

4o The vi llain makes an attempt at reconnaissance. 

5. The villain r ece iv e s information about his victim. 

6. Th e vi llai n at t e mpts to d e cei v e hi ~ v ict im in order 
to take poss e ssion of h i m or his belonging s. 

70 Th e victim submits t o deception and thereby unwit
ti ngly h e lps his enem y. 

8 . The villain causes harm or injury to a member of 
a family . 

9. Misfo r tu ne o r lack is mad e known; th e hero is 
approa che d with a request or command; h e is allo wed 
to go or he is d i spat c hed. 

10 . The seeker agrees to or decid e s upon counteraction . 

11 . The her o l e aves home. 

12. Th e hero is t ested, int e rroga ted , attacked , etc ., 
which p repares the way f or h is rec e iv i ng eithe r a 
magic al ag e nt o r helper. 

13. Th e h er o reacts to the actions of the futur e donor. 

14. Th e hero acq uir e s the us e of a magical agent. 

15. Th e hero is trans f erred , del ivered, or led to the 
wh e r e abo u t s of an ob j e ct of s e arch. 

16 . The hero a n d v il l ain j oin in direct combat . 

17. Th e hero is branded or mar ked. 

18 . The villai n is defeated. 
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19. The initial misfortune or la ck is liquidated. 

20. The hero returns. 

210 The hero is pur sued. 

22. Rescue of the hero from pursuit. 

23. The hero, unre cognized , arrives home or in another 
country . 

24. A false hero presents unfounded claims. 

25. A difficul t task is proposed to the he ro. 

26 . The task is resolved o 

27 . The hero is' recognized. 

28. The false hero or villain is exposed. 

29. The hero is given a ne w appea rance. 

30. The villain is punished. 

31 . The hero is married and ascends the throne. 1 

According to Propp's list of functions the folktale 

develops from either a villainy or a deficiency (ca lle d a 

'' lack") through various functions to a reward, a liquida

tion of misfortune , an escape, or mar riage . 2 Any of the 

Jack tales, Richard Chase's collection of American variants 

of an Old World cycle of stories centeri ng around a boy 

named Jack, illustrates these functions . In "Jack and Old 

Tush,"3 Jack is holed up in a lumber camp one cold winte r 

·--------------
lpp., 25-65. 

2rbid . , p. 92. 

3 Pp. 72-73o 
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night with just enough meal to make a few ash cakes (lack). 

Old Tush, an "old, slobbery hairy man, looked like a 

go r illa," breaks into the cabin and steals the cakes (vil

lainy) . Jack pursues him through briars and cornstalks to 

his lair, an underground cave (pursuit). There a pretty 

girl gives Jack cloth e s, a sword, a wishbone (reward) . With 

the sword he beheads Old Tush (escape); with the wishbone 

he wishes that he and the girl were married and that he had 

a house and a thousand dollars. His wishes are granted 

(liquidation of misfo rtune and marriage)o '' L.. a s t I h e a r d , " 

says the folk informant in an Am eric an equivalent of the 

"lived happily ever after" f ormulaic closing, "they was 

down there doi ng well--had three kids." 

Although any given tale may us e any number of Propp's 

thir ty- one functions, some eleme nts ar e commonplaces in all 

tales. Certain pairs of f unctions, like Siamese tw ins, are 

inevitably joined, amon g th em , "interdiction and it s viola

tion; an attempt t o find ou t something and the transm ission 

of that information; deception by the v illain and the her o's 

reaction; fight Rn d victory; a nd marking and r ecognit ion." 1 

Interdictions and violat ions include forbidden 

alliances and se c r e t marriages, orders not to enter a room 

or open a box , an d the entering or opening. Perhaps the 

lPropp, p. 109. 
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best known example in American folklore is Br'er Rabbit•s 

rev e rse psychology in begging Br'er Fox not to throw him 

in t o the briar patch (interdiction) and Br'er Fox's viola-

t ion of that interdiction. The Hawaiian legend, "The Waters 

o f Kane," 1 a variation of "Au-Ke-Le the Seeker," is one of 

many which illustrate almost all of the pairs as structural 

ele ments of form . Aukela, the younger brother, is forbidden 

to join his older brother on an ocean voyage but he goes 

anyway (interdiction and violation) . He is tricked into a 

fist fight and emerg e s triumphant (fight and victory). The 

old e st brother sends him in search of water into a place 

wh e re he knows Aukela will be hopelessly losto When Aukela 

d oe s escap e , however, he forgives the traitor and with 

magical powers tries to protect him from disaster (decep -

tion by the villain and the hero's reaction) . After all of 

th e crew but Aukela drown, th e goddess of a nearby island 

re cognizes Auk e la' s magic talisman and supernatural powers 

(marking and recognition), and marries him, only to impose 

further interdictions if he is to restore the lives of his 

brothers. 

In folklore other not-so-in e vitable halv e s are some-

t imes pair e d: kidnapping with counter-kidnapping, and 

l Ma r y Ka we na Pu kui a nd Car o line Curt i s, collectors, 
T I-u~ __ .l\! a t e L:.~-of L-.9 n e _§J}_ d 0 t h e r L e g e n d s o f t h e H a w a i i C! n I s 1 a n d s 
( l:Io nol u lu: T_ e Kamehameh Sc hool s Pr e s s, 19 5 1), pp . 3-22. 
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r e covery by helpers or instantaneous return or magical 

p owers. Dualism, like the two-by-two march onto the Ark, 

has its practical purposes. It supplies balance in form 

a nd plot, and it often provides a basis for didacticism. 

I f, in the folktale, as in life, there is poverty and crime, 

t here is also good and evil, reward and punishment. 1 Such 

polarity, creating intense contrasts in motivations and 

a ctions (McKeon 's positions and oppositions) accounts for 

t h e fact that in folktales and ballads only two characters 

a ppear in a given scene. If others are presen t at all, they 

ar e only onlookers.2 

More obvious to non-analytical readers than the use 

of two's in folklore is the us e of three's. There are three 

brothers , three wishes, three attempts, etco In a vast col-

l ection of Mormo n saints' legends one finds tales of the 

three Nephites, disciples to wh om Jesus granted eter nal 

moral life so that they might minister to the hospitable 

and faithfu l on eart h. Their appeara nce in a village or 

home or a long the rnad is usually unr em arka b l e . They take 

on the guise of itinerant workmen o r humble travelers 

looking for a lodging for the nighto Wherever they are 

lKrappe , p. 32. 

2 Axe 1 0 1 r i c k , '' E p i c La w s o f F o l k N a r r a t i v e , " i n T h e 
-~-:L u d y_Q.[_.l' o J. k l..Q. r e , e d • A 1 a n D u n d e s ( E n g 1 e w o o d C 1 i f f s , N • J • : 
Pre nt ice -l-lall, Inc ., 1965), p . 135. 
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acce pt ed , they perform some miracle--healing the sick, pre-

ve nting a lynching, rescuing a fello w traveler from hazards 

of th e road. Th e y arrive und e r ordinary circumstances, but 

they disappe ar miraculously once their mission is accom-

Trebling, a practice which American folklore in-

herits from classical and European tradition, is not only 

a convent ional e lement of structure but a device for rhe-

torical climb or progress. The t hird broth er triumphs, the 

third attempt succeeds, the third time is a charm~ In "The 

Wate r of Kane" there are many brothers, but only three are 

named and have sp e aking parts. Aukela is given three inter-

dictions if he will ob t ain the wat e r of life, and he makes 

three att empts at lea r ning to fly. Similarly, in the Jack 

tales , Jack is the third brother, seemingly simple, abused 

by the others. In "Jack and t he Talking Cro w" 2 Jack strikes 

three bargains, eac h more valuabl e than th e p r ev ious ones, 

until he b ecomes wealthy and in oxym oronic simple cleverness 

causes his b r others to los e all th e y haveo 

Pairs and trebl es exist in and migrate from European 

fo l klore; but in North American Indian lore, four is the 

significant i f not magic n um ber , ch i e fly because the Indians 

1Austin E. Fi fe, "The Legend of the Three Nep hites 
Among the Mormo ns,'' _Journal of _American Folklore 53 ( 19 40): 
1-49 . 

? 
.... C h a s e , Am_ e r i c a n F o 1 k T a l e s a n d S o -~ , p p o 7 9- 8 6 • 
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depe nd upon a world divisible by four: the seasons, the 

d irections (known as the Four Corners), and the portions of 

a day or a life. A Northwest Indian legend of Temlaham 

explai ns emblems on a totem pole and natural phenomena in 

terms of four images. A Man-from-Sky in radiant garments 

which caught the sun "like licking tongues of fire" came to 

earth and kidnapped a n Indian princess. He took her to his 

hom e , but h e r et urn ed to earth in a fog many years later 

with the princess and t heir grownup family . When the fog 

lifted, t h e neighbors saw only a star moving off , leaving 

f ol!.L ready-made houses , each mark e d by a lum inous crest, 

a Sun, a star, a Ra inbow, and a Thunderb i rd. Th e family 

wa s equipped with a pow e r called an "earthquake box" which 

cou ld be used locally or for complete annihilation. 1 

In ad d ition to the elements of four in time and 

nature, four character t y~es inha b it Indian folktales: the 

Cu lture Hero , the Trickst e r, th e Spider Grandmother, a nd th e 

Twin War Gods . The Her o represents the best of man's 

strength and wisdom . He is th e prot e ctor of women and 

ch i ldr e n, th e guide f0r yout h s, and the int e rm ediar y betwe en 

man and the Power Ab ove. The Trickster, a troublemaker, 

xhibits man ' s most despicable chara cteristics and is us e d 

to explain natural phe no mena or to point a mora l . In som e 

-~ ·--·----------· 

Yo rk: 
1 C h r i s t i e H a r r i s , S k y ~1 a n o n t h e To t e m P o l e ( N e w 

1\ t h e n c u m , l 9 7 5 ) , p p .. 3- 5 • 
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Ind ian lore, there is a Trickster-Hero who displays traits 

fr om bo th types but who benefits man or defeats death.l In 

Na va jo and other tribal lore, the Trickster- Hero has the 

iden tit y of Ma'i, or Coyote, who is both creator and buf-

foo n, a taboo breaker and a laughingstock , who possesse s 

powe r to bring fire and to cause death . 2 Accordirig to the 

lore of the Kaibabit s of Arizona , Coyote is a lineal de

scend ant of th e first people on earth . 3 Grandmother Spider 

is the per sonificat ion of Wo mankind. Old, she can , for a 

purpose , tr a n sform hers e lf into a young and beautiful woman . 

Wi s e and ki nd, sh e directs men's destinies and lures the 

wicked t o th e underworld. Her grandsons are the Wa r Twins, 

on e good , one bad. Virg in-born of supernatural parentage , 

th e y are young hut can become old quite sudden ly. Th e y are 

cr e ature s of action and killers of enemies . To the Hopis 

th e tw ins are the north and south poles , ke e ping the world 

balanc e d on its a x is and r epre s e nting t he dual nature of 

man. 4 

! Marriott and Rachlin, p . 15. 

2sarre Toelken, "1a' i J" oldlos hi: Le gendary Styles 
and ;\;a vajo Myth ," i n Ame rican Folk Lege nd, ed . Way l an d 
Ha nd (Berke ley: univ ers i ty of Cal ifor nia Pr e ss, 1971), 
pp. 203- l l . 

3charles Mo Sk i nner , America n My ths & L eae n~~' 
(P hiladel phia: J". B. Lippinc ott Company , 1903), 2:145 . 

4 Ma rriott an d Rach lin, PD 15. 
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Rhetorical form and structure exist not only in the 

Angl o- American fairytale and the Indian myth, but in local 

lege nds, belief tales, trickster and tall tales, hero and 

saint s' legends, most of which have a formal ba sis in some 

sort of conflictQ Jan Brunvand identifies local legends as 

"those which are closely associated wit h a specific place, 

either by their names, their geographic features , or their 

hi stories, " 1 eve n though some are migratory, t he t h e mes and 

esse nces turning up in other areas as other local legends. 

The ta le can be ''proved'' by a date or an iden t ifiable time 

per iod: " J u s t a f t e :r t h e C i v i l W a r , " o r n W h e ~1 t h e s e t t 1 e r s 

built the fort." The form is a cause-and-eff ec t usua lly 

having to do with a misdeed punished or an error rectifi e d , 

or in the cas e of plac e names, with a reason for being . 

"The Fac e on th e Panes," from Mich igan, and "The Fac e in 

the Window," from Alabama, are two examples o f stories wi t h 

a common motif told as historical events in se par a t e Ameri -

can locales. The face on the panes was that of Marga r et 

Henderson, daughter of a fur trad er , whose fa the r caught 

h e r in the ac t of e loping with her Indian l over_ S u m~0nin g 

help from his neigh bo rs, he bound t he young man and f lung 

hi m into the la ke to drown . From that day for ward , Margaret 

sat in h er room, s taring ou t the window. Wh en she d i ed , 

1 P . 96 . 
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says the legend, her ustill, waiting .face had someho w been 

ph otographed on the panes, and th at pictured glass is 

p reserved in a Detroit household to this day . " 1 

"The Face . in the Window " tells of Henry Wells, a 

b lack man of Carrollton, Alabama, jailed for arson, who was 

take n out to be lynched. F rom t h e mom e n t o f h i s a ·r r e s t h e 

pr otested his innocence . Just before the mob arrived, 

li ghtning struck, etching the l ikeness of his face, scar, 

te rror, and all, on the windowpane of his garret cell in 

t he courthouse . Later, when the sheriff had the pane re-

moved , the face appeared on the new glass. When a new 

co urthous e was built the face appeared on a pane in the same 

location in the new building. 

Mildred Barnett Mi tcha m [Ne lson ] accounts for thirteen 

ver sions of the Alabama tale, some indicat i ng crime s other 

than arson, some naming different criminals, not all of 

them Negroes . Dates of thP event range from 1870 to 1910, 

or vaguely , "Half a c ent ury ago . " But all are con-

st ructed on essentia lly the same form of conflict and cause -

and-effect.2 

If one lo c al l egend serves to prove the innocence 

of a victim, another might "prove" the guilt of a malefacto :r. 

lskinner , pp . 145-460 

2 " A T a 1 e i n t h e ~1 a k i n g : T h e F a c e i n t h e \V i n d o w , " 
.fuUd..!.!.!__:_ r n __ F o 1 k 1 o r~ art e r l_y l 2 ( December l 9 4 8 ) : 2 4 1- 57 • 
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In a New England tale, "Micah Rood's Apple Tree," 1 the bat-

te red body of an old Jewish peddler was found beneath an 

ap ple tree in the orchard of Micah Rood. Investigations 

tur ned up no assailant , but in the spring the tree's blos-

. oms wer e bright red instead of the natural delicate pink . 

In the fall, when the tree bore its fruit, every apple had 

a blood-red center. Neighbors, discovering the phenomenon , 

ca lled local officials who went to the Rood farmhouse , only 

to find Micah dead . Never could anyone prove that the 

fa rmer murdered the old peddler, but the next year the tree 

bo re only shrivelled apples the shape of the old man's head. 

Closely allied with the local legend is the persona l 

or h e ro l e gend which develops around the life, times, and 

hero ics of an individualo Cycles of ancient tales immortal-

ize such h e roes as Robin Hood and King Arthur. In America 

heroic l e gend cycles have had l ess time to evolve; neverthe-

less, an impr e ssive collection of tales has developed around 

Wash ington, Li ncoln, Davy Crockett, Johnny Appleseed , Jesse 

James , and oth e rs. Diverse as the heroes are in time, 

pla ce , and personality, th e legend s concerning them conform 

to a rhet orical pattern . Mo st American heroes, democratic-

al l y opposing the c lassical de finition, are humble-born 

persons who, by the Yankee e thic of hard work and honesty, 

lL ew is Ao Taf t , Profi l e of Old New England: Yank e e 
J:J~_a&.n.S:L~~---}~<il~-~.J. a n d F o l k l o r e ( N e w Y o r k : D o d d , M e a d & 
Co~pa ny ; 1965 ) , PPo 175-7 8 . 
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ach ie ve a statur e of greatness but are never too intent on 

the c l i mb to help a fellow being. The story of the young 

Ge o rge Wa s hington and the cherry tree has been denied by 

hi s t o rians and debunked by sk eptics , but it cannot be oblit-

e ra ted from Ame rican folklore. Folkt ales also evolve around 

the ad ult Wash i ngton . During a critical time of the Revolu-

tio n, Ge ne ral Washington wondered why a company of soldiers 

had c om e a lmo s t to a standstill in the r oad. Riding to the 

h ead of t h e company, he saw t wo young privates struggling 

to re mov e a f a llen log from the passageway while a third 

man s too d back offering suggestions . "Why don't you lend a 

h a nd? " Wa shington asked. "Sir," the bystander said, drawing 

hi ms e lf up with great dignity, "I am a corpora l ." Nodding 

as if h e un de rstood p e rfec t ly, th e General dismounted , 

j o i ned th e privat e s , and helped to tug the log to the side 

o f the road . 

Linc o ln is perhaps the most representative of Amer i-

ca n fo lk heroes . His rise from log cabin to White House 

p r ov id e s material for folktales about th e omnivorous reader 

who le ft a borrow e d book in a chink in the walls and worke d 

l ong e xt r a h ours t o pay for it wh e n rain ruined it, or about 

th e youn g me rchant-postmast e r who walked miles to retu rn 

mon e y h e h a d overcharged a poor customer. In "T wo Little 

Bird s a nd a Gr e at Man" Lincoln rides with three companions 

a l o ng a c o un t r y ro a d aft er a s pr ing rain . They c ome across 
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a pair o f robins fluttering and chirping and see two 

scr awny , featherless chicks lying in the mud. Three lawyers 

ri de on, commenting that two fewer robins would make little 

dif ference in the world, but Lincoln stops, gently lifts the 

bab y birds, climbs the tree, and returns them to the nest. 

"I neve r could have slept tonight if I had left them," he 

sai d as he continued his ride to court.l 

John Chapman, be tter known as the folk hero Johnny 

Apple seed, was also kind to animals. He would not rob a 

bee tree complete ly, but take only as much honey as he 

n eede d at the moment and leav e the rest for the beeso He 

would not kill a rattles nake, declaring snakes were only 

danger ous when in danger themselves. He once rescued a 

wolf from a trap and doctored its wounds. Like a gratef ul 

do g , th e wolf followed him for years. His compassion was 

not limited to animals , however. One tale tells of Johnny's 

running twe nty-six miles and back in twenty-four hours to 

bring aid to the p e ople of Mansfield , Ohio, who were 

thr ea t e ned by an Indian massacre o2 

Th ese didactic biographical episodes grow in hyper-

bolic proportions a s exe mpla of th e Golden Hule or the "Go 

and do li kew ise" admonition. Or, i n the case of villain-

heroe s such as J e s s e James, who supposedly robbed from the 

l Oli v e Be aupr e Miller, 2:298-99 . 

2Maria Le ach, " Johnny Appl e seed," pp. 28-32. 
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r ich and gave to the poor, or Billy the Kid who murdered to 

ave nge his father's death, the tales may point a sociological 

mo ral saying the protagonist, a sympathetic victim of cir

cum stances, had a heart of gold given to performing good 

de eds. 

Saints' legends , ghost stories, and the urban belief 

ta le are structured by elements of the supernatural. Saints' 

legend s have to do with the marvelous in a formulaic arrange

me nt. Be ginning with a time and a place, they t el l of a 

poor but devout person or community who is visited by a 

morta l, unr ec ognizabl e manifestation of a saint who , in 

return for hospita l ity or d e votion, rewards th e host and 

the n van i sh e s my s t e rio us l y. 0 n e such story, " Th e White 

Bread on the White Cloth," tells of a young couple, John 

and Isabella Price, who lived in a one-room house in Salt 

Lake City, Utah. Th e ir infant son was critically ill . All 

their prayers and medical attention had not helped the 

ch ild. On e night a stranger came to the door seeking 

lodging. There was no extra b ed , but Mr. Price invited the 

man in to war m himsel f by the fire. The baby, who had been 

f retful for days, sank into a peaceful sle ep . Both of the 

Prices , who had been det e rmined to stay awak e to watch the 

stra nger and to tend the ill ch ild, fell asle e p too . Dur ing 

the night , Mr s. Price awoke with a start. Sh e saw the 

st ranger sitti ng at th e table covere d with a gl e aming white 
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clot h, eating fresh white bread. The next morning, the 

stra nger l eft without the breakfast the couple offered. Mr . 

Price foll owed him out the door; but before he could bid the 

man Godspeed , the stranger vanishedo Inside, the baby awoke, 

appare ntly well and playful . Only then did the couple 

rea lize their visitor had been one of the three Nephites, 

the spiritual beings in mortal form who bring health and 

o fte n prosperit y to worthy families who we lcome them int o 

their homes. 1 Oth e r v e rsions of the legend tell of a 

Nephite who cures a small girl ' s meningitis and an older 

woman's abdominal can c er. 2 

A saints' legend from Santa Fe, New Me xico, tells 

of the Sisters of Loretto who founded a school for young 

ladi e s . They hir ed an archit e ct to design a chapel, but 

-
before h e completed his work , he was kill e d by a jealous 

husband. The nuns were lef t with a partially finished 

building where no allo wance had bee n made for a stairway to 

the choir loft. Local workmen were unable to design or 

build a staircase in the minute space available . The 

Sist ers made a movena to St. Joseph, patron saint of 

lHecto r Lee , '' Th e White Bread on th e Wh it e Cloth ,'' 
i n _B u--Y.iJlg_. t h e W i n d , e d 0 R i c h a r d Do r s o n ( S h ~ c a g o : T h e 
Univ e rsity of Chicago Press , 1964 ), pp. J0~ - 506 . 

2Fife , "The Legend of the Three Neph i tes "; and 
Wal l a c e Steg ner , ''One of Them, '' in A Treasury of We stern 
..t~L~ l ore, e d . Be njamin A. Botk in (New York : Crow n 
Pu t l :i sher s, 1951 ), pp, 683-87 . 



27 

carpe nters. On the ninth day an old man leading a burro 

a ppeared at the door of the convent and offered to build the 

st airw ay. In a matter of months he completed his work, 

des cr ib e d by Alice Bullock as "a double helix--two complete 

t urns of 360 degree s each--with no central support • . nor 

a sing l e nail in the entire structure. There are thirty-

thr e e steps, on e for each year in the earthly life of 

J es us ." 1 To cel e brate th e completion and to honor the 

c arp enter , th e Sisters pr ep ared a dinner, but th e carpenter 

had disa pp e ar e d. No one could find him. Not even the 

lumber yards could t rac e him. He had not bought supplies 

from them . In fact, no one knew what kind of wood he had 

us e d exce pt that it was not nativ e to northern New Mexicoo 

Saints' l e gends rh et orically pr e suppose a belief 

bas e d upon religious faith of both t elle r and audience, but 

gho s t st ori e s and "b elie f'' l egends, while told sinc ere ly and 

seriously by some nar rators as fac t , and rec e iv e d by some 

au d i ence s i n th e s a me spirit, depend as ofte n , parti cularly 

in the twentiet h century, on a willing suspension of dis-

belief . Their form, therefore, is es se nt i al to the rhetoric 

as the tale b uilds by Aristot l e 's pattern of risin g action 

an d climax t oward a dramati c d~ nouement. An example of such 

d !· r.t rnatic form is th e "jump" story, that which is c alculated 

1 L i v LQ_g___l&_ge n d s o f the ;; apt a Fe Co u r:!ll...Y (Santa Fe : 
The Sun s tone Press , 1972) , pp . 113-16. 
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t o command attention by building suspense until its abrupt 

end ing, when the narrator springs a surprise, causing his 

lis t e ne rs to "jump" in either terror or delight. A type of 

party gam e , th e jump story often tells of a theft, usually 

f rom a grave. In the night, the thief is awakened by a 

f ara way, ghostly voice demanding the return of the· object. 

" Giv e me back my golden arm," or "my bloody biscuit." 

Ric hard Chase records a jump story called "The Big Toe." 

A boy, hoeing potatoes whacked off some cr e ature's toe. He 

put it in his pocket, took it home, washed it, and dropped 

it in the be anpot. "He liked me at. in his beans," says the 

s toryt e ller. In one of th e three baits of beans he ate that 

n i ght was that big toe, so he ate it too. Later that night, 

as the family sat around the fire, they heard a voice from 

the distance calling, 

Wha wow woo woe! 
Wh e r e 's my big toe? 

Th e mama and the daddy jump u nder the bed, but the boy 

ignores the cry, though he tr e mbles and shivers as the voice 

dra ws near e r and grows louder. At an unexpected moment, the 

s toryt e ll e r flings th e imaginary object back and shouts, 

" You got it~"l 

Anot her vers io n of the jump story i s ''Th e Handsome 

Lov e r," r ep ort e d by Est el le Br oadrick of Cot t ont own, Tenn es see: 

--·---- ----------
l _ft. rn e_ r i c a n F o l k T a l e s a n d _ _J2~, p p • 57-5 9 • 
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A woman went out on the porch of her lonely farmhouse 
and cried, "Come on, my handsome lover." A deep 
voice answered from the forest, "I'm coming." She 
returned to the house but in a few minutes went out 
again and called , "Come on, my handsome lover." The 
deep voice answer ed from the pasture, "I'm coming." 
Again she went inside and again she returned to call. 
The deep voice answered from the garden gate. 

"Even as a child, '' says Mrs. Broadrick, "I wondered why the 

handsome lover was so slow." Finally, the woman made her 

last call and received her answer: "'I'm here! '-- and a big 

black bear ate her up ."l 

The rhetorical effect of a jump story depends essen-

tiall y on the narrator's delivery; yet the form establishe s 

an expected surprise, paradoxi cal as it is, that accounts 

for the pop ularity of the tale type in all cultures. Less 

frivol ous than the jump tale, ghost stories and urban belief 

tales are more rhetorically effective as they deal with pity 

and terror . T h e g h o· s t s t o r y w h e r e i n t h e r e v e n a n t , t h e 

ret urner, haunts the scene of his crime or of his deat h is 

a widespread tale type with a common structural pattern. 

"The Ghostly Hitchhiker" is a popular example. Someone, 

often a young man, is driving late at night along a country 

road by a l ake and picks up a girl th i nly clad in soaking 

clothes; or he is driving in the city and finds the girl in 

difficulties at a busy inter s ection . He gives her his coa t 

t o wear, takes her to her destination, and, attracted to her , 

. ~--·---·--------

lEstelle D. Broadrick, personal letter , 1 Febr uary 
1973 . 
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r eturns the next day to continue the acquaintance. When he 

i nquires for her at her home, he is informed by her mother, 

he r father , or her landlady that the poor girl died years 

be fore, drowned in the lake where the man found her or 

killed at the intersection. When he insists she was alive 

o nly the night before, he is directed to her grave where he 

f inds his coat hanging neatly across the headstone bearing 

a long-ago date of death. Maria Leach reports that a doctor 

i n New York found forty-nine versions of the tale in the New 

York State College Folklore Archives. 1 Countless other ver

sions exist across the United States, including one from the 

White Rock area of Dallas, Texas, which makes the news and 

fe atures columns every few years. 

Teller and listener may or may not literally believe 

t he ghost story, but the ' urban belief tale gets its name 

from the fact that someone, usually the teller, does believe 

ito Brunvand defines the type as "contemporary stories in a 

city setting which are reported as true individual experi

ences , but whi ch have traditional variants that indicate 

their legendary character ." 2 Often the narrator claims to 

be an eyewitness to th e event or to know personally a par-

ticipanto A belief leg e nd well - known in the Middle West is 

l"The Ghos t ly Hit c hhiker, p. 198. 

2srunvand, p. 90. 
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" The Hook .'' 1 It concerns a dating couple parked in a 

l over's lan e. They hear on the car r adio that a maniac 

with a hook for a hand has escaped from a local asylum. A 

ma n suddenly appears and demands e ntry to the cara The boy 

sta rts up the ignition and sp eeds a way. When he later opens 

the door to esc ort the girl to her house, he finds a hook 

ca ught in a crevice between car door and window g la ss. In 

another v er sion, sorority members, fright e ned that the Hook 

will break into the hous e , bolt themselves in one room and 

ref us e to answer when someone pounds against t he door during 

the night. The next mo r ning they find one of th ei r sisters 

dea d in the hall, e ith e r stabbed by a hook or killed by 

frig ht and shocko 

Anoth er be li ef leg e nd, told by two different people 

sep arately a nd at in te rvals of several mon t hs, conc e rns a 

wom an driving alone on a su p e r high way. A tru ck " t ail-

gates'' her for miles eve n t hou g h sh e , att empt ing to lose 

him, slows down to l et him pa s s or speeds up to ou tru n him. 

Fin ally wh e n sh e is fo r c ed to stop for gasoline, th e truck 

s tops too .. Be for e sh e can dash into the s ta tion to s ee k 

help from an attendant, the truck dr i ve r jumps fr om his cab 

and s houts, "La dy , I've been fo l lowing you for your own 

lLinda Degh , "Th e 'Be li e f Legend ' in Mo dern Societ y: 
Form, Function, and Relationship to Other Genr e s , ' ' in 

__ m c ris:JLlLl', o.lJL_1 .. fil.~ n d : __ A~JLQ s i UJ11 , e d • Way 1 and D. Han d 
(Be rk e l ey : Universit y of Californ ia Press , 1971), pp . 55-68 . 
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pr otection. There's a man crouched on the floor of your 

b ack seat." Both versions of the tale were essentially the 

sa me in details of form and content although one teller 

k new the story to be true because it happened to a friend 

o f hers traveling in northern New Mexico , and the other 

ve rified the facts as they happened to a woman she · knew who 

was traveling on Interstate 35 in Texas. 1 Belief legends 

of this sort are based on the innocent's fear of molesta-

t ion. They offer Aristotle 's ninartificial proof," the 

te stimony of e ye~witne sses. They are didactic warni ngs: 

" Stay out of parked c ars," and "Women should not travel 

gr eat distances alone." 

An archetypal f e ar of snakes makes for an abund ance 

of herpetological folklore, includi ng a contemporary ''migra-

tory" urban belief tale . Sometime in 1973 or 1974, a col-

l e ctor of folktales heard that a wo man in Da l las , Texas, 

tri e d on a coat in a small shop that specialized in "manu-

facturer's samples" at discount prices. She decided against 

purchasing the co at, but as she took it off, she felt some-

thing prick her arm. Lat e r in th e day her arm swelled pain-

full y , and she became so ill sh e ha d to be hospitalized. 

In a s h ort tim e , som e one else shopping in the same store 

di scov e red a rattlesnak e caught bet ween the lining and the 

1 r n te rvi e ws with Mrs. Sammie 0. Nich o ls, Carlsbad, 
New Mex i co, 19 72; a nd Mr s. Fay Hucke ba , Dallas, Te xas, l97 3 e 
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outer fabric of the coat. The story was repeated at numer-

o us gatherings, but no one knew the injured woma n nor at 

wh at shop the tragedy had occurred . 

In November 1975, the folklorist received a letter 

from a friend in Flagstaff, Arizona, lamenting the fact that 

she could not find fabric she needed for a quilt fining . 

"Our Hancock's Fabric Shop went out of business a number of 

years ago, but not before someone bought a rattlesnake in 

a bolt of material ." Thinking she might be on to a varia

tion on the snake-in-the-sleeve tale, the folklorist wrote 

for more information: did the corre spondent know wh o 

"bought '' the snake? did the story make the paper? Again 

there was more hearsay than documentation involved in the 

story . Delighted at perhaps making a folk "discovery" the 

folk lorist repeated both versions of the ta le to a Dallas 

friend , who, as soon as she heard a snake had been dis

co ver ed in Flagstaff said "Oh, no--that did not happen in 

Ariz ona! That happened right here at the Hancock's in my 

neighborhood." Again the collector asked for documentation 

a nd again she was told, "Well, I don't know whe n this was --

several years ago at least. As k Elizabeth Ree d. Sh e told 

me , and I think she heard it from a saleslady there." Since 

it is not likely that a nation wide ch ain of fabric stores 

specializes in snakes among the polyesters, one can dete ct 
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a d evelopment of another urban belief tale and a textbook 

exa mple of the rhetoric of folk literature. 1 

The tall tale, another type that often depends for 

effe ct upon he arsay or an eye-witness account, is not 

did actic , nor does it inspire fear. It is told for pure 

en joyment , the teller's as well as the listener's. · The 

narr ator is usually a poker-faced regional character who, 

fo r persuasive reasons, may put hi mself into the tale as a 

par ticipant. Strickly an Amer ican type from genuine oral 

tr adition, the success of the tale, says Jan Brunvand, 

do e s not depend on belief in details . but ra ther 
on a willingness to li e and to be lied to while 
k eep ing a straight face. The humor of these tales 
consists of telling an outrageous falsehood in the 
sobe r accents of a truthful storye The best tall 
tales are only improv e me nts upon reality; smart 
animals ar e smarter , big mosquitoes are bigger, bad 
weather is made worse.2 

The tall tale's rhetorical value is that it gives pleasure 

be cause of the storytell e r's delivery and the story's form. 

Th e narrator begins with a basic situation common to his 

li steners, one with wh ich they can identify--pride in fam ily 

or pets: "Had me a little dog once, was the best rabbit 

dog you ever saw"; weather c ond itions: " One winter we sure 

had a big snow"; friendship: "I was beginning to get a bit 

worried about Good 'Lig e , since I hadn't s ee n him for some 

---------------

a nd 
lpeggy Harris, pe rsonal l et t e r, 19 Novem b er 1975; 

i nterview with Florenc e H. Wa lr ave n, 3 January 1976. 

2p . 116. 
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th ree weeks."l After the introductory commonplace situation 

the story builds swiftly by preposterous events culminating 

in a surprise. A tall tale from Colorado possesses all the 

ch aract e ristics of form. It opens with a situation Colo-

ra dans (and others) identify with: "In the winter of 1877, 

t he miners in Leadville ate so much venison the tallow 

be cam e caked to the roof of their mouths. Th e y could not 

t aste their coffee and other beverages.'' The preposterous 

so lution was to wire bundles of pitch splinters to their 

h e ads and set fire to it . The heat melted the tallow, but 

left ninety-seven per cent of the miners baldheaded . Along 

came an e nt e rprising man with a case of hair tonic, but 

b e fore he could make delivery, he tripped while crossing a 

s tream an d dropped two jugs which broke when they hit the 

rocks in the creek bed. The next preposterous situation and 

climax to the tale is that the 

fishermen were amazed to fin d they caught fur bearing 
trout in th e stream. Th e ang l e rs found that by going 
down to the creek on Saturday afternoon, wearing a 
white coat, s ticking a r ed , white, and blue barber 
pol e in th e ba nk, brandishing a copy of th e Police 
Gazette and a p a i r of sci s so r s, and ye ll in g, ''Next , " 
they had no difficulty in getting all th e fish they 
wa nt e ct.2 

l chase , Ame ric.an Folk Tal e s a nd So..!UI...§_, pp. 97, 98, 
a nd 101. 

2 Am anda M. Ell i s, "F ur -B e aring Trout , " in g_g e n d...§. 
and Tales of th e Rockies ( Colorado Springs, Colo.: The 
·r; ~-~ t a n P r i n t i n g co . , 1 9 54 ) , p • 4 7 • 
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A tal l tale is nothing but a folk joke. According to Freud, 

a s a joke fools and tricks t he hearer it evokes a pleasur

a b le and a rhetorical respon se.! 

I n the tall tale, native humor is a coh esive struc-

tural devi ce as it is in the trickster tales, where it 

com bines with the Aristote li an value for terror aid pity 

for rhet orical purposes. Conflict, too, is a structural 

ev e nt in this tale type. As Frances Utley says, 

Th e bas ic do mestic co nflicts, deeply rooted in the 
ps ych e , th e e l eme nts of social mobility, are real no 
matter what covert wishes ac c ompany them; wishes 
t hems e lves make man l iv e and mov e . Pe ss i mism cannot 
destr oy th e truth th at som e men are be tter within 
than appeara nc e mak e s th e m, or that some men can 
move beyo nd the ir c hildhood status no matter now 
hard the c hallenge from outmoded social structures 
and sibli ng hang ups.2 

To ill ust ra te the organizational pattern of conflict and 

fo rm in t he trickster tale, Polly Pope anal y z e s the nsung 

ling Host 11 tale found in all North American culture ar e as.3 

The basic plot concerns a host who provides food by magic 

means , eithe r by diving for fish, transforming wood into 

br ead , or cutting meat from himself. Later, when the 

lHo lland, p. 131. 

2rntroduct i on t o Max LU th i, Onc e Upon a T im e~ On 
~N atu re of Fa i ry Tales, trans. Lee Chadeay ne and Paul 
Got twa l d ( Ne w Yor k : Frede rick Unger Pu bl ishing Co mpa ny, 
1970), p . 18. 

3"Toward a Structural Analysis of No r t h Ame rican 
Trick s t e r Ta l es " Sou t h e rn Folklor e _Quarterly 31 {Sep te mb er 
. ' 1967): 27 5- 86 . 
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tr ic k ster , using the same me thods, tries to return the 

h ospit ality , he nearly dies. Action in the story always 

invol v e s i n te raction. Pope calls any action which advances 

the pl ot a s t ructural func t ion called an event, but an event 

must be undertaken by a major character acting or interact

i ng wit h another character. Thus the framework of· the 

t r i cks t e r t ale can be r ed uced to a formula: Event 1 (the 

p rimar y action) + Event 2 (the imi t ative action and its 

r esult ), or El + E2 . A third event (E3) can take either of 

t wo f orms : it r e peats El or it involves another interaction 

betw e e n t h e f irs t two charact e rs, but the presence o f a n other 

ac to r l e ads to E4. In other words, as Axel Ulrick observes, 

f olk nar rativ e s feature only two major characters. The 

a ppea ranc e of a third with any significant part to play in 

th e t al e porte nds another development of the tale or a new 

tal e altoget h er . In the Bungling Host story, for exa mple, 

th e Hos t and the Trickster are the major charac te rs. In 

th e fi rst int e raction, the Host provides a spectacular meal 

for h i mse lf or his guest (El). If he repeats th e action to 

provid e "seconds " we hav e E3 . Whe n the gue st in v ites the 

host t o shar e his meal or wh e n h e imit a tes the first action, 

E2 , i ne vitab ly a disaster , tak es pl ac e . The sto ry may end 

t here , o r i t may continue . For example, the host may send 

fo r a d oct or to tr e at t he injured tricks ter , but as the 

doc t o r, i nst e a d of h e alin g , interacts by e it he r killing o r 
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bani shing the character, E4 develops. Events do not neces-

sari ly occur in numerical sequential order. El (basic 

inte racti on) + E2 (the trickster tricked) exists in all 

tale s of the type. E3 an d E4 vary or do not app ea r at all; 

t heir presence or absence is typical of a particular cul ture 

gro u p . "How a nd Why: Don't be Greedy Story " 1 from the 

Coma nches is t ypical of the El + E2 pattern. Old Man 

Coy ot e , the tric ks ter , watch e d an owl, despised symbol of 

d eath , pluck his right eye out, t oss it into the air, a nd 

ho ld out his c la w. As the eye f e ll back into its socket, 

sw eet dried meat fell into the claw. Coyot e ask ed if any-

on e could do the trick. "Only those who have the po we r," 

sa i d the owl . Th e c h al lenge of the statement creates an 

in ter actio n betwee n t he owl and Coyote-- El. Certain that 

h e could do anyt h i ng an owl could do, Coyote pluc k ed out 

h is own eye , tossed it in the air, and held out h is paw. 

Th e eye ca ught in a tree b r anch and nothing appeared in 

hi s hand. Angry , Coyote pulled out his other eye and sent 

it after t he first. It too caught in the tree for the owl 

to eat , l e aving Coyote to c r a wl a bo ut b e low-- £2 or the 

trickster t ricked . 

Trickste r ta l e s abound in American f ol klore eit her 

as variants of European lor e or as indigenous stories of the 

------- -----
! Marriott and Rachlin, pp . 131 -32. 
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Ameri can Indians. "The Gingerbread Man" is New England's 

v ers ion of an old johnny-cake trickster story. Br'er Fox 

an d Br ' e r Rabbit tricked and out-tricked one another in 

Negro folklore long bef ore Joel Chandler Harris fixed them 

in the Uncle Remus collection. Coyote is the familiar 

trickste r tricked in Indian stories. J. Frank Dobie 

r etel ls the t ale of the coyote who meets two she ep and 

threaten s to eat them .l In antiphonal interdictions the 

sheep tell him, "Don't e at me, I'm too thin," or "Don't e at 

me, I'm too fat." The coyote proposes a con test between 

th em . He draws a line equidistant between a thorn bush 

and a mesquite tree and sends a sheep to each place (El). 

On signal , they are to run toward the line. The first to 

cross it wil l be the "winn er ," in truth, his victim. He 

gives the signal, expecting the sheep to kill one another 

as they butt heads at the lin e , thereby supplying double 

rations of mutton for his feast. Instead, the sh ee p race 

toward t h e mark, ram Co yote on both si des, and ad d le him 

(E2). By the time h e r eg ains his equilibrium th e y are long 

sinc e gone to the safety of the fold. 

In "The Trave l s of a Fox ," 2 a fox leaves a bag 

with a bee in it wi th a woman for safekeeping. He order s 

l" Co yot e Between She ep , " in The Voice of t h e Coyote 
(L incoln: Unive rsi ty of Ne bras k a Press; A Bison Book , 
196 1), pp. 3 43 - 44 . 

2clifton Johnson, ed ., The Oak Tree Fai n Book 
(Boston: Lit tle, Brown and Company, 19 21), PP~ 27-33 . 
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her not to open the bag, but .she does (interdiction and 

viola tion). The bee escapes. When the fox returns, he 

takes the woman's rooster to replace the bee and puts it in 

t he ba g. Event l is repeated from house to house as the 

next woman lets the rooster escape and must supply a pig 

in ste ad . In the course of his travels the fox acquires an 

ox and finally a little boy. He leaves the bag this time 

with a wom an who is baking a cake. The little boy smells 

it and cries out. The woman rescues him and puts a dog in 

hi s p lace in the bag (E4--a new character with a new inter

ac tion ). At the end of the day the fox prepares to eat his 

tr ophy but when he opens the bag the do g jumps out and eats 

th e fox instead (E2). 

The existence of so many versions of the trickster 

tal e is a tribute to its popularity, but as Pope points 

out, t h e ex istence also indicates a rhetorical value be

cau se it is "a matter of form persisting through time. The 

stability is evident." 1 

In the tales the explanatory element is repetitive 

and often serv e s as an e nd marker. End markers in American 

folklor e , for the mos t part, are le ss formulaic than the 

"They lived happi ly ever after" of European tales. At 

ti mes, the end mark e r rounds out the story with a n expla na

tory sta te me nt, such as "Grandmother Spider and her Half 
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Bo y s wil l al ways remain in living memory," 1 or "They took 

Mr. Fo x to tow n, and they tried him on Pretty Polly's evi

dence, and he was hung ." 2 More often, however, the story 

c omes to an abrupt halt, or the end marker, strong evidence 

of the ora l tradition, indicates that the narrator does not 

k now how t o ge t his characters out of their predicaments. 

" Don't Be Greedy Story," for example, tells of Old Man 

Co yote 's craw l in g around the tree, calling for his eyes, 

an d en ds with flat finality: "That's the end of the story ." 

Other e nd ma rk e rs are "And right then I left and ain 't 

hear d fr om 'em since"; "Well, they fin'll y went back down-

st airs and got to playin' around and one thing an d another-

and t hey're a t it yet, I reckon." 3 

Th e folksinger , no less than the folktale narrator, 

works wit hin a conv e ntional framework whose structural ele-

men ts are traditional v e rse patterns, subject mat t er, and 

com posit ional t e chniques . So restrictive and familiar is 

th is fram e work tha t the singer, even in improvising, relies 

on oral tran s mission more oft e n than oral re-creation. 4 In 

oth er words , the singer may vary content or stylistic 

-·-
l Ma rriott and Rach lin, p. 89. 

2 Cha se , l\mer ic2._!1 Fo.l.JL_Ta~~Son~ , p. 42. 

3Ibid., pp. 45 and 86. 

4 Roge r Do Ab rahams and Ge orge Foss, ed s., An_g_J_Q
Amer ican Fo l ksong Style (Engl ewo od Cliffs, New .Jersey : 
Pr e ntice - Hall , Inc . , 1968), p . 12 . 
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d ev ices to s uppl e me n t a faulty memory or to adapt to a 

partic ular type of audience, but rarely does he att empt to 

c reat e new songs . A clear sense of organization contributes 

si gn ifi cantly to the folksong's esthetic and rhetorical 

eff ec t. As America Paredes observes, recognizable formal 

pa tte rns are necessary to oral poetry, which, at l~ast 

or igi nally , ca nnot r e ly, as sophis t icated poetry does, on 

th e vi sual effe ct of lin es arranged on a page. "The end

s toppe d line , for exam ple," he says, "is the on ly line 

pos si ble in fo lk poetry bec ause th er e is no oth e r way to 

s how t hat one has come t o the end." 1 

Fo lk poetry is rhymed verse from the oral tradition, 

su ch as lullabies , nurs e ry rhymes, work songs, jump rope 

chan ts , autograp h al b um sentiments , or oth e rs. For the 

purposes of studying rhetorical form in folk poetry, an 

analysis of its p r ese nce in the major folksong types, ballad, 

ly ric, a nd dia logu e song, ea ch of wh ich features individual 

conv e n t ions , may serv e to id e nt ify tradi tional patterns in 

f olk poetry general ly. 

Pr i mary formal charact e ristics of all folk poet ry 

nre regul ar ity an d balanc e , rhetorical aid s to the singer 

a s well as to the audience, and provisions for classical 

proportion in form . In folk ballad, lyr i c, and dialogue 

song th e ba sic formal unit is the stan za, generally a 

------------------------
lcited by Abrahams and Foss , p . 61. 
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g ramm atical statement, a sentence. The stanza is made up 

o f st ressed a nd unstressed syllables arranged in pairs, or 

d ipod s. As in the oldest English poetry, there are usually 

f our stre sses per line with a caesura in the middle of the 

li nes . Abrahams and Foss say: 

Deve loping this binary pattern, the lines generally 
gro up th e mselves in couplets (not necessarily 
rhyme d), with an e v en stro ng er caesura betwee n the 
lines. . The number of unstr es sed syllables 
com in g b etw een th e stresses varies , and is commonly 
irreg ular, an arrangement call ed isochronic. Thus 
Ang lo- Ame rican folksongs ar e binary, dispodic, and 
isoc hronic in verse c omposition.! 

Th e ty pical ballad met e r, a line of four stresses alter-

na ting with a line of three, is the most common but not 

necessar ily the consistent meter form in American folk 

s ong. The rhym e scheme is e ith e r a bab or abcb. 

Bal lads, verse narratives, progress chronologically 

o r conseq u e ntially from beginning to middle to end. Each 

elem e nt is immobile within the composition if the story is 

to make s e nse. There are no shifts in time , such as flash-

backs, and eve rything is expressed in action. 2 In narra-

tiv e fo lksong th e conventional story pattern is itself a 

rh e torical eleme nt which, say Abrahams and Foss, 

controls t h e mov ement o f actions, em phasis, moral 
stan c . , and r es ponse t o an en tire p~ece. Conv e ntional 
pat terns f unc tion formally in creating stereotype 

1 Ibid ., p. 62. 

2 rbid., p. 81. 



44 

situ ations whi ch lead to repetitive story mold or 
lyri c stance (the bereft pregnant girl, the man whose 
girl was left b eh ind, the wandering pilgrim stranger, 
t he dying or rejected lover, etc.).l 

Th e develop ment of elements of a plot-line is a primary 

structure in t he ballad form. "Frankie and Johnny" begins 

wi t h narration from . which the listener is led through logi-

cal steps of Fra nkie's finding Johnny in the bar, discovering 

his unfaith fuln e ss, hiding her gun, hearing his plea for 

l if e , murdering him, and attending his funeral. In "Spring-

field Mo untain,'' a young man b e gins his day's work on the 

farm whe re he is bitten by a snake. The narrativ e progresses 

th rough the day as he makes his fruitless attempts to reach 

home befo re he dies.2 

Less prescriptively unified than the ballad with its 

nar rati v e , folk lyrics are organized around a situation un-

r elated t o a cause-effect or a time quality order. Occa-

sionally a common theme or image provides a sense of 

coh erence throughout the stanzas, but the placing of 

stanzas one before another tends to be arbitrary. Lyrics 

ar rest or slow down a sense of time through rep e tit i on 

whi ch d e lays action and ma y dull the audie nce's sense of 

an tic ipation. 

libid., p. 33. 

2Alan Lomax, 
(Gard8n Cit y, N . Y .: 
p p . 13- 14 . 

e d • , T h e Eo 1 k So n_g_§_ o f N o r t h /\_tn e r i £_~ 
Doubleday & Company, I nc., 1960), 
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"The Lovely Ohio" is one of countless illustrations 

o f lyric form: 

Come all ye brisk young fellows who have a mind to roam, 
All in som e foreign counteree, a long way from home , 
All in some foreign counteree along with me to go , 
And we'll settle on the banks of the lovely Ohio . 

Come all you pretty fair maids, spin us some yarn 
To make us some nice clothing to keep ourselves warm, 
For you can knit and sew my loves, while we do reap and 

mow, 
Wh e n we settle on the banks of the lovely Ohio, 
When we settle on the banks of the lovely Ohio . 

There are fishes in the river just fitted for our use, 
There's tall and lofty sugar cane that will give to us 

its juice , 
There's every kind of game , my boys , also the buck and 

doe, 
When we settle on the banks of the l ovely Ohio , 
When we settle on the banks of the lovely Ohio . l 

He re stanzas are interchangeable; the third would just as 

we ll, perhaps better, structure the unity of the conten t i f 

it were placed in the seco nd position. The repetition serves 

to negate the sense of movement and progress although, s t yl -

istically, it intensifies the idea of settling down . 

Another illustrative f o lk lyric is the humoro u s "The 

Sow Took the Measle s ": 

How do you think I began in the world? 
I got me a sow and sev'ral other things. 

The sow took the measles and she died in the spring . 

What do you think I made of her hide? 
The very best saddle that you ever did ride . 
Saddle or bridle or any such thing, 

1 Ibid • , p. 85. 
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The sow took the measles and she died in the spring. 

Wh at do you think I made of her nose? 
The v e ry be st thimble that ever sewed clothes. 
Th imble or thr ead or any such thing, 

Th e sow took the measles and she died in the spring. 

Wh at do you think I made of her tail? 
The best wh up that ever sought sail. 
Wh up or wh up socket, any such thing, 

The sow took the measles and she died in the spring. 

Wha t do you think I made of her feet? 
The very be st pickles you ever did eat. 
Pick les or glue or any such thing, 

The sow took the measles and she died in the spring. 1 

In this particular folksong, the singer uses anthY..Q.9_nhora 

(a sking questions and answering them) 2 as a structural 

d ev ice which creates a minute element of anticipation but 

whic h is des troyed by the very inanity of the chorus after 

its first instance . The ord er in which the stanzas are 

giv e n in the text indicate their interchangeability; other-

wis e the sing e r might observe th e rhetorical spac e order, 

no se bef ore hide , feet before tail. 

The questions in "The Sow Took the Measles ," purely 

rhe t orical ar e used to involve the listener in a mock 
' 

dialectic as the speaker talks to himself. Th e dialogue 

song, a c ombination o f s to ry song and lyric, focuses on 

1Ibid . , p. 31. 

2 Lanham , p. 126. 
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conf rontation be tw een characters. Action is limited, 

usua lly by formu la ic expressi ons such as common place phrases, 

alth ough anticipation may b e heightened by arguments, plead -

ings , and question s and ans wer s betw e en two reco gn izable 

spea k e rs. Dialogue s ongs, however, do not al wa y s begin with 

th e d ialogue. The y may be reports by one who has ov er h e ard 

the c onv e rsation or who was a spea ker himself on another 

occas ion. "Brisk Young Farmer " is a dia l ogu e so ng in t ro-

duced by narrat ion: 

I 'll t e ll you about a brisk young farmer 
Wh o was handsom e and r en owne d; 
He court e d a fair and l ove ly maiden 
And her name was Mollie Brown . 

Wh e n his par e nts cam e to kno w this 
Th e y we re angry and did say, 
"We 'll se nd him away across the wid est ocean 
Wh e re he'll ne ver see her face." 

He sail e d the ocean over and ove r, 
The n cam e back to his native side; 
Sa i d , ''If Molli e i s alive and I can find her, 
I will mak e h e r my lawfu l bride ." 

It was e arly in the morning 
And h e was walk in g down the street, 
Thinking of his Mol l ie darl ing, 
Wh e n his true lov e he chanced to meet. 

It 's "Good morning, goo d morning, my pretty fair maiden, 
d f " Go od morni ng and coul you e v e r ancy me. 

'' No , my f a ncy's on a brisk young farme r 
Who has gon e sa i 1 in g on the sea • " 

"O h , h e ' s proper an d very hand some, 
He is als o slim and tall ; 
His ha ir is dark and v e ry c urly, 

h best Of all." Hi s pr e tty blu e eyes t e 

''I guess I s aw him an d I kn e w him . 
Wo u l d h is n ame be Wil li a m Ha ll ? 
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I saw a cannon-ball shot through him 
And in death I saw him fall." 

Suc h s cr e ams, such screams from the pretty fair maiden, 
Cr ying, "Alas, what shall I do; 
We were pa rt ed , both broken hearted: 
Now my heart will break in two." 

"Cheer up, cheer up, my pretty fair maiden, 
Cheer up, ch ee r up, for I am he. 
Now to convi nc e y ou of my story, 
Here 's the ring you once gave me." 

They join ed l oving hands together 
And to the church did go straight-way; 
This young couple were lawfully married 
Whet h e r the par e nts were willing or no.l 

Like th e folk narrative, folksongs have their 

formulaic openings and endings, or framing devices. Conven-

tional openings set up t e mporal or spacial identities: 

"'Twas Christ mas e ve and the night so dark"; "Away in a long 

green vall e y"; " Com e all you young fellows and l isten to me." 

Each commo nplace formula introduces a specific song type--

historica l narrative, s e nti me ntal e ulogy, playful revela-

tion, or advi c e and wa rning--and indicates what trad itional 

elements will follow, building toward a rhetor i cal form of 

e xp ec tation a nd identification. 2 

Another structurally rhetorical device which imple-

ments expec t a tion and iden t ification is repetition. If 

r epetiti on r e tard s ac ti on in the folk lyric, it serves in 

---------
lRoge r D. Abraha ms, ed ., A Sinq er __ ~ n d Her Songs ;_ 

Am c l da Riddle 's Book of Ballads (Ba ton Rouge : Louis iana 
Stat e University , 1970). 

2 Abrahams and Foss, p. 33 . 
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much folk poetry to comment upon or to intensify dramatic 

situat ions. Simple reiteration of conventional phrases and 

s ta nz as which fit changing situations is called "incremental 

r epe titi on." As an aid to song construction , it is a 

formu laic pattern occurring in a song composed of several 

sc e nes with similar settings. Incremental repetition, 

th e ref ore, is a unit of structure because, as Kenneth and 

Mary Clarke note, "Wher e as th e song seems to be standing 

s til l, we suddenly discover that we have bee n exposed to a 

story ."l In "Home Came the Old Man, "2 for example, alter-

nate stanzas begin with "Oh home came the old man, and home 

came h e ," where he discovers a strange horse, coat, hat, 

shoe s, and finally a strange head on his pillow. In inter-

v en ing stanzas his wife calls him "You old fool, you blind 

fool , you dodderin' fool," and fibs to him about the objects 

he thinks he sees. But with the repetitions, the man de-

v elop s as a stock character in folklore, either the wise 

fool or the simple wiseman . 

Repe tition for emphasis or as a mnemonic device is 

an e l e me nt of style rather than form, but as it creates a 

sense of famil ia rity and anticipation it becomes a rhetori-

cal st ructure within the folksong itself and between the 

!Introducing Folklore (New York : 
and Pi nston, Inc ., 19 63) , p. 66. 

Holt, Rinehart 

2 Chase, American F. o l k Tales a nd Son q ~, p p . 118- l 9. 
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singer and listener as well. These rhetorical functions 

inc lude such simple formulas as repeating the first or last 

line of a stanza in an aabab or abcbb pattern. Interlinear 

r e pe titions , such as the r e peating lin e s in "The Sow Caught 

the Mea sles," are called "burdens," conventional devices in 

f o 1 k song s . Some t i me s they rei n force a theme or a ·de s c r i p

tion , as they d o in "Home Came the Old Man." More often 

they merely s e rve to delay th e dramatic action or to fill 

out the rhythm or so und patt e rn, in which case they are 

u sua ll y nothing but nonsense lines: 

too du m lay.'' 

"Lolly too dum , lolly 

Single line reiterations may be mere incantations 

bu t a mor e commo n r e petiti on is the refrain, a complete 

v erse following each stanza. Rhetorically, the refrain can 

control the emo tional effect of the song, an element of 

ar tistic appeal, but it is also significant to form and 

structure as it hei ght ens or minimizes dramatic eff ec ts by 

ext e nding the story or providing commentary on the action.l 

Repeti tion as a rhetorical formal element becomes 

also a creat ive device in the cumulativ e song, a composition 

on a given subject or theme to whi ch subs e quen t singers add 

s ta nzas, usually improvising within the conventional form, 

p ro longing t h e song ad inf in itum. An e xample of the cumula

t i ve song is "The Old Man Who Came From Peedee": 

1 Ab rahams and Foss, p. 66. 



51 

There was an o l d man who cam e from Pee Dee, 
But ha; h a ! h a! I wou l dn't hav e him. ( Burden) 
The r e was a n old ma n wh o came from Pee Dee 
With h i s ol d gr e y b e ard an d h i s s hoes a-sh o vin'. (B ur d en) 

My Mama told me t o o pe n the door, 
But h a ; ha ! ha! I wouldn' t h ave him. 
I open e d th e do or a nd h e f e ll on t h e floor, 
With his old g r e y beard and his sh oes a-shovin'o 

My Mama to l d me to g et him a seat, 
But ha; ha! h a ! I wo ul dn't hav e him. 
I g ot him a s e at a nd h e s too d on his fe e t 
Wit h his old gr e y beard a nd his shoes a-shovin'. 

My Mama told me t o ge t h im s ome tea, 
But ha; ha ! h a ; I woul d n ' t ha v e him. 
I got him som e te a a nd he h opped lik e a fl e a 
With his old grey bea r d an d his shoes a-shovin'. 

My Mama to l d me to pu t h im to bed, 
Bu t ha! h a! ha ! I wo u ld n' t hav e him. 
I p u t hi m to be d and h e ask e d me to wed 
Wi th his o l d g re y bea rd a nd his sho e s a-shovin'. 

My Mama to l d me t o b i d him far ewell, 
But ha ; ha ! ha ! I would n't have him. 
I b i d h im fa r ewe l l a nd he hopped in th e well 
Wi t h his ol d g r ey be ard an d his sho e s a-shovin'.l 

Betwee n the fir s t and last st a nzas, an y num be r can be added. 

Cu mulative so ng s a re ex amp les of f orm in d e pe nd e nt of conten t . 

Al t h oug h br iefer th a n th e folktale or folk song, the 

folk pro v e rb also adh e r e s t o an almost infl ex ibl e form which 

can be anal y zed ap ar t fr om cont e nt. Lanh am d ef ines ''proverb" 

a s "A short , pith y s tate me n t o f a g e ne ral t r uth, on e that 

c onde n ses into memor ab le form commo n e xp e ri en c e ." 2 As such , 

- ------ - -----
lsourc e u nk no wn . This s on g ha s bee n s u ng i n t he 

Murray fam ily for g e ne rations . This c opy was f ur n i shed b y 
my a un t Fa n y lurray Baxl e y, of Sav a n nah , Ge org ia. 

2L anh a m, P~ 83 . 
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i t is what Aristotle calls an enthymeme, "a kind of syllog-

i sm." Syllogisms belong to logic and serve to calculate 

t ruth in a mathematical form: If A is like B and C is like 

B, then A is like C. But Aristotle does not demand that 

a ll trut h be calculated mathematically. He says, "Truth 

a nd lik ne ss to truth are discerned by one and the same 

f acult y; wh ile human nature, let us add, has aptitude 

enough f or disc e rning what is true, and men in most cases 

do arri v e at the truth." 1 Thus he allows for folk wisdom 

which c om e s through s e nsibilities of human nature and is 

often e xpr e ssed in folk proverbs. 

Although folk narratives and sophisticated litera-

t ure alik e ar e sprinkled with proverbial phrases such as 

" sour grapes," a proverb per se makes a complete sentence. 

In hi s analysis of folk proverbs, Archer Taylor reports 

that a Ge rman scholar, F. Seil e r, isolated three distin-

gu is h i ng classes of the form: 

1 . Thos e in which the idea precedes the image: 
"If you don't live in th e house" (idea of 
in expe ri e nc e ) "you don't know when the roof 
l e aks" (image). 

2 . Those in whi c h th e imag e pr e cedes the idea: 
'' New broom s '' ( imag e ) '' s wee p clean'' (id e a: change). 

3 . Th ose in wh ich t h e i de a and the image are con
ceived simu l tan e ously: 
'' A sm all ho r s e is s oon curried." I~ea and image: 

. hort tasks are soon accomplished. 

1 Ar is t otl e , p. 5. 

2The Proverb ( Cambridge: Harva r d Univ e rsit y Press, 
1931 ), p . 14 1. 
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Epi gra matic proverbs are formed on a classical basis of 

sa tire e ven as they may be categorized according to Seiler's 

char t. "Whistling girls and crowing hens" (image) "always 

come to dire ends" (idea : problem of unconventionality); 

"Chi ldren · and fools s peak the truth" (idea and image: 

inno cen ce or naivety). Less tantalizing rhetorica'lly but 

clear ly und erst andable a re proverbs formed as de clarative 

state ments: "You can 't judge a book by its cover"; or "You 

c an' t spoil rotten eggs ." Other proverbs have the form of 

interdictions : "Do n't count your chickens before they 

h atch "; or "Don't borrow trouble." 

Some comic proverbs, such as Wellerisms and Swifties, 

a re from the oral tradition even as they id e nt if y with 

li ter ary sources. Brunvand calls Wellerisms "dramatic 

v ignettes " because they are composed of both speech and 

action, and defines them as a th r ee -pa rt form consisting of 

a familiar quotation, an ascription, and an action: ''Ev er y-

on e to her own notion" (quotation) , "said the old lady" 

( ) . . d h " ( t • ) 1 ascription , "as she Klsse t e cow ac 10n • Weller isms 

existed in verbal folklore long before Dick ens revitalized 

them t hrough the mouth of his Sam Weller , from whom came the 

lsrunvand, pp. 40 and 217. An examp le of the 
rh etorical ef f e cts of this par tic ular quotation is that in 
th e tricho ls' f amily any comment on and ag r eement with 
another ' s matter of' taste has be e n abbreviated to '' co w-
kissingo" 
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name o1 Swifties , parodying the prodigal use of adverbs in 

the old Tom Swift nov e ls for boys, are formed by a state-

ment, ascription , and adverb facetiously modifying either 

the the me of the st at eme nt or the character of the speaker: 

" 'But I don't nee d a haircut,' Samson said strongly." 

Jonat hanisms, bel ov e d by today' s s t and-up com ics, date back 

to Ame rica's Revolutionary period. "Cousin Jonathan," the 

prototype of Uncle Sam, 2 was first c haracterized as a 

bumpkin who spoke in o u trage ou s c omparativ e hyperbole s: 

"H e was so shor t he had to stand on his own h e ad to kiss 

his sweat heart"; "He was so t all he had to fold his feet 

un der to go throug h th e door"; "His knife was so dull he 

couldn't stick it i n h i s pocket." 

Wellerisms , Swifties, Jo nathanisms, and other types 

of folk humor , like the Noodle or "stupidity" tales that 

transform in time to Li t t l e Mor on or Aggie jokes , pass in 

and out o f both oral and literary tradi tion according to 

the fashions of the times. Whether contemporaneous l y pop-

ular at a given t ime or no t, their long ev ity owes much to 

th eir rheto ri cal form. As one analyst of American tradi-

t ion s says, "American phi los o ph y has ever been prone to 

lTaylor , Th e Prov erb , p. 215 . 

2standard Dicti ona ry of Folklore , Mythol ogy, and 
. L e g e n d , e -d • M a r i a L e a c h a n d .J e r o m e F r i e d ( N e w Y o r k : F u n k 
& Wagnalls , 1972), s.v . '' Jonathan ,'' by Benjamin ~~. Botk in. 
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expr es s itself in homespun, succinct terms, and no form or 

e x p re ssi on so vividly reflects the affairs of everyday life 

as a pr overb . " 1 On the rhetoric of form in proverb, Mark 

Va n Dore n says: 

A pr overb is v a luel es s if it does not say what all 
me n believe; but it is e qually valueless if one mind 
has not sha r pe n e d it t o t he point of utmost brevity 
so that henc e forth it remains as memorable as it 
see ms to be true.2 

Rh etor ically , the prove r b is a form fixed in time. It is 

di dact ic and wi t t y. It offers proof through artistic 

ap peals of logic and pathos, even if th e logic is at times 

awry a nd the pathos laughter r ather than t e ar s ; and it is 

t esti mon y fr om the witness of th e collective folk mind. 

The rhetorical form obs e rvable in v e rbal folklore, 

wh e th e r tale , song, or prov e rb, responds to Aristotle's 

pl e a for dec orum, that fittingness that suits form to sub

j ect matter and s ubj ect matter to audience. 3 Form is the 

inhere nt and r e cognizable quality that di s tingui she s one 

tale type f rom anoth e r, and ballad from lyric wh ile it 

conscio u s ly or subconsciously e vokes a respons e from the 

list e ne r/reade r. The so-called laws of fo rm are self-

impo se d by t ra dit ion, un e nforced by any regiment e d au tho ri t y. 

l oictionary o f Amer ican Proverbs , ed . David Kin 
( ew York: Philosop hical Librar y, 1955), cover no t e. 

2Ibid ., Preface , p. l. 

3Lanham, pp . 29-30. 



56 

If th ey are violat e d the result may be another art form, 

but not t h e c onv e ntional tradi t ion that is folklore. Once, 

not so long ago (open ing formula for a f amily l e g e nd), a 

fathe r listene d as a moth e r read bedtime stories to a little 

One n ig h t , a f te r hearing over and over again about 

simple tons and s wi n e h e r d s outwitting their rivals and 

marry i n g the p r i n c e s s e s , the fath er a s ked, ''Don ' t cotton 

pickers eve r marr y co tt on pickers ? " No, not in folktales. 

Rhetori ca l fo rm will not allow it. 



CHAPTER II 

STYLE 

Men, like rabbits, are often taken by the ears . 
F. L. Lucas 

The American quality of our national folklore owes 

its primary identity to style, the third division in the 

classical canon of rhetoric. In th e broadest definition , 

style, or elecutio , includes expression , diction, _ idiom, and 

figur ative language o1 Cicero classified three levels of 

style, according to the extent of the orator's use of 

orname ntation: Attic, Hh odian, and Asiatic, or low, middle , 

and grand . Low (or plain) style uses few, if any ornaments 

or figures of speech. It is appropriate for simple exposi-

t io n and for instruction . Middle style draws upon a wealth 

of wel l-chosen figures for the purpose of pleasing an 

appreciati ve audience. The fully ornamented grand style, 

wh ich Cicero considered to be the most persuasive, is ap-

propriate for forma l or serious subject matter. Wh atever 

styl e one uses, however, Cicero and other rhetoricians since 

have said that rhetorical effectiveness depends upon clarity 

o .(' t h oug ht , co r r e c t grammar and us age, and apt n e s s of the 

lLanham, pp . 40, 63, and 77 .. 
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expres sion as a whole to the subject matter or the occasion 

(d ec or um). 1 

Rhetoric ians since Cicero's time analyze styl e in 

much the same way; the y merely change terminology according 

t o twen t iet h-centur y vocabularies. Walker Gibson, for 

example , di s cusses three levels of style as tough, sweet, 

a n d s t u f .f..y • Tough style assumes that the reader/audience 

k no ws what th e persona knows. Its diction is brisk , e ven 

b rusque , r e jecting ornamentat ion and all but the most neces-

sary a dj e ctiv e s or qualifiers. Gibson says the tough style 

i s app rop r iate to the self-consciousness of the modern novel 

a s writ t e n by Hemingway. Sweet style, that of the adver-

tisin g world, is ornamental, even "artsy" and "folksy." 

It ·a s s um e s an " I- t h o u, " or i n Am e r i can i s m, a "you and me" 

r elat ion s hip . Stuf~y style is that of the impersonal, 

fo rmal sc ientific report. On Gibson's scale, stuffy style, 

wh ic h might corr e spond to Cicero's grandiloqu e nt style 

with out the high e moti onal quality present in classical 

expr e ssion , is the l e ast effect ive. 2 

Philip Wheelwright identifies only two styles. 

S t e no - 1 an gJ-: a_g_g i s t h a t of p l a i n sen s e and ex a c t d en o t a t i o n • 

~~~essive l a ng ua ge is tha t of poetry, religion, myth, and 

libid ., pp . ll3-16o 

2r ou g h , Sweet , a nd S t uffy (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Pre s s , 1966), p. x . 
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"he ig ht e ned prose and conversation." The two styles are not 

nec es sarily in conflict, but each usually serves a separate 

fun ct ion.! 

Cicero's low-to-middle, Gibson's sweet-to-tough, and 

Whee lwr ight's st e no-language best describe t he style of 

Ame ric an folk litera t ure. Characteristics of folk diction 

a re a variety of non-standard word forms (morphology), such 

as "cl umb" for "climbed," and reversed word order (syntax), 

su c h as " e v e rwhat" for "whatev e r." Folk diction r e lies on 

r e dund anci e s like "widow woman," "blood kin," and "tooth-

d ent ist ."2 Coinag es are som e times nonce-words, understood 
') 

only in context ("cold as floogins," 0
); others are self-

ex p lanat ory (gotch- e y e d, ea tty-wampus for "crooked" or "at 

odd an gles"). Jan Br unvand observes that speech patterns 

develop in g e og r aphic regions and social subcultures with 

th e ir individ ual stylistic imag e ry and metaphor.4 

l"Th e Semantic Approach to Myth ," Journal of 
Am e rican Folk lo re 68 (1 955 ): 473-81. 

2Quo te d by Richard Dorson, Amer ican Negro Folktales 
(G re e nwich , Conn.: Fawcet t Publications, I nc., A Fa wcet t 
Pr e mier Bo ok, 19 67 ), p. 52 . 

3Loi Wi l liams Parke r , "T a l es from Unc le Owen," in 
Tal e s fr om the Big Th i cket, ed. Frances E. Abernathy 
(Aus t in: Univ er si t y of Tex as Press, 1966), p. 168. 

4 p. 29 . 
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Th e uninhibited, unselfconscious colloquial style, 

says Gibson, draws the audience closer to the narrator as 

they s har e e xperience (the "I-you" relationship). It is 

rhet ori c a lly more effective than the deliberately witty and 

urbane style which keeps even an appreciative audience at 

some d istance.! 

Ame r i can folkloric style, spontaneous, unpremedi-

tated, a nd u ns e lfconscious, observes Wilson 0. Clough, 

comes f ro m folk who had no thought of possible 
scholar l y inv e stiga t ion; who offered no criticism 
be y o nd that of imm e diate satisfaction in the product, 
a nd of a na t ural incorporation of the product into 
the pat t er n o f th e ir living. Somehow this artless 
exp r e ssi on of folk im a gination must be be hind any
thing t hat is label e d folklore.2 

An irony in American history, observes Mary Austin, 

i s that t h e founders of th e Republic did not intend that 

t h ere s hou l d be any "folk." But even as the compacts and 

declar at i ons we re be ing drawn up, close racial and cultural 

distinc tion s were g rouping th e mselves into self-id e ntifying 

cl ust e rs as th e y we re un i ting within the larger national 

bo dy . Thus a cha r acter, an identity (or identities), of 

fol knes s e me r g ed or continu e d from Old World origin s in the 

! Person a: A St yl e S t udy fo r Reade r s a nd Wri t ers 
(New York : Ra ndo m Ho us e , 19 66), p. 52 . 

2"Has Amer i c an Folklor e a Special Quality?" 
Southern Fo lklo_re _Qg_9rt e rl y 8 ( 19 44): 117 • 
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New Wo rld. 1 Each racial and cultural group had its particu-

l ar fo lklore, identified not only by historical and tradi-

t ional subject matter but also by style. 

To study th e style of America's indig e nous ethnic 

folklore , that of the Indian, many folklorists must rely on 

t ran slatio ns. Indian myth and legend developed in a pre-

li terate society and were preserved only by oral tradition 

until nineteenth -c e ntury ant hropologists, recording cultural 

hi stor y, r e cogni z ed the value of New World tales which were 

co mpar ab l e to those collected by the Grimm brothers, 

Perra ult, and Hans Christian Andersen. Fortunately, some--

no t al l--anthropologists were scientific eno ugh in their 

ap pro aches t o collecting that they studied th e languages 

in which the tal e s were told and supplied literal transla-

tions of the narrator's words. A flavor of the Indian's 

style , t h e r ef o re , comes through many of the translations . 

America n Indians, say Alic e Marri ott and Carol Rachlin, 

"p layed with the spoken word, combining and r e combining 

phras e s and thought." They were concern e d with style in 

th eir oratio ns, their poems and songs, and th e ir miracle 

plays . St yle a nd deliv e ry had a rhetorical purpose fo r the 

Indians . As Mar riott and Rachlin explain, th e " two -h o ur 

ritual prayers had t o be re c ited without an error or the 

l se nja min A. Botki n, ed ., "American Fo lk," in 
I o l k - S i!L A R .. g · n a 1 M i .§. c e l l a n y ( N o r m a n : U n i v e r s i t y o f 
Oklahom a Press, 1930 ), p . 287 .. 
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omis sion of a single syllable, else the spell would not be 

cast , the ceremony would fail, and the life-giving rain and 

snow , crops, or wild game herds would not come to the aid 

of men that season ."l 

Indian myths and legends, like most Americ an folk-

lore, are told in plain style. Narration is in chronologi-

cal orde r with little ornam e ntation and few adjectives 

except for an occasional image of gr een grass or blue sk~. 

Pe rso nification , how ever , is commonplace in Indian folklore. 

Talkin g animals are t he counterparts of characters in Old 

World beast fables. Objects of nature are supernatural 

being s such as Grandmother Earth and Sun, the father. Water , 

wind, stones, mountains all possess a spirit or a power by 

which they may bless mankind.2 Example stories are abundant . 

I n "The Race Between the Buffalo and Man, " 3 all creatures-

hu man , animal, and bird--are equal until the buffalo, over

c ome with ll.Y..!?..LU , proposes a race to prove they are superior 

to ever yon e else , particularly man. The animals and birds 

choos e sides; the race is run; the buffaloes' team loses. 

They must conced e that they will never again be the equals 

of men and birds . 

1P. 14. 

2 Ibid . , p . 16. 

3Ibide, pp . 120-23. 
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In the story, "The Coming of Corn," 1 grain itself is 

perso nified in the form of a mysterious, fat and rosy-

c heeked playmat e for a thin and starving Chey e nne boy. Whe n 

t he little stranger is killed, enough corn spills from his 

bo dy to keep the starving child and his mother alive through 

the winter . 

Rhetorical analysis of the style of Indian folk 

lit erature is contingent upon translations which, if 

aut hentic , i ndic ate a direct, grammatically correct, 

cade nc e d narrati on. In American Ne gro tales and songs, 

howe ver, style ca n be stud ie d "in the original" as it comes 

from the narrator's lips or as it has been transcribed upon 

the printed page. Lik e the pre-literate Indians, an tebe llum 

Negro e s, the slav es , says Richard Dorson, "missing the 

bount ies of g e neral education and ma te rial progress, 

[remained ] a largely oral, sel f-con tai ned society with its 

. h" d l"t t "2 own un wr itt e n 1stor y an 1 era ure. With the exception 

of the Indian, the Negro slave is perhaps the mos t authentic 

"folk" being in the United States. Al though he, like all 

other immigrated Americans, had origins beyond this country, 

his condition of servitude isolated him from the society 

and culture of th e nation as a whole and allowed (or caused) 

1 Ibid., pp . 100-104. 

2American Ne gro Folktales, p. 12. 
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hi m to develop a society and culture within the humble, 

ofte n naive, confines of his own reasoning powers . Therein 

la y the genesis of an American Negro folklore upon which 

writers before and since Joel Chandler Harris have drawn so 

fre ely. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

Har ris and folklorist William Owens popularized and analyzed 

the animal fables of the southern Negro . Later folklorists 

trace d many tale types and motifs to either Af rican or 

Car ibbean sources although many others were European, 

Eng lish, and white American in origino Sources, while not 

the subject matter of this study, have a bearing on style 

and stylistics. Although Harris synthetically recreated 

phonet ic Ne gro dialect in his Uncle Remus stories to portray 

the quaintness of th e characters,! he recognized a differ-

e nce between the diction of a storyteller coming directly 

from Africa and t hat of the Ne gro native to central Georgia . 

Twentiet h-c ent ury linguists identify Af rican influences on 

Gullah, the dialect spoken by d e scendants of e x-slaves 

living on the Georgia and South Carolina s ea coast . For 

example , the us e of the un i nflect e d _Q£, as in "It be rain-

ing," sometimes called Plantation Creole, i s of West Af rican 

origin . 2 So are the words ~oob er , meaning peanut, and 

libid.' p. 14. 

2J. L .• Dillard , All_- Am ~rica!l.-.§Jlll.l..i sh (New York: 
l{andom Ho us e , 197:3) , pp . 90-93¥ 
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buckr a, meaning a white man, 1 often connoting a poor, mean 

white man . 2 J. L. Dillard traces the word buckaroo, meaning 

co wb oy , not to the Spanish vaqu er o, as earlier etymologists 

belie ve d, but to the Gullah buckra plus a pejorative suffix 

-o o. 3 

Dialect , perhaps the most distinguishing feature of 

s tyle in Negro folk lore, is prevalent in the short episodic 

Old Marster cycles and the animal tales of the Brer Rabbit 

st amp . Dialect , syntax , and non-standard grammatical con-

s truct ions have a direct bearing on the rhetoric of the 

folkta le or song as a whole. As Newbell N. Puckett notes, 

" Perh aps one r e ason for the fragmentary character of Ne gro 

f olk so ng s is t he fact that the slave was not fully in 

possessio n of th e English language when these songs were 

co mpose d ." Puckett illustrates his remarks with a prayer and 

in terp retati on: 

Make he good like h e say 
Ma k e h e say li ke he good 
Make he say l ike he good, like he God. 

" Make h i m good as his doctrine; make his doctrine as 

I Robert Adg e r Law, " A Not e on Four Negro Words," in 
Te xas and Southwester n Lor e , ed . J . Frank Dobie (Aust in: 
Te..- as Folklore Society , 19 27), pp. 119-20. 

2D ict ionary of Ame r ica n Slang, ed. Harold Wentwort h 
and Stuart Be rg Fl ex ne r ( New York : Thomas Y. Crowell 
Company, 1960), s. v . "Buckra ." 

3D illard , pQ 127. 



66 

pure as his life, and may both be in the likeness of 
hi s God."l 

Slave and fr ee dman contributed two genres to 

Ame rican folk lore: the spiritual and the blues. The 

spir itual 's st yle includ e d images of the opul en ce of Heaven 

compare d to the misery on earth and naive accounts of bib-

lical stories to ld in folktale fashion: 

Read about Samson from his birth, 
The strongest ma n th at e v e r lived on earth , 
Read away down in anc i ent tim es , 
He k i l l ed three t housand Phili stin es . 2 

Blu es , with their artl es s cottonfield calls and l e vee moans 

(" 0-- o o---wo--- ," "E e--o") lame nte d the hopelessness of 

sha re croppi ng, cha in-gang peonage , the sins of drinking and 

gambling , and the pathos of unfaithful love. 

A s s o c i e t y· c h a n g e d , h o w e v e r , c o 1 l e c t o r s o b s e r v e d 

stylistic c h a ng e s in folklore also. Do rso n not e s that as 

Negroes moved nor t h, " t he forms and style of thei r oral 

express ion alter to c at ch the rhythms of th e urban ghettos • 

. Brer Rabbi t has become a fast -tal king, spor t y hipster 

in the r e shaped lore of Har l em, Watts, s ou t h Chicago, and 

oth er metropo l ita n ghettos." 3 

l Folk Beliefs of th e Souther n Ne.Q.LQ. (C ha pel Hill: 
Univers i ty of North Caro lin a Pre s s , 19 26 ), pp . 20- 21. 

2 " Samson, " in Loma x , The Fo l k Song s of Nor th Ame rica, 
p. 4 79 . 

3 Am e r i can N eJl.LQ_ F o 1 k t a 1 c s , p • 18 • 
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As black folk d iction becomes distinguishable by 

di stinction s of re gion from the cotton patch to the ghetto, 

so do white American speech patterns and stylistic d e vices 

ec ho t h e co lloquial identities of Down-East, the deep South, 

a nd the western frontier. Distinct as each geographic area 

is , howe ver , a national quality of rhetorical style can be 

d rawn from the tota l body of folklore although detailed 

a naly s e s of ta l e or song play up individual rather than 

r eprese ntati v e qualities. As Richard Bridgman writes, 

The lin g uist i c situation in t he United States ·was 
his torica lly uniqu e . Romantic, nationalistic, and 
pr a c tical pr e ss ur es impelled American writers [or 
na r r ators ] to e volv e a new means of expression out 
of th e c a s ual disc ou rse of the nation. . Ameri-
c ans sha re d, espec ially on the frontier, basic 
e xp e rien ce s t hat r e quired a vocabulary not pr e cisely 
e quivalen t to that considere d standard in England.l 

Th e Ame rican experien c e shap e d language and values as well. 

Fo r e xamp l e , Ame rican folklore, derivativ e in gr e at me asure 

from European sourc es , either rejected royal subjects al t o

gether o r democratized them as in "Rush Cape," 2 a Cinderella 

tale type combined with the story familiar from Shakespeare's 

King Le ar wherein th e mad king divides his kingdom among 

his thre e daughters a c co rd ing to the lov e th ey profess for 

him. Two girls exaggerate th eir affection, but the third 

lTh e ColloQJ!ial Style in Amer ica ( Ne w York: Oxford 

Universi t y Pr e ss , 1966), p . 8o 

2 c h a s e , Am e r i c an F o 1 k T a 1 e ~ and So_~, p p • 31- 3 5 • 
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dau ghte r claims to love her father "as bread loves salt." 

Offe nded by such a mundane declaration, the king banishes 

her . She goes to a swamp, weaves a cap and cape of rushes, 

and disg uised by them, makes her way to the palace of the 

Ki ng of England. A version of the tale told in the southern 

moun tain region of the Unit e d States is full of Americanisms. 

The y oung e r da ughter looks at her father "right straight." 

Angr y, "h e r'ared back and threw up his head." The two 

d augh ters bles s e d by their father "married rich." Rush 

Cape "hire s out" as a kitchen maid to the King of England, 

where she meets and later marries "the King's boy," an 

Amer icanis m for "prince." His mother, presumably the Queen 

of Englan d, says , '' I reckon • '' Many years lat e r, when Rush 

Ca pe 's fathe r, ousted by his daughters and driven mad, 

com e s to the English castle, the King's boy democratically 

answers the knock at the door himself. The old ma n, every 

inch a king, stands there "righ t proud-lik e ." Rush Cape 

r e cognizes her father. She ord ers the cook to omit all 

salt from the food . Wh en the cook protests that it will 

tast e awf ul, Ru sh Cape declares, "It don't differ. 

I say." 

Do as 

In additi on to the folk expression, sen te nce struc 

tur e distinguishe s Amer ican rhetorical style wi thin this 

ver sion of the tale. Th e story op e ns with a common 
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col loquia l device , e llipsis,! the omission of a word easily 

unde rstood --here a re lative pronoun: 

'' 0 n e t im e there was a king had three g i r l s • " 

Othe r ellipses omit the subject of the sentence: 

"Looked at the olde st , says, ' How much do you love me ? '" 

"Is that all y ou can ans we r ? Talked hateful." 

"Put on that cap e , and covere d her fine cloth e s." 

"Shook out her pretty yellow hair a nd went to the dance." 

"Wouldn't even loo k at any other girl." 

"Started whi spering--'There sh e is.'" 

''Op e ned the door and th e re stood an old beggar." 

"Combed his hair and f e d him." 

Another o f th e narrator's de v i ces for abb r evi atio 

in exp ression is parataxis, the placing of phrases or 

cl ause s si~ e by side wit hout inte rven ing connectives. 

Par ata xis i s used mo st of te n in "Rush Cape" with speech 

tags: 

"Looked at th e ol de st, says • " 

"She looked at him right straight, says • " 

"The oth e r girls c ame t o her , said • " 

"He rai s ed up of f th e pi llo w, says • " 

lL 1 ~ o 40 Al l referen c es to t e rms for an 1am, P P ~ ,} - • 
rhetorical de vi c es w11 t b t from t his volume un les s other-
Wise no ted . 
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If the folk narrator omits easily understood words 

in s ome contexts, he inserts them in otherso Parelcon, the 

d evi ce of adding superfluous words , occurs often in this 

s tor y and others, usuall y as a double subject: 

"The oldest sh e spoke right up." 

" The youngest she went to the swamp." 

"R ush Cape she slipped out • " 

" Rush Cape sh e stayed there by the fire " 

Another device of amplification the folk narrator 

u ses is dia e resi s, "dividing genus into species" for further 

ex p 1 a n at ion. An ex am p 1 e i n "Rush Cape" i s, "Now the young e s t , 

sh e was his baby and his pet, and she thought the world of 

her o ld father so she made up her mind she'd try to tell the 

t ru·th the best way she could." The appositive "she was his 

baby and his pet" is the diaeresis . The long, full sentence 

it se lf is call e d a continuatioo Indeed, of the ninety or 

so se nt e nces ma k i ng up the story, fifty-two are compound in 

construction and most of those are continuatios. There are 

t wenty-six si mple sent e nces, four embedded sentences, and, 

if we c ons ider th e e llipses as subjects understood in those 

examples , the s tory has only one sentence fragment . Folk 

sp eech e mpl oy s contractions and ..ru2 ocope, the omission of 

final lett e rs on wordso He re examples are "dyin'," "lookin'," 

an d "feedi n' ." 
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Folktales and songs use few metaphors, similes, 

o r othe r figures of speech. In "Rush Cape" there are no 

exa mple s of any such figures except for one form of litotes, 

" unde rstatement which intensifies." When the two selfish 

daug hters d rain their father of his wealth and turn him out 

o f h is own house, "That hurt himo" 

Lito tes is a rhetorical scheme, a figur e of speech; 

under state me nt in general, says MacEdward Leach, is a 

notab le characteristic of folk language in both tale and 

so ng .l Except for an occasional descriptive dramatic 

a c t i o n ( 'I h e r ' a r e d b a c k a n d t h r e w up h i s h e a d ·'I ) t h e s t o r y 

of "R ush Ca pe" is narrated in und er stated plain style, the 

ch r ono logical e v ents reported objectively. Even the tradi-

tiona! high point of the story, the recognition scene, is 

br i e fly understated: "His girl came right to him and took 

h is hand a nd rais e d him upo Then he looked at her and he 

kn e w who she was and his mind came back clear." A climax 

so ant iclimatic has a rhetorical value in that it "moves" 

th e a udience by its simp licity and brevity. As F. L. Lucas 

says, "Br e vity is often [most] effective; the half can say 

l"Th e Sing er or t he Song," in Sing e rs and Story-
1..e ll er s , e d . ~l ody C. Boatright, Wilson M. Hudson, and Allen 
Maxwe ll (Da llas: Southern Me thodist University Press, 
19 6 1) ' p . 40 . 
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more than t he whole and to imply things may strike far 

dee pe r than to state them at length."l 

Implications sugge sted by effective understatement 

stimulate the imagination, which, Demosthenes believed, is 

a su asive de vic e itself. It serves "to make the real seem 

doubl y r eal rat her than to make us, within the conditions 

of a ficti on, believe in the 'reality' of things we might 

no t otherw is e believe at all."2 Aristotle and Longinus, who 

th ou ght the imagination should be primed by an enthu siastic 

an d p assionate use of words to produce a vivid sc e ne before 

th e e yes of the au d i e nce, might have discounted understate-

ment as an effec tiv e rhetorical device in this context. 

Kenn e th Burke , o n th e oth e r hand, might include u nderstate-

ment as a stimu lant for imagination when he says: 

Often "im ag i nation" seems to sum up the "lyric 
motive, " as distinct from "dramat ic motive." • 
It is a misc e lla n y ran gin g al l th e way from the 
visib l e , tangible, here - and -n ow t o the myst ic ally 
transcenden t, from the pur e l y sensory and empirical 

. to the dramaticall y emp ath et ic and sympathetic , 
from th e lit e ra l to the fantastic, including all 
shades of s e nt ime nt an d refinements of taste and 
judgmen t.3 

1"The Fascinatio n of Style," in Parj_y of Tw~..n._ty, 
ed . Clifto n Fadiman (New York: Simon an d Schuster, 1963), 
p . 177. 

2Cited by Burke , A Rh e toric of Mot iv es , p. 79. 

3 Ibid ., p. 81. 
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Underst ated narration in American folk literature 

calls for a certain simplicity of interior details as a 

part of plain style. Proper names, for example, in keeping 

with the identity of folk characters and characteristics, 

are short and commonplace. "Jack," "Will," "Mary," and 

"Sa ll y" app e ar i n w hi t e Am e r i can f o l k t a 1 e s and song s; "J o h n" 

or "S am" in Negr o lore. Other characters, especially in 

ballads , have no nam e s at all, or are known by physical 

f eatu res, occupati ons, or activities. " Ashpet," "The 

Ga mbl ing Man, " " The Way f aring Stranger," and "The Dying 

Co wboy " are ex amples of characterismus, marking with a 

di sti nctive sign . In animal stories from all American cul-

ture groups , white , Negro, or Indian, the name is often 

th e spe cies itself, sometimes preceded by a title--Brer 

Ra bbit , Mr . Owl- -someti me s standing alone--Coyot e , Buffalo 

Wo man . Tales and ballads bas ed upon historical or legen

da ry fig ur e s also fit the pattern. Americ an folk heroes 

al most invariably s ee m to have short, plain names, biblical 

in origin , someti mes diminutized: "John Henry," "Jesse 

Jam es ," "Davy Crock e tt." Eve n "Stagolee" is a corruption 

of the r e al name of Jim Stack Lee, mula tt o son of a "skull-

cr acking st ea mboat captain." 1 

l Alan Lomax, The Folk Songs of North America , 
p. 559. 
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Both the common name and the characterismus are 

rhet orically valuable within the context of American folk 

lit er ature a As Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo states, "Lin-

guist ic usage is constrained by our knowledge of objective 

r ea li ty, but the us e and significance of labels depends on 

th e co n te xt in which things are named . " 1 In other words, 

d en ota tive language expresses fundamental thought, but 

l abels (such as charactersima and nicknames) are often 

symbols of associative or suggestive qualities. The parent 

o r the creative writer may chose a name for its connotative 

o r met aphoric significance, a significance sometimes evident 

in folk lit e rature also. The name "Jack," a dimunitive for 

" John ," for instance, is so closely associated with the 

cl ~ver fool that the rhetorical effect of the tale depends 

up on Jack 's behaving accordingly. Every Tom, Dick , and 

Mary, howev e r, is not necessarily a stereotype. The name-

l ess character or the one with the short common name repre-

s - nts Ev e ryman, thus rh e torically creating a point of 

sym pathy and an identifying element between tale and audience. 

In addi tion to understatem e nt as a rh et orical element 

in Ame rican folk literature, one finds clich~s and stereo-

type s . Because the folk sympathize and often identify with 

th e underdog, in fo lklore the unfit outwits the villain, 

------·----------
l " ~1 e t a p h 0 r a 11 d F o 1 k C 1 a s s i f i c a t i o n , " S o u t h w e s t e r n 

bu rna l of _r\ n th rog_o logy 28 (1972 ): 83-99. 



75 

the kit chen mai d marries the prince, the trickster gets 

tri cked . Thus , character contrasts and plot devices may 

qual ify as secondary elements of style. Rhetorically 

spea king , says Max Cuthi, "The greater the contrast, the 

shar per th e portra yal."! Ster e otyped characters are the 

poor man , the orpha ned child, th e wicked stepmother. 

Cliche exp r e ssions ar e " ru by red lips," "lily white breasts," 

hair, eyes , hear t s, or even blood "black as coal ." As a 

matte r of fact , except through cliche expressions, folk 

narrato rs rar e l y describe objects by color. When they do, 

th ey make no atte mpt t o cr e ate fresh imagery. Grass is 

green , th e sky is blue; nothing more concrete need be said. 

Silv er and gold c ontrib ute a romantic quality to an image, 

but the romance evolves by way o f content or situation more 

oft e n than by the ap pe al of the sense impression itself. 

An except ion to th e prosaic use of color descrip-

tio ns is th e stress g iv e n to r ed and black clothing in Neg ro 

folk s ongs , a stress whic h indicates the signific a nce of 

rhetorica l style . G. Malcolm Laws, Jr. points out that 

wh e n a character in a tal e or song about death wears red, 

h e delibe ra te ly d isplays a complete lack of respect for the 

d ead pers on. Black, typically, indicates mourning. Laws 

cites songs about a bully for whom the wo men wea r r ed and 

another abo u t the hero/villain Stagolee, for wh om t hey wear 

-------------------
l p '""6 

• I • 
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bla ck. He also quotes a stanza from a Negro version of 

" Ca se y Jones" which illustrates his point: 

Womens in Ka nsas all dressed in red, 
Got de news dat Casey was dead. 
De womens in Jackson all dressed in black, 
Said, in fa ct, he was a cracker-jack.l 

A not a b le excep tion appears in the ballad about John Henry 

who was mourned by a woman in blue: 

John He nry had another woman, 
The dress she wore was blue, 
She went walkin ' down the track and she 

never look back, 
I · wish my wife was true.2 

Here the symbolic true/blue cliche undoubtedly accounts for 

th e sig nificant use of the color description. Such uses of 

c olor details move toward concreteness, says Leach, and 

" are immediately tra nsferable to pictorial art." 3 

More symbolic than concrete, perhaps, is the idea 

th at Rush Cape and almost all other folk heroines have yel-

low hair . Eric Berne has made a study of "the mythology of 

dark and fair," as the contrast appears in history, litera-

tur e , and folklore. He cites biblical tradition which has 

th e outcast sons of Cush the black men, as were the Saracen 

e n emies of the Cr usad ers . In e arly lullabies and nursery 

! Nat ive Amer ican Balladry (Philad e lphia: The 
Am eric an F~lklore So ciety, 1964), p. 90. 

2"Joh n Henry ," in Alan Lomax, The Folk Songs of 
.i:!orth Ame r i c a , p. 561. 

3Mac Ed ward Le ach, p. 41. 
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rhymes , fair-haired children deserve favors; dark-haired 

children merit punishment, as in the verse, 

Blue-e y ed beauty , do yo ur mother's duty; 
Brown - eyed pickle pie, run around and tell a lie. 

If the myth is, as Ber ne believes, of use to the psyc hologist 

and the student of human behavior, it is even more signifi-

c ant in the rhetoric o f Amer ican folklore which proclaims 

t hat gen tl emen pr e fer blondes because blondes have more 

fun~l 

In additio n to clich ~, stereotype, and understate-

ment, Amer ican verbal folkstyle makes prolific use of 

repeti t i on for rhetorical purposes. It may be used to 

st ress a de v e loping idea or to acc e nt a static one. As 

Mody Boatr ight notes, because "the folk artist knows the 

v alue of circumstanti al detail," certain bits and pieces 

become commonplace to a particular tale and a re repeated 

almost word for word, regardless of variant changes which 

evolv e .2 One s u ch fixe~ and repeated detail appear s in the 

story of the Kaiser Burnou t. During the Civil War, a band 

of Confederates attempted to burn out a group of Union 

sym pat h ize rs hiding in the Big Thicket of East Texas. Old 

Ma n Lil ly, trav e ling with a te am of oxe n, had stopped to 

l' 'Th e Myt ho log y of Dark an d Fair : Psychiatric Use 
of Folkl ore," Jo u rnal of Amer ican Fo l k lore 72 ( 1959): l-13 .. 

2Folk La ught e r on the Americ a n Fron t i er (New York: 
The Ma cmillan Company, 1949) , p . 90. 
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h av e breakfast with a family in a cabin on the creek. Hear-

i ng noises, he ran outside, and was caught in the crossfire 

be twee n the soldiers and the Union sympathizers. A bullet 

hi t him in the back where his galluses (suspenders ) 

cr o s sed.l The l e gend has been told many ways by many nar-

ra t or s , bu t , a s Franc i s E. Abernathy reports, "nearly all 

t h e v e rsions • . have the detail of the galluses shot 

whe re th e y crossed."2 

A similar example of repeated detail occurs in an 

I ndi an l e g e nd from the Clatsop Plains of the Pacific North-

wes t, which tells of two bearded strange rs in a canoe who 

appe ared one day on the river's edge o They put corn in a 

ket tl e and built a fire under it. Soon the corn began to 

pop and fly into the air. The amazed Clatsops had ne ver 

s e e n pop corn. Alt h ough the significance of the legend is 

tha t the strangers brought iron and copper to the Indians 

a nd taught th e m how to make knives and hatchets, the 

epi sod e of the corn, says William D. Lyman, "is the one 

part of the story preserved in every version."
3 

lo e an Tevis, "The Battle at Bad Luck Creek," in 
T a l..g..§. _ _f. r o m t h e B i g T h i c k e t ( A u s t i n : U n i v e r s i t y o f T e x a s 
Pr e ss , 1966 ), pp . 75-92 . 

2Pe rsonal letter , 9 October 1975. 

3" Kona pe e, th e Ir on- Maker," in James A. Gibbs, 
.P ac ific Gra v e y a r d (Portland, Ore.: Binford & Mort, 
Pu bl is her s, 19 6 4) , p . 57 . 



79 

Ye t another legend concerns racial disturbances and 

a l y nch ing in Belton, Texas, in the 1890s. Professor 

El ea nor James heard the story many times from her father, 

a wi tnes s to the events . In each retelling, she says, her 

f a th e r rep ort e d, "And the blood ran shoe mouth deep."l 

Repeti tion also suggests passage of time and degrees 

of d ist ance. In "Rush Cape" the princess's native land was 

unsp e cified , but "she traveled on, traveled on till she 

cam e to Eng lan d ." In the phrase repeated without a con-

j un c ti on we g et a sense of the great distance she had to go 

in h e r banishment. Line-by-line repetition in song, or as 

a refr ain between stanzas, or a burden intersp e rs e d between 

lin e s, intens ifi e s action in and anticipation of a situation 

while it prolongs the narrative to allow for such a rhetori-

cal effe ct. The fol.k song, "Old Bangum and the Boar, "2 

illu str a te s a variety of effe ctive us e s of repetition. 

Ther i s a wild boar in these woods, 
Dill um d ay ! Dillum down! 
There is a wild boar in these woods, 
Dillum da y! Dillum Down: 
There is a wild boar in t hese woods, 
h e 'll eat your fl e sh and drink your blood. 
Kummo Kay! Cu tt le do wn: Killo kay qumm. [sic] 

1 I nt e rvi ew with Eleanor James, Professor of Engl ish, 
Te.t"as Woma n' s Un iv er si t y, De nton, Texas, January 1975. 

2cha s e , American Fo l k Tale s and Songs, pp. 126-27. 
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Old Bangum went to the wild boar's den, 
Dillum day! Dillum down! 
Old Bangu m we nt to the Wild Boar's den 
Dillum d ay~ Dillum Down ! 
Old Ba ngum went to the wi ld boar' s den , 
Di llum Da y! Dillum down! 
he sa w the bones of a thousand men. 
Kummo Ka y! Cu tt le Down! Killo kay gumm! 

Old Bangum blew his bugle horn , 
Dill um da y! Dillum down 
Ol d Ba ngum b l ew his buggle horn 
Dillum day! Dillum down ! 
Old Bang um bl e w his horn, 
Dillum day ; Dillum down ! 
caused the wild boar to come running home 
Kummo Kay ! Cu ttle down ! Killo kay gumm ! l 

Th e wild boar came in such a da s h 

He c ut his way through oak and ash . 

Old Bangum dre w his wooden knife , 

Swore he'd take the wild boar ' s li fe . 

The y fit four hours of the day, . 
Old Bangum took the wil d boar's life away . 

Th e r epetiti v e narrati v e l ines create the rheto r ical effect 

of an ad v e nture story. In St a nza One, when we hear three 

ti mes th at th e re i s a wild bo a r in the woods, we can believe 

he roams fr ee ly and is not to be found or captured easily. 

By being t old thr ee times that Bangum goes to the boar's 

den, we can imagin e h is search into a remot e part of the 

for est. Three b lasts of his ho rn would incite the boar to 

return to his den as on e puny blow might not do. Repetition 

lThe text has qumm in the first stanza , gumm in the 
second and thi rd. 
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i n St anza Four suggests the boar's frenzied rush through 

the woods , while in Stanza Five, the repeated lines seem to 

c re ate a "stopped motion" montage as Old Bangum poi ses for 

a tt ack . Finall y, the reiteration of the time involved in 

t he fight intensifie s the difficulty of the battle itself 

f or bo th. 

The nonsense words of the burden are obviously a 

rh et orica l device to measure rhythm as well as to create 

a de lay for prolongi ng the narrative. The images in the 

s e v e nth line of each stanza, howev e r, are effective rhet

oric, both e motionally and stylistically. In "he' 11 eat 

y ou r fles h and drink your blood," the singer tells what 

sort of adversary Old Bangum faces. The hyperbole of ''he 

saw the bones of a thousand men" warn of Old Bangum's 

pr ecari ous chances against his e nemy , The boar itself 

sho ws his strength and ferocity in Stanzas Three and Four 

when he charges home through the well-known (therefore 

un descri bed ) thick un der growth of oak and ash trees . And 

tru e to the heroics of folklore, Old Bangum swears he will 

kill the boar and does so in a long and wearisome battle. 
' 

Repetition of scenes and action, important to folk-

lor e form and structure, is also a matter of rhetorical 

style . Ru sh Cape goes three times to the royal ball; in 

e ach epis od e the ta l e 's plot progresses. The first time, 

she charms the king's boy. The second time, sh e has greater 
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diffic ulty esc apingo The third time, the prince gives her 

a ring , sig n ifi cant in the marking-and-discovery folk 

ele ments to come. Simi 1 a r l y, i n the folk song , "Wh i s t 1 e, 

Dau ghter , Whis tle,"l repetitive episodes prolong and prog-

res s the story line: 

"Mother, I wou ld marry and I would be a bride, 
And I would h ave a young man fo r eve r at my side. 
For if I had a young man, 0 how happy I would be, 
For I am tired and 0 s o weary of my v irginity." 

"Wh i s t l e , daughte r, w hi s t l e , and you s h a 11 hav e a cow. " 
"I cannot whist l e, mo the r, I guess I don 't know ho w. 
For if I had a y ou ng man, 0 ho w happy I wo uld be , 
For I am ti r ed and 0 so weary of my propriety." 

"Wh i s t l e, daughter, w hi s t l e, and you shall have a 
sheep." 

"I cannot whi stl e , mother, I can only weep. 
For if I had a young man, 0 ho w happy I would be, 
For I am tired a nd s o weary of my singularity." 

"Whistle, daughter, whistl e , and you shall have a man." 
"I can whist l e •. o" [She whistles the rest of the 

lin e .] 
"You impudent little daughter, and what makes you 

whistl e now?" 
"I ' d rather whistle for a man than for a sheep or cow." 

Repetitio n i n dialogue a nd situation provides the narrative 

control , but the r efr ain is rhetorically valuable to the 

song as a who l e . By tradition the refrain serves to 

emphasize the basic t hem e , her e , the intensity of the 

girl's desire to marryo The last word of each r ei teration 

vari e s, howeve r, to indicate a rh etori cal progression, a 

~e ristasis (amplifying by de scri bi ng att e ndant circumstances). 

lAlan Lomax, The Folk Songs of . Nort h Amer ica, p. 213. 
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In t he first stanza, the word virginity implies a degree of 

you th and innocence, an implication enhanced later (since 

v irg inity literally is not prescribed by youth or age) by 

t h e w o r d J2.I..Q~..1_y i n t h e s e c o n d s t a n z a • Propri et y suggests 

a c on scious aware ness of right or wrong, a level or so 

r em ov ed from mere innocence. In the third stanza, the word 

~l~~l~~l..:LY e xpresses the final rhetorical stand. Not only 

i s t he girl tired of being proper, she is tired of being 

As H. C. Stephenson notes: 

An analysis of ballad dialogue by itself would reveal 
much mor e salient components both of dramatic tone 
a nd of structure . There are eve n other aspects of 
di alogue, an emotiona l use of repetition, for exam ple, 
t hat ballad and folkta l e share. . Ho weve r trivial, 
or e v e n b e cause trivia l, eno ugh small observations 

c an piece togethe r the wh ol e complex of manner. 
P rovid e d we search them out as correlates of oral 
de liv e ry, the y • . will giv e us t h e molecular s t ruc-
t ur e of folk tale s tyle.l 

In " Wh i s t 1 e, 0 aught e r, Wh i s t l e, " the sty l i s tic e 1 em en t of 

dia l ogue becomes dia l ectic wit h argument by connotation or 

~~~~ c ts, second in Aristotle's list of topics of rhetori

cal inventio n. 2 

Such a n argu men t, advanced by a single stylistic 

device, repetitio n, illustrates the sparseness of other 

ornam e ntation in much f olk literatur e . The plain style of 

w· __ J.ll 0 ~' 
Ma xwe ll 
1957), 

l"Dialogue in Folktale and Song," in Mesquite and 
ed s .. Mody C. Boat righ t, Wilson ~o Hu~son, and Allen 
( Dallas: Southern Met ho dist Un1ve rs1ty Press, 

pp . l 6-37 . 
') 
'-La nh am, p. 108. 
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Am e rica n folk lore finds few occasions to use figures of 

spee ch , but their eff e ctiveness, when they are used, is 

ofte n more rh e torically sound because they are not overdone. 

In "Rush Cape" the major plot device pivots on a simile, 

" I lo ve you like b read loves salto" "The Riddle Song"l is 

it s elf a series of met aphors, as r iddles are by tradition: 

I bro ught my lov e a cherry t hat has no stone, 
I brough t my lov e a chick e n that has no bone, 
I told my love a story tha t has no end. 
I brought my l ov e a baby and no cryen [s i c]o 

How can there be a cherry that has no stone? 
How can there be a chicken that has no bone? 
How can th e r e be a story that has no end? 
How can th e r e be a baby and no cryen? 

A cherry wh e n it 's blooming it has no stone; 
A chicken in th e e gg it has no bone; 
The s tory of our love shall hav e no end; 
A baby when its sl eep ing there's no cryeno 

Folk exp r essi ons and proverbs offer gr e ater rewards 

than the folk song for a study of s chemes and tropes in 

Am erica n folk lit e ratur e Q A variety of rh et orical devices: 

s imile, metaphor , hyperbo l e, .Q2.._ratax.i_§_, chiasmas, and others, 

app ears in countless single-sentence examples. Proverbs , 

lik e much of Am e rican folklore, a re not totally national-

istic; but folk diction creates an American style within 

tho se say ings which are reminiscent of classical and 

Eu ropean trad i tio no On occasion, says Arch er Taylor, folk 

Vernacular includ e s off e nsive material , but p ro verbs dealing 

1 C h a s e , Am~e r i can F o 1 k T a 1 e s a n d Song s , p p • l 56-57 o 
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wi th bodily functions seldom reach print, and tastes differ 

The lasting popular expression is one which 

pro v e s itself logically to be "true" or is memorable because 

it plea ses the ear and the imagination. Style, therefore, 

as it transmits a memorable image, is of particular value 

to the rheto ric of folk sayings. Volumes of anthologies of 

folk sayings and proverbs may be found on library shelves; 

only a brief samp l e r here will illustrate the most promi

nent of stylisti c devices found within folk expression s.2 

S i m_il e s, 1 ike n in g one thing to another, d i s similar 

thing , give us "Rattled like an e mpty wagon on a rutty 

road," and ''cool as a cucumber," which are alliterative 

a s we ll as comparative . Rhyme contributes to the simile, 

"squirmed lik e a worm in hot asheso" Comic comparisons 

a re "co ld as a well-digger's butt," and "ugly as homemade 

sin." 

Proverbs i n meta~ include : "The smell of frying 

ba c on is man's best a la rm clock";3 "A bank book is the 

lPp . 170-71. 

2A prov e rb has a form and structure: it is always 
a comp l ete se nt e nceD For the purposes of illustration in 
th e pr ese nt c ont ext , the t erm "folk expression" is used to 
i ndicate e ither a proverb per se or a "saying '' which is 
e ith e r prove rbial or desc riptive in nature. 

3Maria "Bobsi e " Me l ton, Ozark "Vi ttle s " ( Fa yette·
Ville, Ark .: Southwest Printing Co., 19 69) , p. 33. 
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g reedy man's Bible"; 1 "Time is a true friend to sorrow"·2 
' 

an d "The world is a ladder--some go up, some go down. "3 

Examples of chiasmus, "a crossing," are: "Do not 

tr avel looking for lifeo Life is looking for you";4 "Mind 

yo ur till and till your ·mind";5 .and "You can take the boy 

out of the co untry but you cannot take -the coun t ry out of 

the boyo" 

~~~'one v e rb governing several words , each in 

dif ferent ways, is in the proverbs, "Winter weather and 

wo ma n ' s thou ghts change often";6 "A puff of wind and popu

lar praise weigh alike"; 7 and "Man and pyramids are not 

ma d e to stand on their - heads. "8 

Diazueg ma, one subject with many verbs, forms such 

prov e rbs as, ''H e who sp e aks, sows; he who listens, reaps'';9 

an d ''Them as has, gits."lO 

Parataxis , th e placing of phrases or clauses inde-

p e nde nt 1 y side .by side, ex i s t s in ''Tight shoes , short 

st e ps" ;l1 " No mill, no meal; no will, no deal"; 12 "Great 

1 Dictionary of America n Proverbs, p. 236. 

2Ibid., p. 255 . 3Ibid., p. 282. 4Melton, p. 14. 

5Dictionary of Am e rican Proverbs , p. 255. 

6 Ibid ., p. 273o 

9 Ib id., p . 194. 

7rbid., p. 196. 

1°rbict. 

8Ibid., p. 210. 

11 Me lton, p. 21. 

l 2 oi c tionary of American Proverbs , p. 161. 
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bo ast, small roast"; 1 "Love me, love my dog"; and in the 

Pe nnsylvania German, "We get too soon old, too late smart." 

The impossible imag e , "So hot you could poke the 

su n with a ten -foot pole," illustrates Ernest S. Bates' 

ob se rva t ion that "th e humor or ex aggeration [hyperbole] is 

so me tim e s supposed to be peculiar to America • char-

act e risti c of an instinctive and reflective cul t ure."2 

Exag g e rat e d humor and imagery are especially ef fective as 

ele me nts of rhetorica l style. As Taylor says, "The wh imsi-

cal union of objects whic h have no r el ation at first sight 

imp rints the proverb more deep ly on our minds."3 Among 

prove rbs based on two disparate images are, ''Wh i stling 

gir l s and crowing hens I Always come to no good end s,'' and 

"C hildren a nd fools speak the truth." 

Another classification of folk proverbs is that 

wh i ch strongly suggests oral tradition as it addresses the 

au die nc e dir e ctly as~: "You can't spo il rotten eggs"; 

" You can't judge a book by its cover." Others are phrased 

a s imp e ratives, sometimes with "you" understood: "Look 

be for e you leap ," and "Don't stay till the last dog's hung." 4 

2" Ame rican Folklore ,'' _Saturday Review of Literature 
2 ( July 10 , 1926 ): 914. 

3 Th c Proverb , p. 159. 

4coffin a nd Cohen, p . 149. 
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I n g e n e ral, folk proverbs, even those containing 

ou trageo usly c omic imagery, tend to be didactic, illus-

tra ting onc e ag ain Cicero's law for rhetoric--that it 

te a ches , de l i g h ts, and moves. Among thos e proverbs which 

move --persuade --ar e f o lk be l i efs e xpress e d in proverbial 

for m. They ma y p r e d i ct future events, explain omens~ or 

poi nt out cause -and- e ff e ct re lationships. Each rh e torical 

pur pose h as i ts own styl e . Pr e dictions of future e vents, 

as t hey ema na te f r om th e pr e s e n t , says Wayland Hand, "often 

inv olve t h e l ogic o f a conditional s e ntence," 1 containing 

an "if " c lau se : "If your nos e itches, someone is coming 

with a ho l e in h i s britch e s"; "If you hang a dead snake 

with his be lly up, it wi ll rain"; and "If two dry hands on 

th e same t owe l th e y will quarrel." 

Pro v e r b i a l folk b e li e fs bas e d upon om e ns or signs 

includ e , " Bub b l es ri si ng to th e top of a coff ee cup [sign ] 

mea n yo u wil l be rich"; " Co ld h a nds [s i gnj warm h e art." 

Th e sig n s portend o r i nd i cat e , th e y do no t cr e at e a situa-

tion. Ca u se -an d- e ff e c t be li e fs, ho we v e r, ex plain how an 

ag en t promotes or p r ovok e s a r e sult. Fo r exa mpl e , ''Rubbed 

thr ee t i mes o n the e ye , a we dd ing ring will cur e a sty. " 2 

----~-------

!America n Su pe r st it i o n and Po pular Be li e fs," in 
Folklo r e~ i n 1\ct ion, ed . Horace Bec k (P hilad e lp hi a: Ame r i can 
Folklore Society, 1962 ) , pp . 154- 6 7. 

2 v · 1 · F erg 1 1us e rrn, 
Su pers tit io n s ( New York: 
Po 24 9. 

A Br ie f Dictionar y of Ame ric an 
Philoso phical Li br ary , 194 9), 
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Th e ring is the agent which cures the infirmity. Other 

ex amples are: "Eat blackeyed peas on New Year's Day [agent] 

to have good luck all year [resultJ"; "If you take the last 

bit of food on a plate [agent], you'll be an old maid 

[re sult] ."l 

Folk expres sions and proverbs illustrate succinctly 

Bri dgm an's statemen t, "Vernacular tricks with language 

arou se various responses in the reader: superiority, amuse-

ment , curiosity , the pleasure of mimetic recognition ." 2 

With its spontaneous delight in applying language 

to idea , the folk expression, perhaps more than other types 

of American folk literature, comes closer to eloquence . 

Bur k e defines eloquence as a matter of ceremonious pre-

occu pation with v er balizing for symbolic and formal effects. 

The rhetorica l success of eloquence depends upon the 

audience ' s familiarity with and appreciation for the range 

of imagery and the use of oth e r rhetorical devices of 

style. 3 

In oratory and literature, eloquence may be both a 

mea ns and an e nd as 1"t somet1"mes is in the folk expression . 
' 

For t h e most part, howev er , the plain style of Amer ican folk 

1Tayl or, The Proverb, p. 159. 

2 P. 25. 

3re r s fo r Or de r ed . Stanley Edgar Hyman and 
Ba rbara K;~mille r (B lo om ington: Indiana University Press, 
1 9 6 4) ' p p . 1 0- 1 4. 
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li ter a t ure precludes the classical concept of eloquence 

wi th its f ormal and elaborate ornamentation. The concrete 

la nguage of plain style, according to Simon 0. Lesser, ''is 

the ideal instrument for simulating the events of our 

li ves--ou r a c tions and the things that befall uso"l 

Francis Utley makes a strong case for the effective-

n ss of rh e torical style whe n he writes: 

[Style is] repetition , fl at absence of descriptive 
det ail , precisi on, and clarity of conception. 
The t e mpo is r etarded for suspe ns e and speeded up 
for a c tio n ; the whole tale betrays a feeling for 
the sacra l, t h e stylized , and the abstract. Hence 
the fairy tal e is not J!2.. convincing as realistic 
f i c t i o n, i t i s more convincing • It has no "i f '' and 
no ''p e rhaps''; i t i s t h e very ant it he s i s of s c h o 1 a r l y 
cauti on. That is why it is immediate for us and 
mea n i ngful.2 

Folklore 's plain st yle promotes a response by permitting the 

audience to sense Jack's dilemmas, to r e c ognize Rush Cape 

in her moun ta in di sg uis e , an d to identify with th e griefs 

of the blues singe r, the brava d o of Bangum, an d the triumph 

of the daughte r who whistles. 

1P. 149. 

2 L ·· h . ut 1 , p. 13. 



CHAPTER III 

PERSONA AND DELIVER Y 

Each pe rson who tells a story molds the story to 
his tongue and to his mouth, and each listener 
mo l ds the story to his ear . 

Ju li us Lester 

A Lum mi Ind ian l e g e nd from the Pacific Northwest 

tel ls of Sw e ta n, who liv ed by h im sel f on San Juan I s land in 

Puget Sound . Even though the Transformer had bless e d h i m 

with abundant s alm o n, a r eef -net, spear , fire, and a mild 

c li mate , h e was unhappy be caus e he was lonelyo To amuse 

himse lf, he mad e an image of a pers on from a piece of rotten 

wo od. In th e eve nings he talked to the image, telling it 

stories of hjs adventu res and his dreams. When the Trans-

form e r cam e again, he asked Sw et an why he had made the .image. 

" I was lon e some ,'' Swetan said. "I had no one to talk to." 

Th e Transforme r, taki ng pity on him, sprinkled water on the 

rot t e n wood , and it became a woman. 1 

The l eg end, explaining the origins of the Talemec 

tribe, also illustrates the ba sic human de sire to tell 

lin Bernhard J . St er n, 1h~_ Lu~mi Indians of Nor th
west Washinato n (Mor ningside He igh ts , N. Y. : Co lumbia 
Univers ity Press , 19 34; reprint ed ., New York : Ama Pr e ss, 
Inc. , 19 6 9 ), p. 107. 
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stor ies and the necessity of having an audience to receive 

these stories . The gifted narrator of folklore, like the 

acco mpl ish ed rhetorician, however, does not rely on assis-

t an ce from a supern atural Transformer. Instead, he himself 

t ra n sf or m s the ''r ot t e n wood '' of the u n inspired into a 1 i v e 

and responding aud i e nce by the persuasion of his voice, his 

per so nality, and the quality of his d e livery. 

Delivery is the canon of rhetoric most vitally 

a ss ociated with the oral tradition. It is, therefore, 

su r prisi ng to read that Aristotle, in Book III of The Art 

of Rhe toric, bemoans the f act that previously little atten-

tion had be e n paid to the physical voice of per suasion, and 

yet, "for the art of rhetoric, delivery is of as much con-

c er n as it is for the art of poetry. " 1 Ci ce ro would later 

agr ee , dec l ari ng, "D.e livery is the single dominant power in 

oratory ," for with out prop e r de livery eloquence is impos-

sible to attain . 2 A la tte r-day rh et orician, Martin Stein-

mann, J r. , a s soc i at e s d eJ i very w i t h each of " s i x v a r i a b l e s '' 

h e assigns to every rhetorical composition: "the speaker 

or writ e r, his u tte ranc e ; his contest (occasion or medium), 

his audie nc e • , his purpose • and the e ffect of 

his utterance up on his audience.," Rhetorical knowledge, he 

l p _ 183. 

2o e Oratore, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard Un iversity Press , 1968), p. 169., 
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says , is rhetorical ability, the ability of a speaker or 

writ er to co ntrol the variables to produce the response his 

purpo se calls for .. 1 

Folklore l ike rhetoric with its roots in the oral 

t rad ition also ema nates of necessity from a narra t or who is 

resp onsible for the success or failure of the tale or song.2 

The narrator's e ffectiveness dep e nds upon his knowing how 

to contro l the same variabl es of Steinmann's list. He has 

an occa sion for telling th e tale, whether as a bedtim e story 

or as an ill u stra tion, or a reminiscence. He knows his 

audience , its expec ta ti ons, and its ability to comprehend, 

appreciate , and r e spond. While th e re are so-call ed natural-

born storytelle r s wh o unconsciously adapt the variables, 

few are so tota lly uns e lfconscious as to be unaware that 

th e y are "on stage " so to sp e ak. They may im i tate animal 

so unds or simulat e tonal qualiti e s of whining, scolding, or 

mutteri ng for r e laying effective dialogue. They may punc-

tuate the ai r with forceful gestures to hammer home an 

emp hatic point .. The y ma y mim ic physical motions. Wh enever 

Clarence Pickerne ll, a Quinault-Ch e halis-Cowlitz Indian 

1 "Rhetorica l Rese arch ," in Mar tin Steinmann, Jr., 
ed ., New Rh e torics (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1967) , p. 22 . 

2Hereafter in this chapter, t h e term "tale" is used 
in a general sense to mean any type of oral perfo rmance, 
whether tale , so ng, or proverb . 



94 

fr om Tahola, Was hington, told the legend, "The Origin of 

Pug et Sound and the Cascade Range," which he heard from his 

g reat -gr and mother, he pronounced the closing words rapidly 

an d moved his hands to suggest the lapping of water.l 

Hi chard Chase recalls the teller of the jump story, "The 

Bi g Toe," who cups his hands around his mouth to ''holler 

dow n the well, and who creates suspense with his voice as 

he cal ls, "Wh e re' s my big T-O-O-O-E?" 2 Although the folk 

narrato r, unlike the classical rh eto rician, may not go 

throug h systematic studious deliberations in preparing a 

prese nt at ion of his case, he is nonetheless performing 

before an audience for a classical purpose: to instruct, 

to deli ght, a nd to move that audience. In this act of 

narration, William Hugh Jansen observes: 

t h e reciter of the bit of folklore steps outside 
himself as an i ndivi d ual and assumes a pose t oward 
his audi e nce, h o weve r small, t hat differs from his 
e veryday, eve ry-hour-in-the-day r e lationsh ip to the 
same audience . Integral in this posing is a purpose. 
The po se r is as poser a teach e r, a mon it o r, or an 
e ntertainer; he may be any one of any combination 
of the three. I n order that a verbal folk item may 
be ••• ~e r f orm ed, there must be some amount of 
this posing on t h e part of th e individual who makes 
that term o ral, and I think this posing will have 
as i ts p urpos e--implicit or expl ic it or conventional--
one of t hree aims • didacticism, admonition, 

lEila E Clark I ndia n L~ds of the Pacific . ' --------
-~.Q_I.!J! we s 1 ( Be r k e 1 e y : U n i v e r s i t y of C a 1 i f o r n i a P.r e s s , 
1953), p .. 25. 

2 meric an Folk Tales and Songs , p. 59. 
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or e ntertainment. All of these alternates are 
nece ssit ated by the disparate nature of verbal 
folklore, including as it does, ballads, proverbs, 
m a..I__Q hen, rid d 1 e s, legends, and so on . 1 

Wh ile field workers in folklore collect material from both 

sk il led and unskilled narrators, storytelling among many 

pe ople , says Stith Thompson, "is a consciously acquired and 

pr actica l art ."2 Robert J. Miller, collecting tales from 

the Maka h Indians on the Olympic peninsula of Washington, 

ma kes the sa me observationo Tales he heard told in the 

pre sence of the collector, the coll ect or's wife, and other 

vi sit ors, all of whom made proper vocal responses and signs, 

such as nods, s miles, or frowns, "were stylistically closer 

to th ose found in other collections from the Northwest Coast 

than to tales collected while only the collector was pres

ent ."3 The artistic folk performer, he who purposefully 

p e rfec ts the "vitalizing context of narration," works within 

traditional patterns of form, stylistics, and commonplace 

eve nts or s e tting, but as he controls the materials at hand, 

says Thompson, "he adds thereto his individual genius and 

often the g e nius of [thoseJ from whom he learned his 

!"Class ifyi ng Performance in the Study of Verbal 
Folklor e ," in St udi e s in Folklore, e d. W. Edson Richmond 
( We stport , Conn . Greenwood Press, Publi shers, 1957), 
pp. 112-13. 

2The Folktale (New York: 
Winston , l946~~0~ 

Holt, Rinehart and 

3"Situation and Sequence in the Study of Folklore," 
lJu! r n a l of Ameri can Folklore 65 ( 19 52 ): 29-48. 
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ar t. " 1 Tom Hunt, a storyteller who lives in a log cabin in 

the southern mountains describes his individual method of 

del ivery. 

Huh.--I saw one of the old tales in a book one of 
the Weaver kids brought by here the other day. 

It was like "Jack and his Heiffer Hide" but 
it was so different . from the way I knew it, it got 
me all bothered up. I got to thinkin' about that 
tale th e n, and th e next time one of them Weaver 
y o u n g ' u ;1 s a s k e d me f o r i t , w h y ! i t h a d g o t s o 
cluttered up in my mind I t old it end-over-backwards. 
I n e ver cou ld tell a tale unless I told it straight 
out--unthoughted ly, you might say.2 

Hunt' s and any storyteller's personally traditional use of 

material , however fl e xible and adaptable, is preferable to 

pure originality in folk performance because the narrator 

is "bringing [the audienceJ something with the stamp of good 

authority, heard from the past or from some old eye-witness 

or partic ipan t ."3 The ways and means of the raconteur, 

therefo re, provide the substance for study of the narrator, 

his perso na, and his delivery as he persuades his listener 

by authorit y within a framework of · the familiar and predict-

able, and so meti mes, the visible. The teller of the jump 

story jumps toward the audience himself as he reaches his 

dramatic climax. The narrator of "The Hickory Toothpick," 

1Thompson, p. 4. 

2R e ported by Richard Chase, in Grandfather Tales 
(Boston: Houghton iiff lin Company, 1948), p. 3. 

3Thomp son, p. 4. 
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fo r example , p rodu c es physi c al evide:ice to prove his point: 

As Old Sol Shell of ea st e rn Kentucky tells the story, he 

ch opped down t h e tall e st tree on Pine Mountain and trimmed 

off the limbs f or k i nd ling, but before he could saw up the 

log itsel f, it roll e d down Pine Mountain, ''shot across the 

bott om , a nd u p Black hl outain," teetered on the rid~e a bit, 

and came rol l i ng back. Sol trie d to nail it wi t h his ax, 

but its mome n t um wa s too g r eat, and it went up Black 

Mounta in again . S ol gav e -up trying to c atch the log and 

reso rted to bur ning his furni t ure for firewood. After a 

week o r s o , h owe v e r, he noticed a 

sort of tro ug h th ere betw e e n th e t wo mountains where 
that log ha d bee n sl i din'. Wh e n I got to the 
bottom of that tr o ugh I l ook e d an d th e re--still 
slidin' back and f orth just a f ew inch es -- was my log. 
And--don't yo u kno w! Wi t h all t ha t s ee sawin' that 
log had wor n d o wn t o th e s i z e of a toothpi c k. 
You may not believe me, b u t --I' ve k e pt it to this 
day . - - Th e r e, lo ok a t it yourself.l 

Here the na rr a tor r e ach e d into his pock e t, and pulled out 

a whittled -do wn hickory twig s h arp ene d to a point. · 

To ca ll on e a folk pe rformer, however, is not to 

say he h as r efine d h i s skills to a point of sophistication 

borderi ng o n th e lit e r a ry. On th e contrary, t h e narrator, 

unlike the po l is h ed writ e r or ac t or , usually s pe aks extern-

poran e ou sl y . Wo rd s po u r fro m hi s mo u th of t en in d i sjumbled 

thoughts and phraseol og yo Ri cha r d Do rson has record e d such 

lchase, American Folk Tales and So ngs , p. 100. 
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a narration: 

Well, there's a farmer. This fella was traveling 
along, he traveled all day l ong, come night he 
tired . Young fella, nice looking fella. Knocked 
at a farmho use. A man com e to the door, wondered 
what h e wanted.l 

Col loquial style and circuitous oral delivery have a certain 

rhe torical e ffectiveness , however. As Mody Boatright 

obse rves, prefatory rambling fixes a date: "Yes, it was 

'87 , the same year Roaring Springs went dry." Digressions 

deli neate character : "This was the same Bill Webber who 

took a fancy to a fine new saddle in Pete Cowan's shop." 

Refere nces to places contribute a note of realism and credi-

bilit y: "It was on Brushy Creek where that feller was 

killed by the Comanches ." 2 

The rh et oric of oral delivery involves more than 

diction and sentence structure , however. Gestures, inflec-

t ion s, vocal tone quality, and facial expressions heighten 

or det ract from the dramatic effect of a tale. DeWitt 

Murray , of Portland, Oregon, is a storyteller who "talks 

with his hands." Tall, skinny, and bald, he has fascinated 

thr ee generations of list e ners and sp e ctators as he uses 

the first tw o of his long, yellowed, bony fingers on his 

righ t hand to measure from some spot on his left arm with 

l "N ow's Your Chance, " i n ll.!lY. i ng the Wind (Chicago : 
The Univer s i y o f Chicago Press, 1964) , P · 81. 

2folk~~_g_r _ _Q_!}__j_~ . merican Frontier, p. 90. 
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it s first tw o fingers extended: "A cane, oh, 'bout that 

long" ; or "a ty k e , l e gs no longer'n [right fingers against 

left fi ng e rt ip s ] a tadpole's.'' His tales become studies in 

size s (Aris t ot l e ' s argumen t by degrees) as his audiences 

prompt , as h e knows they will, "Tell us how big that 

sapli ng was , Unc l e DeWitt," or · "How tall did you say that 

midge t was ? "l 

Whi l e physical mov e ments and a t tributes of the nar-

rato r, c ollect ab l e on phonograph, tape, and in photography 

by fie ld workers, are difficult, if not impossible, to 

analyze withi n the context of this study, they are a sig-

nifica n t part of th e narrator's rhetorical effectiveness. 

Constance Rour k e associates such a performance with a folk 

th e atrica l: 

full of experiment , finding its way to au die nces by 
the quic k resp ons es and r e j e ctions. On the stage 
the shi mm e r and glow, the minor appu rt e nances, the 
jokes • and so ngs , the stre tch ing and c hanges 
of plots, are arranged and altered almost literally 
by th e aud"ence or in their close company; its 
mea sur e i s human, not literary.2 

Here we com e full c i rcl e . As the folk narrator 

evokes audie n ce respons e by way of invention (s ubject mat-

ter), proofs ( e mot i onal appeal), st y le, and delivery, so 

do es the audie n ce , wh et h er enthusiastic, c a sual, or bored, 

lFamily r e collections . 

2American Humor : A Study of t h e Nation al Characte r 
(New ;ork: Harcourt, Brace and Compan y, Inc ., 193 1; 
Doubleday Anchor Book s, 1955) , p. 93 . 
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e voke a r esp ons e from the narrator~ Face-to-face with his 

l istener, t he narrator is imm e diately aware, as the writer 

i s not , of i n te rest or disint e r e s t , approva l or d i s ap p roval. 

He ma y a d ju s t hi s pe rformanc e as h e goes along , or revise 

i t in subseq u e nt retellings. Th e storyteller, sensitive to 

hi s audi e nc e, kn ows wha t Aristotle knows when he iays: 

Th e same thin g do es no t a pp ea r t he sam e t o me n when 
t h e y a re f ri e ndly a nd wh en t hey hat e, no r wh e n they 
a r e a ng ry an d whe n th e y ar e i n a g e n t l e mood; in 
t h e s e differ e nt moods t h e s ame thi ng wi ll appear 
e ith e r who l ly d iffe r e nt i n ki nd , o r di ff e r e nt as to 
magnitude •.•. To the [audie n ce ] t ha~ i s e ag e r and 
hop e ful, t he p ro pos ed o bj e ct [ the tal e ] , if p l e asant, 
see ms a thi ng t h a t • . will be g ood; to th e man 
that is apathet ic or di s ~runtl ed , the same object 
se e ms just th e opposite. 

The na rrator ' s a ct i on and t he au d i e nc e 's r e action 

be com e an i nt e r acti on d e scrib e d by Aristotl e as "a speech 

be c om ing the jo i nt r e sul t of th e sp e ak e r, his subj e ct, and 

') 
t h e p e rson a dd r e ss ed ." '"' Richa rd Co e illustrat e s such rela-

t i ons hips wi th a diagram: 

Addr e ss 
[ Na rrator] 

Content 
[Folk Lite ra tu re ] 

~---------------------~ 
Contact 

[ Delivery] 

Addr e ssect 3 

[ Audience] 

3 " Th e Rh e t o r i c o f Parad ox , " Add r ess to the Rhe toric 
Sy mposium, Te xas Woman 's University , De nto n, Te x as , 25 Ap r i l 
19 75. 



101 

Content and delivery pointing to and from both narrator and 

audience indicate the interdependence of each item in the 

diagram . 

Robert A. Georges calls such interaction "communica-

tive events" "l Storytelling arises from a social experience 

which sets up a structure of ident i ty and status ielation-

ships. As the storyteller fo rmu lates, encodes, and trans-

mits his tale, his social identity is more prominent than 

that of his audience, establishing his rhetorical ethos. 

As the listene r receives, decodes, and responds, his social 

identity increases in prominence. As Aristotle would say, 

the speake r's ethos has produced the proper attitude in the 

listenero2 Or as Kenneth Burke would say, the listener now 

"identifies" with th e narrator and his subject matter .. 3 As 

one interprets and the o t her responds, they shape the mes-

sage jointly, thus inc re a si ng its prominence. Social and 

psychologica l forces, dependent upon the economic, educa-

tional , or regional status of all participants, and the 

forces of time and place (occasions), shape the performance 

from many sides, making ea ch storytelling event unique, thus 

l "Toward an Understanding of Storytelling Events," 
Journal of American Folklore 82 (1969): 323. 

2Pp. 91-92., 

3 A R h e t o r i c o f ~1 o t i v e s , p • 3 8 • 
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ill u s t ra t ing the fact that tellers are not stereotypes, 

list eners are not passive, and stories are not static .! 

Even so , in the rhetoric of folklore, some nar

rat ors , like DeWitt Murray, are known for their individual 

perf orma nc es . They are expected by the audience to tell a 

c e r tain type of tale for c er tain occasions in a more-or-less 

ant i c ipated ma nn e r . MacEdw ard Leach in an illustration to 

r ef ut e the generalizatio n of "folk theatrical" proves it. 

He te lls of a folksinger fr om Bryson City, North Carolina, 

wh o, "to let the song speak," sat expressionless with his 

h ea d bac k and his e yes closed. " No histronics," says Leach, 

no acti ng. "2 Deadpa n or not, however, th e singer performed 

" on stage " in his own kitc he n where "everyone around would 

gathe r • . near the fireplace where [the singer's] wife 

would be busy preparing food." The song might "speak" by 

th e rhe toric of its own content, but that was e nhanced by 

the rhetoric of th e singer's und er play e d d e livery which was 

e xp e ct e d and r e sponded to by the audience. Leach makes no 

record of the wi fe's rhetoric while trying to cook in a 

crowded kitchen. 

B y w a y o f c o n t r a s t , V a n c e R a n d o l ph d e s c r i b e s a n 

Ozark singer wh o became so e motionally involved with the 

1Ge orges, p. 324. 

2 P. 37. 
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mur der ballad he was singing that he broke into his own per-

fo rmance , "and with a gasping sob burst out in a paroxysm 

of rageo 'Oh God!' he shrilled. 'The son of a bitch! God 

ro t the critter! '"l 

A tale's psychological associations, so closely 

rel ated to rhetorical effects, owe as much or more to the 

nat i onality and personality of the narrator as to subject 

matte r or historical origins.2 Richard Dorson, who writes 

ext e nsively on oral styles and delivery, cites for example 

Joh n Blackamore, a black narrator, who "will take a short 

anec d ote familiar in the Negro repertoire and clothe it 

with panora mic detail of daily life." In his home locale 

in Mi s so uri the narrator was a popular participant in all-

n ig ht story-telling style events, but when he moved North 

for business r e asons, "his storytelling style no longer 

h e ld an audi e nce and a few of his buddies left the room in 

boredo m."3 

In s ome societies certain tales are expected to be 

t o ld by women, others by men o Among th e American Indian 

commu nities of th e Pacific northwest, tal es are told only 

in th e wi ntertim e by olde r men. Grandfathers, rarely 

!Quoted by Alan Lomax i n The Folk So ngs of North 
~.!TI.f..I i c a , p • 7 9 • 

2Lilthi, p. 14. 

3 "0 r a 1 sty 1 e s of Ame rican F o l k N a r rat or s , " p • 8 4 . 
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pa re nts, te ll the bedtime stories to which the children are 

ex pected to respond with "Haa!" when the interest is intense. 

Whe n response fails, the narrators know the children are 

asle ep. 1 In Angl o-American .groups, however, fairytales as 

be dti me stories are associated with a mother or a grand-

mot her as narrator. From a rhetorical aspect, Luthi says: 

The kindly, maternal ton e of voice which a wakes a 
child ' s l ove and understand i ng for fairy tales is 
in its way just as well received as the mysterious, 
magica l tone which carr ies the spellbound listener 
off into another world.2 

Similarly, th e tall tale belongs to the "sagaman, "3 

the old timer who captivates his audience with hyperbolic 

mock h e r oic s of impossible dangers with improbable victories 

which a r e from his own ex perience, or at l ea st from those of 

"a felle r he kno ws ." Th e successful personal saga, says 

Dor s on, " e vokes b elie f, suspens e , and admiration." 4 If the 

l istene r is not lit er ally persuaded to believe, he, charmed 

by the fantas y a n d p a thos, willingly susp e nds his disbelief , 

id ent ifying wit h and r es ponding to the tall tale until the 

end, wh e n, in eit h er delight or disgust, he admits to being 

h oodwinke d. 

l R o b e r t J • M i l l e r , p p • 2 0- 3 l • 

2 Liit hi, p. 71. 

3Richard Dors on, Bloodstoppe r s and Bea r walke rs: 
Folk Traditions of the UR..Q..f..I Pe ninsula ( Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvar d Univers ity Press , 1952) , p . 249. 

4 '' 0 r a 1 s t y 1 e s o f Am e r i c a n F o 1 k i'~ a r r a t o r s , '' p • 8 3 • 
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The proper persona for the proper story and the 

pr oper audience , called "decorum" by Aristotle, creates a 

bon d between narrator a nd listener which involves social 

respo nsibility an d r espo nsiveness, a process, says Kenneth 

Burke , "of givi ng and rec ei ving."! The bo nd is forged from 

two directions, by the credulity of the listener who responds 

to t he charms of the e yew itn es s or participant. Be njamin A. 

Botk in says that in matt er s of superstition among the folk 

hear say or e ven gossip may perform the rhetorical function 

of pers uasion, but 

in a culture of which the spoken, living word • 
be comes the " princip l e vehicle,'' the past comes to 
the prese n t as things or words; what is neither seen 
nor r e membered van ishe s beyond recovery.2 

Th e narrator , as op erat or of th e "principle vehicle," 

r e member s, sees, and relates within traditional patterns 

of for m and style to process, preserve, and to pe rsuade. , 

As Lut hi points out, "The original teller of the local 

legend bel i eved his tale and by no means wanted to char

act e rize it as legendary in our sense." 3 

In folklore, to prese rve is not to encase under 

glass . On the contrary, the fact that th e re are variants 

lcited by Benjamin A. Bo t ki n, "Th e Fo lk and the 
Individual : Their Creative Re ciprocity," B_gj_ish Journal, 
College Edition 27 (1938) : 13 4 . 

2rbid . , pp . 133-34. 

3LUthi , p. 35 . 
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to a tale c an be charged to the narrator who might forget 

some details and add others. He might--and collectors in 

the field show that h e d oes --combine tales. He reiterates 

d e ta ils for analogy, empha sis, or mnemonic reasons. He 

ofte n assumes a first-person point of view even as he tells 

r e cog nizably tradit ional tales. A r t h u r L o C a m p a n· o t e s : 

The teller of a folktale, unlik e the informant who 
gives a brief account of e ve n ts rather than a nar
rative, revea l s par t of his life, part of his 
accumulated ex pe rien ce as h e r e lates what tradition 
has willed him tog e th er with what he has wo ven 
around this he ritag e . Ev e n t ually a s to ryteller 
comes t o b e li e v e what he has told and retold because 
h e has put part o f hi s own thinking into the narra
tive to the point where the narrative becomes his 
own property . This is t he pro ce ss that carries 
tradi tio n s f r om one g e ne ration to a nother in an 
unbroken though so mewhat tortuous line.l 

The sto ryt e ll er mak e s the tale his own, and at the same 

tim e rec ogniz e s the community property claims of the 

audience as h e r e places unfamiliar details by the familiar .2 

Collectors who follow individual narrators t o various story-

telling e v e n ts report that c r udities and obsceniti e s, pro-

fanity and doub l e e ntendres which are tradit i onal devices 

within cer tain tales are omitted when childr en or clergymen 

ar e part of the audience. A subtle change in th e ending of 

"The Rid dle Song" illu s trates the rh e torical d e corum, the 

suitability of s ubject matter to aud ie nce. The song begins: 

lrreasure of The Sangre Chr i stos (No rman: 
sity o f Ok l a homa Pre ss, 1963) , p. viio 

2 Thomp so n , p . 436 o 

Univer-
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I gave my love a ch e rry that has no stone. 
I ga v e my lo ve a chi c ken that has no bone. 
I g av e my lo v e a ring that ha s no end. 
I gave my lov e a baby wi th no cryen. 

The ridd l e ques t i on asks .how each of these objects can be 

as th e y are de s cr i bed. The answer e xplains that the cherry 

is stil l i n t he blossom, the chicken is in the egg, and the 

rin g rol l s e nd l e ssly--or the ring symbolizes th e couple's 

end l e ss love sto ry . The folksong v e rsions sung or published 

for f amily aud i e nc e s by Richard Chase, Burl Iv e s, and Cecil 

Sha rp , and othe rs, explain the last named gift as "A baby 

whe n its sl ee ping th e re's no cryen." A variant, however, 

ex p lai n s , ''A baby when its mak i ng there's no cryen." 

Ha nd books of rhetoric set forth prescriptive pat-

ter ns for me mory a s part of the rh e tor i cal canon, but in 

fo lkl or e , t he faulty r ath e r than the finished memory is a 

qu a lit y of r he torical eff e c t iveness . That the narrat or 

st a mmers , r epe ats him se lf , and contradicts and corrects 

him se l f a s h e pe rforms contributes a reality suggesting a 

proba b i l i ty that he was inde e d a par t icipant or that he 

h ea rd di r e ctly from one who was. Thanks to modern tech-

nology, pho nog raph s , tape r e corders, a nd lin g uistic symbols 

h av e s upp l e me nt e d th e fi e ld coll ec tor's notebook and ear . 

Voic e pa tt er n s , infl ec tions, and intonat ions can now be 

pr e s e rved a nd r e played for analysis. Many folklorists 

r e ly i ng on s uc h eq u ipment have d e scribe d oral c h ara c t e ristics 

of sto ryt e ll e rs a nd singe rs, b u t be ca us e of t he indi vi d ua l ity 
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o f the narrators, a rhetorical analysis of each one can only 

be come a stu d y in s pe cifics, not necessarily con c lusive to 

a gene ral theory of th e rhetoric of folklore., A paper 

wri tten by Eliz abeth A. Meese for the Kent uc ky Folklore 

Rec oLg , howeve r, analyzing the suprasegmental phonemes in 

a folkta l e , graphically illustrates the rhetorical purposes 

and effect of the physic a l voice t e lling a ghost story. 

Meese work ed from a tape r ec ording of a tale told, 

wit h hesitations , repetition, and digressions, by William 

No lan , an eig hty-two-year-old Kentucky mountai n man. When 

No lan was about te n, hi s Uncle Jeff, caught outside in a 

r ai nsto rm, sought s helt e r in an emp ty cabin near the Nolan 

hom e . As h e was drying his clothes by a fire h e had built 

in s ide , 

a big , somet h i n', just like a big, black cat, walked 
rig ht up to ' im, look ed right up in his fac e , an' 
says, "The r e 's two of u s here toni ght, ain't they'?" 
He says , "I say, I say ah • ' They a wo n't be but 
on e i n a minute: " Said h e grabbed his hat an' broke 
to run. An' says , run till he plum give out. 
Co uldn't g o no f ur ther. He stop ped . Git his breath, 
'n said wa lk ed ri ght up 'im, looked up at 'im, says, 
"W ' had a pri tty good race , ain't we?" He says, "I 
sigh , I s a id, "Ye s! An' we have another'n just as 
quic k as I git my breath a minute!" 1 

l E 1 i z a b e t h A • ~1 e e s e , " T h e A r t o f t h e T a 1 e T e 1 1 e r : 
A Study of Supr as egmental Phonemes in a Folktale.," Kent ucky 
Folklor e Rec ord 14 ( 1968) : 32 . Al l quo t ations f rom this 
arti c l e are r e printed by permission of Ke ntuck-:Y Folklore 
B~ c o r d a n d t h e K e n t u c k y F o 1 k 1 o r e S o c i e t Y , B o x lJ - l 6 9 , 
Bo wling Gr ee n, Kentucky 421 0 1 . Copyri gh t 1968 by the 
Ke ntu c ky Fo lk lo re Societ y. 
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To illustrate Nolan's adapting his performance to 

hi s audi e nce , Meese explains: 

Al t h oug h Mr . Nolan • . believes in ghosts himself, 
he is a wa re o f th e discrepancy between his position 
a s a sou th e rner, who is r egarded as a "briar hopper" 
or a "hil lbilly," and that of the collector who is 
vi ewe d b oth by Mr. Nolan and society as an educated 
p e rson . He d e monstrates his defensiveness by cor
rect i ng occa sional dialectical idiosyncrasies ·which 
h e knows a r e non- s tandard. He says, for example, 
"Daddy gat . got ahold o f 'im" and "ju s t actually 
g o t a s • • g ot afraid." He re he is obviously cor-
r e ctin g t h dial e ctical "gat" to "got" and "as • 
asca r e d " to "a f raid."! 

Nol an rel i es on Aristotle's inartificial proof (a witness) 

to " e s t a b lish and emphasize the a uthenticity of the source,n 

Meese says. "He" tends to speak in utterances that are 

s h o rte r than thos e which appear in normal speech. For 

exa mple , h e says: 

2b ut I + 3know the man2 1 was a + 3truthful + 2man 

he wa s + my 3 uncle2\l 
2 

Mee s e e xplains her symbols, which are standard ones 

fro m Th e Str uct ur e o f Ame r ic an English, by W. Nelson 

Fr a ncis: 

Ther e a r e fou r pit c h phon e mes: l - low; 2 - normal; 
3 - hi gh; and 4 - very high. Four levels of st!ess 
ar e r e c og ni zed : I ' I - p rimary, ~ strongest; I I - . 
sec o nd ary; I ' 1 - t e rti a ry; and I I - z e ro stress wh1ch 
is th e wea kes t and commonly left unmarked. Three 

1 I bid., p. 26. 

2 I b i d., p. 27. 
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degrees of pauses, or terminal junctures, are indi
cated in the fo llowing man ne r : /1/ - singl e -bar 
juncture, a slight h e sitation ; /II/ - double-bar 
juncture, a l i t tle long er; and 1~1 - the double -cross 
junct u re , whi ch d e notes the silence usually accom
pani e d by a pr e vi ous .drop in p itcho The open, or 
plus ju nc ture, / +/ occurs between phonemes, and is 
barely perce ptible.! 

Thro ughout th e tale, Mr. Nolan impresses upon his listeners 

the truth of what he is telling: 

2Th is lS all + 3 so + now 2 I 2wha t + I'm + 2 a3tellin' 2 ~ 
3Y e s I 4 so 3 tt 

Mee se says : 

The double-cro s s junctures which isolate ''Yes, so!'' 
heighten th e emphas is of pitch and str e ss. Isolated, 
sing l e word u ttera nces a lso occur when Nola n r e lates 
som e of t h e more dramatic events in the tal e . Notice 
their fr quency in th e following passage in which the 
ghost is fi rst d e scribed: 

[sai d it was a] \l big 3 il 2 someth1n' 3 I 2just + 

like a + bi g 3 l black 3 I 3 cat 2 I 
The doubl e -ba r j unctu res precedin g and following the 
first use of " big" is an especia l l y drama tic pause, 
forcing the list e~ er to ant ic i pa t e th e horror in his 
own mi nd . Th effect of the moun ti ng drama as the 
informa nt says "big black cat" i s cl ea r ly indicated 
t o th e pitch and stress phon e me s as well . [ Emphasis 
mine .]2 

Di ction and grammati cal patterns differ according 

to regiona l and educational backgrounds. ~1 r • N o l a n ' s 

delivery is not totally r e p rese n ta tiv e of narrators outside 

1Ibid ., p. 26. 

2 Ibid ., pp. 27 - 28. 
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t he southern mountain areas, but his pitch and stress on 

cert ain words he chooses to dramatize or to create suspense 

a re typical of all narrators who seek to persuade and 

ente rtain a n audience. 

Because the rhetori c al effect of folk literature 

d e pen ds primarily on oral delivery, Jan Brunvand ~uggests 

that it be called a u_r2.J, a term most applicable to folk

so ng whic h ''r e aches th e ear from voice or musical instru

men ts."1 Rh ythms, p a uses, and protracted stresses distin

guish folksong delivery. As with the folk tale, it is 

impossi ble t o cite a single example as representative of 

all, or even most, f olksingers although one might examine 

a number of types of songs that lend themselves to a 

delive ry tradition. Cowboy songs like "The Old Chisolm 

Trail ," celebrati ng a devil-may-car e fr ee dom of open spaces, 

functio n as round-up songs to he rd cattle to a branding or 

to marke t. Others, lik e "Doney Girl" and "Git Along, Little 

Dogie ," lam e nt the hard and lonely life amid sand and sage

brush. Sung to a rocking rhythm of a lullaby, they soothe 

r estless cattle an d prevent stampedes. A rhetoric of 

delivery primari ly d esigne d to move cattle rather than men 

is equa ll y effecti ve among human be ings. The continuous 

popularity of cowboy folksongs in Eastern as well as Western 
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soc ieties has created the picaresque-type romantic image 

of t he Old Wes t that is an indomitable element of American 

f o lklo re. 

Wester n cowboy songs fit into categori e s of occupa

tio nal ballads--those which describe an activity--and 

wo rk songs--th ose which create a rhythmical incentive to 

tug, chop, hammer, or march. The effectiveness of such 

func tional songs depends more on delivery than on any other 

ele me nt of rhetoric. Al an Lomax, who with his father, 

John , collected work songs from cotton fields, l~bor crews, 

a nd pris ons, says: 

The pace of the work and the spacing of the work 
blows, which the songs control, are for the workers 
t h e qualities most required in a good song leader. 
Matching his t empo to their muscular tone and his 
songs to t heir co ll ective mood, giving voice to his 
own fantasies and t o theirs and improvising com
me nts on t he happ e nings of the day--a good work
s ong l e ade r can k eep a gang of men working happily 
for long, ho t hours. 1 

One of the Lomax's discoveries was Huddie Ledbetter , 

call e d Leadbelly, a black folksinger, som e times convict, 

and composer of "Goodnight, I rene." At a time when Lead-

be lly worked with other roustabouts and mule-skinners 

(drive r s ) o n Mississippi l evees, Lomax writes: 

Eve ry skin n e r had his own t un e and his own verse. 
Their voices r ang l ike bugles and moaned like 
trombon e s. They cou ld improvise new stanzas till 
th e sun went down. Their wayward country melodies 

lTh F lk s o f North America , p. 5240 e o , onq s _ 
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ca nnot be written down, for they are all movement, 
all soaring or gliding from one note to another • 
. • . Such a song is the old levee camp blues ["I'm 
All Out .An ' Down" ], which Leadbe lly l e arned as a 
boy in Louisiana and arranged for guitar. It begins 
with a long country whoop and goes on to an elab
orate lO- bar bl ues. Leadbelly punctuated it here 
and there with an explosive TI -YO W! imitative of 
the pop of the skinner's blacksnake whipo 1 

The l eade r of the work song is the rhetorician persuading 

hi s audie nc e to act. Lomax describes the effect of the 

a r g u m e n t o f t h e s o n g , " I t ~1 a k e s a L o n g - T i m e M a n F e e 1 B a d , " 

an d the ef f ec t of delivery on a sweating gang of convicts: 

The leader gathers his chorus together like a fist 
of voices and flings th e m a t the hot blu e sky, at 
the faces of the guards, at th e h e avy, wounding green 
of the bott om woods . A tall ye l l ow boy, lithe as a 
stalk of ca ne, spin s his pick handle on th e up-stroke 
til l it "s hin es like a d iamon d ," and laughs out the 
bass part . A stumpy man with one white ey e like a 
d e ad moon in his dusty black face decorat e s each 
fina l cadence wi th a h igh, s weet , soprano cry. Three 
othe r old-time r s fill in with rasping, s yncopated 
unison. And just at the l eader 's elbow a shy young 
fellow sings se cond lead, fo llowing e v ery phrase with 
a wild HANH ! of ex haled breath as th e picks fall on 
the off - beats. Thus a half - d oz en or a dozen Negroes 
singing and working t ogethe r sound like a r e giment 
of humanity on the march ; an d , so undin g so to them
selves , the men take he art, the muscl es r e lax and 
roll supplely und e r th e sweat - coo l e d skin, and the 
heart-break in g job gets don e in pride and beauty, and 
with a rush of communal joy. 2 

Si ng e rs of folk lyri c s and ballads, nonfunctiona l 

songs, may be l es s dra mat ic in delivery than work song 

l eaders eve n as they tap a toe or clap in time with the 

1 Ibid .' p . 573 . 

2Ibid . , p. 523 . 
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rhy thm . Tradi tional singers develop individual styles of 

de liver y according to their musical knowledge and talent 

an d their per sonal f eel ings for the language and meaning 

of the songs . Th us, says Abrahams , "the traditional per-

forme r produce s variat ions in an unintentional or sub-

cons cious but nonetheless creative way."l F o 1 k l o r·e, never 

stat ic, lives and de v e l o ps t hrough variations, producing 

rhet orical e lements of form, s tyle, and artistic proofs. 

Acc ording to Aristotle, "It is not enough to know what to 

say--o ne must know how to say it."2 How the story teller 

or singer pract ices his individual d eliv e ry de termines 

the e ffecti ven e ss of his position in the triad of narrator-

t ale or song-au d i e nc e in the rhetoric of folk literature. 

1A Singer and Her Song, p. 161. 

2o 
I. • 182. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE ARTISTIC APPEALS: LOGOS, ET]O S, PAT HOS 

Folk lorists should not neglec t the emotions 
that are hid de n a way b e hind the superficial 
sayi ngs and doings , since the former be long 
not to the mere context and atmosphere, but 
to t h e ver y es senc e of what he has to study. 

R. Ro Marett 

A basic function of rhetoric, says Kenn e th Burke, 

i s to control attit udes by the us e of languag e with which 

th e audience may favo rably identify his own causes or un-

favora bly identif y the causes of his opponent. 1 In the 

classica l vi ew , a t tit udes are r he torically contr olled by 

what Arist otl e calls a rt ificia l or ar t istic proofs (ele-

ments of arg ument) : ~~(appeal to reason), ~1Bos, 

( a p p e a 1 b y rn e a n s o f g o o d c h a r a c t e r ) , a n d H1 h o s ( a p p e a 1 t o 

emotion ).2 A basic quality of folklore is that i t , with 

the sa me artistic pro ofs, controls attitudes, as se e n, for 

example , in this folk ballad, " Mary Fagan": 

·-------

Litt l e Mary Fagan 
Sh e w.e nt t o town one da y; 
Sh e we nt to the pe ncil factory 
To get her we e kly pay. 

1 A_B_h e t o. r i c o f M o t i v e s , p o 4 6 • 

2 p p . 8-9 0 

115 



116 

She left her home at eleven; 
She kissed her mother goodbye; 
Not once did the poor girl think 
She was going off to die.l 

From the first word the reader is prompted to 

sympathize wi th Mary . The adjective "little '' implies that 

she is eithe r small or young, or both, and, therefore, 

helpless and innocent. Lines 3 and 4 suggest an admira-

tion for the Yankee work ethic . Mary is a factory girl, 

paid by the week , who must collect her wages on her day 

0 f f 0 Why e l se would she leave "her home at eleven"? 

(Other versions say she goes on Saturday.) Line 5, "She 

kissed her mother goodbye,'' dramatizes not only a familial 

closeness , commonplace in folklore, but suggests a certain 

purit y and goodness. Lines 7 and 8 evoke in the reader a 

sense of pity and terror as they foreshadow the tragedy to 

follow. 

The ballad, based on a 1913 crime committed in 

Atlanta, Georgia, tells how Mary, lured to the factory base-

ment by Leo Frank, is attacked and murdered. In some ver-

sions, Leo is apprehended promptly; in others, a porter is 

falsely accus ed and lynched before the true villain is 

brought to justice. The ballad, in each of its versions, 

rhet orically controls the r e ad e r's attitudes of sympathy 

lQuot cd by Mel ling e r E., Entry, "More Songs from the 
Southern Highlands," Journa l of Amer ic an Fo lklore 44 
(193 1 ): 105- 107. 
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and h orro r by melodramatically pitting Good and Evil as 

ab solutes a g a inst one another: 

Le o Fr a nk met her 
Wi t h a brutish he art and grin: 
He say s t o li t tle Mary-: 
"Y ou'l l never s e e home again." 

La ter , the sing e r introduces the sentimental: 

Mo t h e r s its a-w e eping; 
She wee ps a nd mourns all day 
And hope s to me et h e r darling 
In a be tter land someday. 

He cal l s the a udi e nce to share in the sorrow, to "ident i fy": 

Come, all ye good people, 
Wh e r e v e r you may be, 
Su pp os e that "little Mary" 
Be l o ng ed to you or me. 

In ''M a r y Fagan, '' a s in most murder b a 11 ads, r he tori-

cal contro l c an n ot be divorc e d from th e e xploitation of 

s e nsatio na l i s m in both th e subj e ct matter and the singer's 

choice of wor ds , a s ,· f or e xampl e , " The tears rolled down 

her c h eeks I Th e blood roll e d down her back." Plato, who 

was amb i v al e nt in h is a ttitudes to ward rh et oric, condemned 

that r h eto r ic which play e d upon th e audience's emotions for 

the p ur p o ses o f "da zz ling, not instructing."! Indeed, 

sophisticated r e ad e r s , often pronouncing th e sam e cond e mna-

tion o n fo lklor e , say tha t i t d e als with th e irrational and 

th e s e ntimen t a l. Bu t Aristotl e , who consid e red rhetoric an 

1 G o ..Lgj_.A_§ , t r a n s • W • C 0 H e 1 m b o 1 t ( I n d i a n a p o 1 i s : 
B o b b s- r.l e r r i 1 1 ; T h e L i be r a 1 A r t s P r e s s , In c • , 1 9 5 2 ) , p • 2 3 • 
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ar t , said th e s peaker could and should use whate v er artist i c 

me a ns (proof ) h e has at his disposal to creat e th e desired 

st ate of feeli ng within the audience in order to move t hat 

d . l au 1e nce. T h e a r t i s t i c p r o o f s , l..QJl.Q...§., .!U:.h~ , a n d .l@.!J! o s , 

whi ch he anal yz e d so th o roughly for the be nefit of prac-

tie i ng rh e tori cians, are als o the basis for folklore's 

ef fect o n i ts a udi e nce. 

1~...§. , t he f i r s t nam e d of Aristotle's a rtis t ic 

pro of s , i s th e a r g ume nt i ts e lf, or, in the cas e of fo l k 

litera t u r e , t h e subject matt e r of the tale, the song, or 

the p r ov er b a s a n e xampl e of dis c ourse made up, as Lane 

Coope r says , "of mor e g e ne ral and less general s t atements 

in s ucc es si on.'' 2 Th e e nth yme me (arguing f r om probabil i ty 

or e xample ), rat h e r than t he syllogism ( a rguing f rom 

scie ntific log i c), i s folkl or e 's basis for p e rsuasion 

alt h ough c e r t ai n ta l e typ e s, th e h e ro l eg e nd, for instanc e , 

d o ha ve a syllogist i c logic: 

Major p r e mise : A h er o ( or h e roine) is on e who gives 
his l i fe to sav e another. 

Minor premis e : E 1 i z a b e t h ~J a n h e i m , i n " T h e G r e a t 
Sacrific e , "3 he a r s her To ry fath e r 
p l o t to k il l Ge ne ral Geo r ge 

Yo r k : 

1 p . 91. 

2 Ibid o, p . xxxivo 

3 rn Mori t z J age ndorf , e d .. , U_gsta te , Do wnst a te ( N ew 

The Va ngu a rd Pr e ss, 194 9 ) , PPo 216 -21. 
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Washingtonc She exchanges rooms with 
the general and in the night is killed 
in her bed . 

Elizabeth, therefore, is a heroine. 

For t h e most part, however, fol k lore~~~ cannot be 

a na lyz ed according to syllogistic logic. I ndeed, B. A. 

Bo tki n says that the essence of folklore, its nfo lkness," 

is i llogical or unscientific in its intuitive belief in and 

re spo n se to th e unknown and mysteriouso Its appeal is 

through the "omnipotence of thought which underlies super

s t it ion, magic, and r e ligion." 1 According to Archer Taylor, 

folk lore is "associative thinking"--unconscious, suggestive 

a s pe cts of thought rather than logical thinking. He illus-

trates his definition of associative thinking with an 

examp le fro m folklife : 

The plan of villag es is traditional and differs from 
region to region: the New England village has its 
co mmons and the West e rn t own is a long string of 
hou se s~ The forms of the houses are traditional ~2 

When on e speaks of a r e gi o nal village, the identifying 

imag es come to the mind of th e audience who applies associa-

tiv e thinking . Although story tellers and singers exercise 

va ryin g degrees of conscious activity , the unconscious 

1 "Th e Folkness of the Folk," in Folklore in Action, 
ed . Horace P o Beck (Philade lphia: The American Folklore 
So c i ety , Inc., 19 62) , p . 49. 

2"The Place of Folklore,"~ 67 (February 1952): 
61. 
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f orces of associative thinking operate to preserve folk 

li terat ure. 

Paulo de Carvolo-Nato says folklore is not ~logical 

bu t ~logica l--it is that in which the act is motivated by 

in dividual feeling rather than by scientific reasoning.! 

Ca rvolo-Nato ' s theory is illus t rated in the urban belief 

lege nd, to cite one example, wh e re h e arsay becomes credible 

as it r ei nforces its el f through r e petitive tellings and many 

va riants . The urban belief legend of the unwanted passenger 

i n t h e b a c k o f t h e c a r v a r i e s i n de t a i 1 a s i t '' m i g r a t e s " 

fro m place to place, but th e more it is told, the more it 

is accepted as "tru e ." Because of an innate prelogical fear 

of e vil stra ng e rs, th e audienc e unconsciously rejects the 

logical probability that if the e vent occurr e d in many 

places , it must b e a fabrication and accepts instead the 

p ro b a b i 1 it y that " i f it happ ene d there i t can happ e n here . '' 

Gene ral l ege nds al s o, those narratives set in an identifi-

abl e time period, are c redibl e , if not literally true; and 

in that cr e dibility lies their logos. The body of argument, 

th e logos , of the general or local legend is cause and 

eff e ct . The face etc h e d on the Alabama courthouse windo w 

is ca us e d by an unexplained phenomenon occurring when a 

--
1The Concept of Fo l klo r e , trans. Jacques hlo P. 

Wils o n (Coral Gables, Florida: Universit y of Miami Press, 
1971) , p . 4 Qo 
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ly nching party comes for the prisonero In a Ponca Indian 

le gend , " Th e De e r Woman," a mysterious and beautiful woman 

of ten appears at tribal dances o If she chooses a young man 

f or a partner (cause: evil intentions), she later abandons 

hi m, mutilat e d and dead (effect). If she chooses a young 

wom an (cause), the De e r Woman either kills her or whisks 

he r off to a prostitution ringol 

The sop histicate may quarrel with the logic of 

eve nts withi n the tal e , but legends whose appeal d e pends on 

a wi lling s u spe nsion of disbelief are not departures from 

the truth, say s Philip Wheelwright, so much as they are 

ev ide nc e of half-guessed or hidden truths which the tales 

them sel v es symbolize.2 In other words, the legends serve 

as remi nd ers or didactic warnings against evil, intemperance, 

or t h e stra ng e r in one's midsto 

Logos in folklore, therefore, is what Theodore 

Arma nd Ribot calls the "logic of the senses," e motional 

r e a s o n i n g w h i c h a d a p t ·S b e l i e f s , d e s ire s , o r a v e r s i o n s t o a 

ju s tification of phenomena it cannot prove. 3 The logic of 

th e senses as a basis for l ogos is best illustrated by the 

------------
lMarriott and Rachlin, PPo 161-64. 

2 p 0 480 0 

3Cited by Carvola-Nato, pp. 54-550 
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dif fe r e nc e s in the 1~~~ of the fairy tale, the legend, and 

the myth . The argum e nt or subject matter of the fairy tale 

is th at of pe rsonal desires and escape from frustrations and 

huma n conflict . Imaginative in nature, its appeal is in the 

promis e of a happy e nding for deserving charact e rs and just 

punis hment for th e wicked. 1 In an Americanization of the 

Cindere lla story , for e xample, Ashpet, the hired girl is 

k ind to " a n old witch woman lived over the gap in the moun-

t ain ." Wh e n th e d a ughters of Ashpet' s employer go "off to 

meet in '" t h e witch-woman appears, does Ashpet's chores by 

reciting magica l incantations, and sends her, dressed in a 

n ew re d outfit , off to the church-house too. There the 

hi red girl mee t s the king's son but loses her slipper when 

sh e re turns to the house. The story does not end with the 

tr aditi ona l disco v e ry and recognition scene, however. After 

th e wedd ing , th e two daughters and their mother still make ' 

troubl e for Ashp e t, until the king's son takes matters into 

h is own hands. He toss e s th e hat ef ul women out to the 

Hairy Old Ma n who lives in a water cave, where ''they're 

down there y e t, I reckon.''2 The logos of the fairy tale is 

t h e rise of t h e d ese rving and the fall of the und ese rving. 

--------

lsusanne K o Langer, fBilo~~ n a New Ke y: A 
~~Q_y_i_!!_th e_~bolism of Reason_,_Ri te , and A~_:t ( Camb ridge, 
Mas s .: Harvard Universit y Press , 1957), P· 176. 

2 " A s h p e t , " i n c h as e , G r a n d f a .:!J2.D_1'~ 1 e s , p p . l l 5 - 2 3 . 
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The ef fect of the rhetorical appeal of this logos is that 

i t r e inforces our desire for poetic justice. As Norman N. 

Hol land observes, "Literature transforms our primitive 

wishe s and f e ars into significance and coherence, and this 

t ra ns formation gives us pleasure." 1 The pleasure, then, is 

a re spo nse to the rhetoric of the folk literature. 

Like fairy tales, myths make use of the marvelous 

and the imaginat ive, but they differ from fairy tales by 

t he matter of logos. Myth is defined as "a story, presented 

a s act ually havi ng occurr ed in a previous age, explaining 

t h e cos mological and supernatural traditions of a people, 

th e ir gods, h e ro es , culture traits, religious beliefs, 

et c ."2 Myth d ea ls with birth, death, natural conflicts, 

and a world vi ew . Its characters are either divine or 

anthrop omorphic b e ings wh o may guide, govern, or frustrate 

hu ma n desires and destiny . 3 As a myth constitutes beliefs 

conc e rni ng the origin of th e wor ld, its~~ is serious, 

and at some point in its d e velopment, it is taken seriously 

by narrator and audience. As David Bidney writes, 

It is no t only th e metap hysical concepts involved or 
the prehistoric space-time in which the narrated events 
occurred which d e termine whether or not a tale is 

' 

l p. 30. 

2 s tandard Dic ti on a ry of Folklore~~h ol~--g~ 
Legend, s . v. "Myth, " by Ermine W. Voeglin. 

3 La nge r, p. 176 . 
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r e garded as a myth; it is rather the psycho
cultural attitude or degree of belief of those who 
recount them . . [The] accepted belief or sub
j e ctive truth of on e epoch may become myth for 
anot her.l 

Ame rica's indigenous . mythology is that of the 

In dia ns. It survived in the esoteric societies of the 

Kiv as when immigrating missionaries attempted to obliterate 

the myths altogether or to amalgamate them into a Christian 

fra me work. Even so, som e creation myths parallel the 

cre a t ion story in Genesis. In the Cheyenne "How the World 

Wa s Made" 2 Maheo, the . All Spirit, lived in a void in the 

be gin ning. He divid e d the water from the land, ordered 

Li ght to s pr ead , de corated Grandmother Earth with trees and 

flowers , mad e man from his own right rib, and woman from 

h i s· 1 eft . In t h e Modoc "How the World Was Made" 3 "Kumokums 

was the on e that made the world and e verything that is in 

it." After dividing earth from water, making plants and 

living cre a t ur es , he rested. According to the Modocs, 

Kumokums is still sl ee ping, but they await his awakening 

t o find and to corr ec t the natural and social problems which 

hav e deve l op e d since his h i bernation. 

l"The Concept of ~ly th and the Problem of Psycho
cultural Evol ution," Am e r ican An thr_QJ2..Ql_Q_gj...§.l 52 (1950): 
15-26 . 

2 Ma rr i ot t and Rachlin, pp. 21-26. 

3Ibid. , PP o 27-29. 
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Religious ceremonies vary from tribe to tribe, but 

ce rtain principles of belief exist in Indian mythology as a 

whole o F o r e x a m p 1 e , t h e J.Q.g_Q_§ o f t h e N a v a j o my t h , " M a 1 e a n d 

Fe male Created He Them: The Water of Separation, ~ 1 is the 

ex p lanation of the concept of duality, and for the need for 

t he two parts to become one. According to the myth, First 

Ma n and First Woman and their Twins came to this world from 

fo ur worlds below the waters. Because of the sexist natu.re 

o f t h e ir chor e s--Man hunted, Woman gardened--they began to 

f ee l independent of one another. They quarreled, and Man 

mo v ed across the River of Separation. For a while, all 

we nt well; but e ventually Woman's garden did not provide 

sufficie ntly for her needs, and Man missed home cooking. 

Of necessi ty they reconciled: 

f rom the n on the River of Separation was a quiet 
stream again. When men a nd women crossed it, t hey 
crosse d it together . For neither could get along 
wit hout t he o th e r and both had l e arned their 
lesson . 2 ' 

By classification, ''The Waters of Separation" may be 

call ed on e of the "littl e stories" as accurately as it is 

call ed a mytho "Littl e stories" are the how-and-why stories 

the Indians told as object l ess ons for children. 

1 Ibid., pp. 90-95. 

2 Ibid ., p. 95. 
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Less overtly didactic than the "little story," more 

dow n-to-earth than the myth, the ~~ of the legend echoes 

e lements of subject matter from both tale types. Often 

e xp lanatory of natural phenomena, its characters are humans 

or personifications , perhaps historical and local, from whom 

de velops a "culture hero'' who possesses both altruistic and 

. h . 1. . 1 m1sc 1evous persona 1ty tra1ts. In Indian legend, Coyote, 

so metimes called Old Man Coyote, is the culture hero whe by 

hi s exploits runs into trouble as often as he meets with 

suc cess . In on e legend he is responsible for equal hours 

of night and day. The sun shone for long, irregular periods 

of time , making the day creatures happy and the night crea-

ture s unhappy. It went away for other long, irregular 

p e riods , making the night creatures happy and day cr e atures 

unhappy . Fi nally Old Man Coyote agreed with all creatures 

that some syste m should b e de veloped which would satisfy 

everyone . He brought out the guessing bones, a game similar 

to Button-b utton-who's-got-the-button? The game, described 

bt Alice Marriott and Carol K. Rachlin, is conducted "by 

two people holding two counters [bones], one marked and one 

unmarked, in eit her h a nd. The guesser for the opposing team 

tri e s to find both marke d counters in a single guess. If he 

succeeds, the counters pass to his side. If he fails, they 

lLanger, p. 181. 
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re main with the original team."l Both sides under Old Man 

Coyot e 's direction were so successful in passing bones from 

o ne to another team mate without being guessed by the op

pon e nt s that eve n the sun tired of waiting for a decision 

a nd went do wn for a f ew hours, and rose again to see how the 

ga me was going. It remained up for a few hours, but 

"be caus e nobod y won the game, th e day and night took turns 

fro m that time on. Ever ybody had the same time to come out 

an d liv e his life the way he wanted to as everybody else."2 

Argument by exp lanatory det ails or universal conc e pts 

c r e a t e s t h e j_Q_g_Q.~ w i t h i n t h e n a r r a t i v e o f 1 e g e n d o r my t h . 

Bec aus e of the logos of eit her tale type, says Mody Boat

rig ht, ''It is possible to believe t he myth [or the legend] 

without believing in the hi st oricity of a singl e specific 

nar rative embodim e nt of it." 3 

The "m e aning" of myth or legend often lies below the 

s ur f ac e narrative, bu t the 1~ of the folk ballad is the 

li te ra l l evel of the story it tells, whether based upon 

h i s t o r i c a 1 e v e n t s , a s 'I ~1 a r y F a g a n '' a n d '1 

T o m D u l a '' a r e , o r 

on t h e p rogr e s s ing chronology of "Th e Scolding Wife ," in 

wh ic h th e narrator married on Monday , discovered his wi fe's 

13 1- 36. 

lMarriott and Rachlin, pp. 128-29. 

2rbid ., p. 132. 

3 " o n t h e N a t u r e 0 f My t h , " S o u t h w e s t R e v_i e w 3 9 ( l 9 5 4 ) : 
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s colding tongu e on Tu e sday, cut a hickory stick on Wednes-

d ay, beat h e r on Thursday, sent her off with devils on 

Fr iday , an d on Sat ur day, dined happily alone.l C. Malcolm 

La ws, Jr . o bs e rv e s that " Ame rican ballads often use the 

jou rnali s ti c me thod of t e lling a story. That i s, they 

re ve al what h as h ap pen e d and recount the story in detail." 

T h e a p p e a 1 o f J_QJLQ~ i s t h a t s u c h a m e t h o d ~~ i m m e d i a t e 1 y 

ex c it e s on e ' s inte r e st to r e ad and list e n further. " 2 But 

La ws als o obser v es a r a cial diff e r e nce betw e en whit e and 

Ne g ro murd e r ba lla d s. In " Mary Fagan," the white · ballad 

is c onc e rn e d wit h t he ho r ror of the murder itself. Th e 

Ne gr o ballad is almo s t casual about the ac t of murd e r but 

d we l ls in gr e at d e ta i l upon th e trial, ex e cution, or 

fun e ra l. Stag ol e e , i n the ballad of that name, shoots 

Bil ly Lyon s six t im es , but th e shots are d e sc r i be d quite 

matte r-of - fac tly: 

He s h ot h im t hree time s in th e shoulder, 
La wd , and t h ree ti me s in the side, 
We ll , t h e last tim e h e shot him 
Ca u se Bil l y Lyons to die. 

Th e s h e ri ff o rde r s hi s d e pu tie s to bring in Stagolee, but 

t he y, k now i ng h i s me an n e s s , r e fu se to arrest him: 

1 

2 

" If y ou wa n t th a t ba d ma n Stagolee, 
Go ' re st hi m by your s elf." 

Ab ra hams and Fo s s, p. 72. 

p . 33 . 



129 

The sheriff himself makes the arrest when Stagolee comes 

i nt o the bar. In succeeding stanzas, Stagolee is brought 

t o the gallows but does not die in the first attempt, a 

f act that frightens the hangman. Stagolee does die even-

t ua lly and has an impressive funeral: 

Three hundred dollar funeral, 
Tho u sa nd dollar hearse. 
Satisfaction undertaker 
Put Stack six feet in the earth. 

But th e folk h e ro-bad man is still undefeated: 

Stago l ee , h e told the Devil, 
Says, ''Com e on and have some fun-
Yo u sti ck me with your pitchfork, 
I'll shoot you with my forty-one." 

Stagolee took the pitchfork, 
And h e laid it on the shelf. 
Sa ys, "Stand back, Tom Devil, 
I'm gonna rule Hell by myself."l 

In whi t e and Negro folk ballads, ~~ appeals to different 

divisi ons of d ec orum: the fitness of subject, style, and 

arg um e nt to a udi e nc e .2 "This is not to suggest that Negro 

sin g ers appro ve of murd e rs," Laws explains. "But they 

unde rstand how, provoked beyond endurance, a man or woman 

may be driven to kill, and they know, sometimes from per-

sonal ex pe ri e nc e, the devastating effects of long years in 

p ri son ." In t h e so-call e d " bad man ballads" like "Stagolee," 

ho weve r, fate catches up with the evil doer, but "just as 

l I n A 1 a n L om ax , 1Jl.g___f_QlJL.fu21ill_§_QL] .Q r t h_Am e r i B , 

pp . 571 - 72 . 

2La nham , pp . 29 -30. 
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the wh i te ou t law b e comes something of a ballad hero, so too 

does t h e Negro who flouts the law." 1 

Folk fascination for outlaw and victim is only one 

f acet b y which l ogos in song makes its appeal. Songs about 

o cc upatio n s , t h e come-all-y e ballads of miners, sailors, 

lu mb e rmen , etc ., app e al to a brothe r hood of workers and 

jee r at the ir r iva l s. 2 "John He nry" and "She'll Be Comin' 

Ar ound the Moun t ain" ar e only t wo famous titles f r om a vast 

bo dy of occupat ional songs. Th e 1~ of su c h songs appeals 

by a logic of sens e s to c amaraderie and prid e of place, as 

a mi ner ' s s ong illustrat e s: 

A min e r's li fe for me 
With t h e boy s that's light and free, 
So j oi n wi t h me and giv e a h e arty ch ee r. 
For frol ic, fun an d mirth, 
You ma y se arch all o'er th e earth, 
A mi n e r' s lif e is ha ppy all the y e ar.3 

Eve n the more re ali s t i c " Th e Ha r d- Working Min e r" appeals 

by th e log o s of the he r oics of s acr ificial duty: 

To th e hard - working mi ne r whos e d a ng e rs ar e great, 
So ma ny whi le min i ng hav e me t th e ir sad fate, 
Whi l e doi ng t heir d u t y a s miners will do, 
Shut o u t fr om d ayl i ght, an d th e ir loving on e s too.4 

1 Laws , pp. 87-88. 

2s tandard Dictionar..Y.-Q f American Folklore , 
!Lytholog y, . a nd Le g e nd, s . v . ' 'Work So ng s,' ' by Ther e sa C. 
Br ak e l e y . 

3 I n Ric h ard M. Dors on , Amer i ca i n Le g end (Ne w York: 
Random Ho u se ; Pantheon Books, 1973) , P · 187 · 

4 Ibid . 



131 

Logos appeals for the audience's attention by 

pe rsuadin g him that the subject matter is worth his atten

ti on. Ethos, Aristot le's second id entified artistic proof, 

pe rsuades the audience that the speaker is worthy to be 

he ard. Proper eth os puts the audience in th e proper frame 

of mind to re c e ive the tal e or song. The speaker appeals 

by means of his own character, in te lligenc e, and good will, 

q ualities which, s ays Aristotle, come from within the dis

co urse itself.l In other words , the audience sens e s from 

what the speaker says and how he says it that h e and his 

subject matter do (or do not) d ese rve trust, respect, and 

atte ntion . While the granny woman is naturally the most 

know l e dgeable about cures, and the oldest inhabitant or 

tri bal leader is by status the one to pr eside at story

t e lling eve nts, the speaker's reputation, even when it is 

known , is not e nough to create ~ho~, which is an inner 

attitude rather than outer prestige. No matt er how famous, 

noble, or qualified a per son is said to b e , his ethos is 

effect ive only whe n he app ea ls personally by his words and 

his manner to his immediate audience , when he and the audience 

id e ntify with one another. 

In " Mary Fagan" we have a persona who is sympa-

thetic to the innocent. His sense of jus t ice i s obvious 

when he t e lls of the false acc us at ion: "th e poor old 

1 Pp . 8-9. 
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in nocent n e gro I Had noth i ng he could tell," and of his 

ant icipation of divine justice yet to come: 

I have an idea in my mind 
Wh e n Frankie comes to die 
And stands examination 
In the courthouse in the sky, 

He 'll be so astonished 
To what the angels say 
And how he killed little Mary 
Up on t hat holiday. 

Thus , t h e singe r ''persuades'' by ide n t if i cation . He estab-

lishes a rapport between himself and the audience he 

addres ses by using ideas and images he is reasonably sure 

the a udi e nc e shares --those concerning moral and poetic 

justiceo Thus he includes hims e lf and the audience in 

mutua l acc ord.l The act of identification in folk song is 

not in t entio nally contrived but is a native element within 

the rhe tor i c of folklore. Richard Chase writes: 

A true folk singer sin gs "by heart " and not out of 
books . He never tries t o imp r e ss an audience, 
because a t h is best h e is a re al artis t . Sincerely 
he shares his lov e and knowledg e of these things 
with you ra th e r than performing them for you. He 
sing s '' u nth o ug h t e d 1 y, '' with out self-consciousness • 
He makes his poi nts witho ut overdoing. 2 

Thus , by th e s ing e r's own sincerity, his identification with 

and i nt eres t in his s ong, h e estab lish e s ethos which appeals 

to the audience to res pond with trust, respect, and a mutual 

identificat ion. 

1 Ibid ., p. 38 . 

2American Folk Tales and Songs , p. 16. 
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In the folktale, too, the narrator's ethos appeals 

t o the aud ience by bringing into the tale favorable atti-

t udes which th e sp eaker and audience share and unfavorable 

condit ions they mutually reject. For example, "The Foe in 

the Dark" begins: 

In Be rgen County, on Ch e rry Hill and nearby, the 
British and th e German Hessians were battling our 
loyal men du ring the Revolution . But no matter how 
fierce and battling, h ow gr ea t the foe, the Ame rican 
boys were e v er read y for fun and frolic and a little 
joy . So whenever th e re was a change th e good Jersey 
Blu es , as th e Jersey fighting men were called, would 
leave Fort Pat riot at Ch e rr y Hill and go to the old 
stone taver n for a l i ttle me rrymaking. Ther~ , 
sweetheart s, fri e nds, a nd parents of the loyal 
fighters waite d wit h burning cheeks and beating 
h ea rts to st ea l a f e w hours of pleasure in talk and 
dance .l 

Here the appeal of et hos comes from this speak e r's patriot-

is m and sympat hetic un de rstanding of the American soldier, 

atti tud es r e cognized and shared by the audience. The time 

is the Amer ican Re volution whe n the enemy battles~ loyal 

men in fi erce combat. The Am e ricans are but~~ . The 

imp li ca ti on is that, unlike the mercenary professionals, 

the y ar e young an d un t rained. They deserve a bit of fun 

and frolic and a few hours of pleas ur e with those they love . 

In " Wi ck ed Joh n and the Devil," howev er , the speaker 

i ncl udes the a udience in a series of negative attitudes to 

es tabl .· sh e t hos an d. ide nti fi cation: 

1J age ndo r f, p. 80. 
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One time there was an old blacksmith that folks 
called Wicked John . Th ey say he was right mean: 
n e v er wo uld jo i n the church, nev er did go to meetin'. 
Al ways laughed abo ut folks gettin' saved and bein' 
baptized and sech.l 

Th is versio n of "Wicked John" comes from North Carolina, 

dee p in the Bible Be lt, where listeners would respond to and 

ide ntify wit h the storyteller's ethos in recognizing John's 

irre ver e nce as the epitome of wickedness. 

In the first-person story or song, the eye-witness 

ele ment also c r e ates an element of e thos. Wheelright asso-

cia tes th e r het orical effect of the first-person story with 

the "I-Tho u" relationship: th e first-person "I" speaks 

dire ctly to an addressed second person, whether or not he 

calls on ''thou'' o r ''you.' ' The listener, says Wheelright, 

"ope ns [his ] heart and mind to 'signs of address.•" 2 

Examp les of e th..Q_§ in the "I-Thou" folklore are the "come-

all-ye" narrative s ongs wh ich directly address audiences 

of simi la r occupatio ns, stations in life, or sympathies. 

As Th e resa C. Brakeley says, "Th e sing e r identifies himself 

emotio nally with his story . as th e ballad builds up the 

herois m, cleverness, a nd st a mina required for a particular 

calling an d war ns [t he li ste ner] against me n of any rival 

trade . "3 

lchase , Gr a ndfath e r Stories, p. 29. 
2 P. 479. 

3 I n s t a 11 d a r ct D i c t i 0 n a r y o f F o 1 k l o r e -.1---!1.1 t h o ..LQ_g_y__, a n d 
Legend , x . v . "Come - a l l- ye." 
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The first-person narrator's closeness to t h e story, 

it s character s, or locale creates for him his ethos. In 

ot her words , he is "worthy of belief," or at least his tales 

and songs are worthy of attention and r e telling because of 

for ces within him self and his experiences. A narrator also 

pe rsuades when he successfully brings his audience to a 

s tate of emotion appropriate for the particular tale or 

son g. He p e rsuades his listeners to laugh or to weep, to 

love or to hate , by the us e of pathetic proofs or .l2JLLl}_Q~, 

an appeal to emotions. 1 

One appeals to his audience through t he e motions by 

cre ating a desired st ate of feeling . The word pathos is 

der ived from the verb .J2_9_§JJ'!ei n, mea ning to suff e r or to 

expe rience . 2 Through the emoti ons, says Plato, we experience 

eit he r pleasure o r pa in . Through the storyt e lle r 's artistic 

appe al to the em o tio ns of his audience, he allows or causes 

that audience to experience , or to id en tify with the state 

of f e eling he wishes to creat e within th e m. Cicero bel ieved 

that pathos was much more effective than e t h~. 3 In folk-

lor e , rhetorica l effect c ann ot be mea sur ed by e mpirical 

! Aris totle, p. 92. 

2James J . Murphy ed . , _A_Syn_QJ2j_lc Histo ry of Clas si-
' 197~)· 4c B_l_Rhetoric (Ne w York : Random House, c... , p. ;J. 

3orator tra ns. G. L. Hendrickso n and H. M. Hubbe ll 
(Lo ndon : -Th-;-L~eb Cl a s s ical Library , 1962), p . 120. 
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results as an effective oration can be measured by a re

su ltant vote for or against an issue; but the rhetorical 

met hods of form , styl e , delivery, and appeal can be analyzed . 

Of the three artistic appeals, pathos is most obvious within 

f olk literature. Pathos deals with both negative and posi-

ti ve e motions as it creates painful or pleasurable stages 

o f feeling. Th e first half of Book II of Aristotle's 

Rhetoric classifi e s and discusses such negative emotions 

as pity , fear , anger, hatred, hubris, shame, envy ; and such 

po sitive e motions as amity, confidence, benevolen~e, and 

e mu lation. 

Except for irony, Aristotle does not discuss the 

ap peal of humor; but Quintilian recognizes the rh etorica l 

va lu e of humor to "dispell the graver emotions of the judg e 

b y ex citing his l a ughter." He divides humor into three 

cate gories of rhetorical effectiveness: (1) to r e prove or 

to make light of another's argum e nts, (2) to sugg e st absurd

ities , and (3) t o take words in a different sense than is 

usually ex pected. 1 

In folklore, humor is us e d to reprove or to make 

li g ht of disho nesty, hypocrisy, and ignorance, as countless 

ta l e s told at the expense of la wye rs, minist e rs, and back -

wood smen t e s t i f y. Pomposit y an d gr ee d or avarice are 

lpp . 434 and 45 0-51. 
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the mes which give rise to trickst er tales. Tall tales, with 

the ir exube rant exa ggerations or facetious understatements 

sug gest, even cr e a t e, absurdities; and folk speech, folk 

pr overbs , a nd varieties of "numbskull stories" tak e words 

i n a dif f e rent sense than is usually expected. Vance 

Ra ndolph reports that in the Ozarks, the word "piano" is 

modestl y pronounced "pi e-anno," because "pe e-anno " sounds 

obsce ne.l Folkt al e s exp laining plac e nam e s pivot on 

varietie s of wo rd s ense : the Savannah river in Georg ia was 

suppose dly named when a young girl fell from a boat there 

and h e r compan ion called out t o anyone within hear ing dis-

tan ce to "Save Anna!" Selma, Alabama, was named by the 

sla v e child who ran ar ound the auction block crying, "Don't 

In Arkan sas, a person crossing a creek on a 

precar ious foot bridge fell ~rna~~~ into the water, 

there by christening the nearby community Smackover. 

Typica l of the ta l e p lotted on a misunderstanding 

is "The Irishman and the Fiddle," told by Richard Chase's 

prol if ic informant, R. M. Ward . An immigrant Irishman who 

had never seen a fi ddle went to a party. When the fiddler 

tuned up for t he dance , the Irishma n darted from the house 

and ran to t h e neare st neighbor' s where he rep orted: 

I stopped at the next house back t here , and a large 
crowd of people was t he r e . . all s e ttin' around. 

loown in the Holler : __A_.§..91~ of Ozar.k Fo lk Speech 
(Norman : Un i ve rsity of Oklahoma Pre ss, 1953) , P· 117. 
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And there was a man there had something in a box. 
I don't know what kind of animal it was, but he 
h'ist e d it up and picked its ears and it squawked 
just a little . Then he too k a s tic k and s tarted 
beati n' that thing on the back. . Everybody 
j umped u p to run but I was the closest to the door. 
My l eg s have saved my body.l 

Pat hos appea ls rhetorically on several levels in "The Irish-

ma n and the Fidd le." I t ap pe als first to community identi-

fic ations as tel l er and audience (insid ers ) laugh at the 

igno rance of a n out s ider. More subtly i t app e als to fears 

of inadequacy. Psychologica lly, any read er who has ever 

fe lt social ly i ns e cur e , even te mporarily, or has dreaded 

bei ng conside r ed a fool because o f what he does n ot under-

stand , can id e ntify wit h the Irishman. The rhetorical 

effec t o f t h e _J]i!_l_h_Q~ of humor, however, prompts laughter 

which drains away dread of fe e lings of insecurity . 

Se l ect ions from any anthology of American folk 

literature illustrat e the quantity and quality of ~~ho s in 

tale and so ng. "Hush Cape," the Jack Tales, Ne gro spiri-

tuals , and man y wo r k songs appeal through pity for the 

underdog, the misu nd erstood , and the oppressed. Wil liam A. 

Owe ns recor d s the ob se rvable effect of -~t hos in the ballad, 

"Hangman, Ha ngman, Slack Yo ur Rope," a dialogu e betwee n a 

young gir l sentenced to die and those sh e hop e s have com e 

to set her fr e e . As the sing er r e lates t hat the fath e r says 

1 I n Am e r i c a n F o 1 k T al_ll_.El!L~..llil~ ' P · 9 4 · ...;_=c:...,;;_;;;;..;:.. _____ ~ 
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he does not bring money for the girl's release, but has 

come to se e her hanged, a woman in the audience whispers, 

'' He ought n ' t to have done her that away. '' 1 0 f th e spirit u a 1 s, 

Ala n Lom ax says, "White Ame ricans, perhaps at fi r st attracted 

by the exotic rhythms and earthy poesy of Negro song, have 

bee n de ep ly stirred by the poignant sorrow, the biting 

iro ny , and the nobl e yearnings for a better world implicit 

the re." 2 Mater i a l for railroad folk songs com e from prob-

l e ms of Irish immigrant labor, farmers, unionists, and 

bla cks. Ma ny reveal ex ploitation of workers who labor for 

a fe w cen t s an hour und e r tyrannical bosses who, knowing 

the labor er cannot leave, reduce him to sla ve status.
3 

Sim ilarly , pity, a ng er , and fear are stirred by the Indian 

lege nds that t e ll of involuntary migrations, starvation, 

and diseas e . Fear is i ncit ed by murder ballads, ghost 

stor ies, and some local lege nds, pseudo-fear by jump 

sto ries. Love for home and hom e land is s eco nd only to 

love for a sweet heart as the favored pathos of the ballad. 

l" Big Thicket Balladry," in Ta l~s From~£~.i_g 
l.h i c k_tl, e d . Franc i s E . Abernathy ( Au s t 1 n : U n 1 v e r s 1 t y of 
Texas Press , 19 66 ), p. 206. 

2 Folk Song : U . S . A . (New York: Duell Sloan & 

Pearce , 1940 ), pp . viii - ix. 

3An n Mil l er Carpent e r, "The Railroad in Ame rican 
Folk Song 1865-1920 " in Diamond Bessie & the Shen h erd s, 

Wil so~ M. Hudson '( Austi n: The Encino Pres s, 19 7 2 ), ed. 
pp . 103- 19. 
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Any effective folk tale or ballad makes an artistic 

appeal to the reade r / audience, but it is impossible to say 

any one example is representative of the whole body of 

Amer ican folk literature. In order to observe the presence 

of logos, et hos, and J2JL!l!..92., however, we might analyz e the 

ba llad, "Th e Cowboy's Lament." 

The Cowboy's Lament 

As I walked out in the streets of Laredo, 
As I walked out in Laredo one day, 
I spied a poor cowboy wra pp ed up in white linen, 
Wrappe d up in whit e linen and as cold as the clay. 

"Oh, b e at the drum slowly and play the fife lowly, 5 
Play t h e De ad March as you carry me along; 
Take me to th e green valley, there lay the sod 

o 'er me , 
For I'm a young cowboy and I know I've done wrong. 

"I s ee by your out f it that you are a cowboy," 
These words he did say as I boldly stepped by. 10 
" Come sit down be sid e me and hear my sad story; 
I was shot in the bre as t and I know I must die. 

"Let sixteen gamblers come handle my coffin, 
Let sixt ee n cowboys come sing me a song, 
Take me to the grav e yard and lay the sod o'er me, 15 
For I'm a poor cowboy and I know I've done wrong. 

"My friends and relations, they live in the Nation, 
Th e y know not where their boy has gone. 
He first came to Texa s and hired to a ranchman, 
Oh, I'm a young cowboy a nd I know I've done wrong. 20 

"Go wri te a let ter to my gra y-hair e d mother, 
And carry th e same to my sister so dear; 
But not a word of this shall you mention 
Whe n a crowd gath e rs roun d you my story to hear. 

" The n bea t your drum lowly and pla y your fif e slowly, 25 
Be at th e De ad March as you ca r ry me along; 
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We all lov e our cowboys so young and so handsome, 
We all lov e our cowboys although they've done 

wrong . 

"There is another mor e dear than a sister, 
She'll bitterly weep whe n she hears I am gone. 30 
Ther e is ano t her wh o will win her affections, 
For I ' m a young cowboy and they say I've done wrong. 

'' Go gather around you a crowd of young cowboys, 
And te ll them the story of this my sad fate; 
Tell one and the other be fore they go further 35 
To stop t h e ir wild roving before 'tis too late. 

"Oh, muff l e your drums, then play your fifes merrily; 
Play the Dead March as you go a long. 
And fir e your gu n s r ight ov e r my coffin; 
There go e s an unfortunate boy to his home. 40 

" It was onc e in the saddle I used to go dashing, 
It was once in the sad dle I us e d to go gay; 
First to the dram-house , then to the card-house, 
Got shot in th e breast , I'm dying today. 

"G e t six jolly cowboys to carry my coffin; 45 
Get six pr et ty maidens to bear up my pall. 
Put bunches o f ros e s all over my coffin, 
Put ros e s to d ead e n the clods as th e y fall. 

"Th e n swing your rope slowly and rattle your spurs 
lowly, 

And giv e a wil d wh oop as you ca r ry me along; 50 
And in th e gra v e t hrow me and roll the sod o'er me, 
For I ' m a young co wbo y and I know I've done wrong . 

nG o bring me a cup, a cup of cold water, 
To cool my parched lips," the cowboy said; 
Before I t u rned , th e spirit had left him 55 
And gon e to its Giver,--the cowboy was dead . 

We be at th e drum s l owly and played the fife lowly, 
And bitter l y wept as we bo r e him along; 
For we all loved our c omr ade, so brave, young, and 

handsome , 1 
We all lov e d our comrad e although he 'd done wrong. 60 

1 I n J 0 h n A . L o m a x , c om p • , C qJY]2.Q_y_~_s _a n .Q__ 0 t h e r 
_F r o n t i e r B a 1 ] a d_~ ( N e w Y o r k : T h e M a c m i 1 1 a n C o m p a n y , 1 9 2 2 ) , 
pp . 7 4-76 . 
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The l~ here is the narrative itself: a narrator 

tells of the death of a . cowboy he chances to meet in Laredo. 

The argument is full of moral implications: impetuous 

youth tamed, wrong punished, wasted life caught up by death. 

Alan Lomax reports that the historical prototype of the 

c owboy was a young Englishman who died not of gunshot wounds 

but of syphillis . Som e British variants of the ballad are 

riba ld; others ar e clinically realistic. 1 In most American 

ver sions , no s uch scandal mars the cowboy's memor y; the 

"w rong" he ad mit s to is han dled as youthful sowing of wild 

oat s. Indeed , the American variants are typical of folk 

so ngs des crib e d by Alexander H. Krappe as "m e lodramatic 

highly em o t ional, sometimes even s ent im ental ; but the 

emot ions are simple; there is no qu e stion of 'problems,' or 

'conflicts, ' let alone searching self-analysis or even 

introspec tion."2 

In the ballad we h e ar tw o voi c e s, the narrator's 

and the dying cowboy's. Bot h establish their own ethos. 

The narrator is a cowboy hims elf (l ine 9) who sympathizes 

with but does not excuse the other 's mistakes. "We all 

loved our comrade," he says, "although he'd done wr ong." 

Th e narrator is compassionate as he tries, too late, to 

1 F o 1 k So nq : 

2 P . 156 . 

U.S. A., p. 195. 
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br ing water for the cowboy, and he suggests a religious 

a ttitude in cliche, as he says the young spirit had "gone 

t o its Giver." Thus we see in the storyteller a person of 

mor al ch ara c ter and good will . 

The dying man's etho s is ambivalent. He is a 

rene gade, having left home and family in the States and run 

aw ay to Tex as where he hired out as a ranch hand. He spent 

his time in ri otous living, either riding his horse or 

hang ing out in the saloon and gambling house. Even in his 

last mome nts he is guilty of hubris as he pompously demands : 

Let sixt ee n gamblers com e handle my coffin, 
Let sixtee n cowboys come sing me a song. 

Eve ntually, however, h e ev okes more sympathy than disap-

pr oval from both narrator and reader by his desire to con-

fe ss : "Com e sit down beside me and hear my sad story," and 

by t he r epe titive refrain that admits, "I know I've done 

wro ng." He is admirable in his wish to be an object lesson 

to others: 

Go gather a r ou nd you a crowd of young cowboys, 
And tell them the s t ory of this my sad fate; 
Te ll one an d th e other be fore they go further 
To stop their wild r oving before 'tis too late. 

Th e pos itive e lem e nts of his e thos strengthen in his concern 

for mother , sister, and sw ee th eart , who will grieve when 

the y h e ar of his de ath. 

Na ny o f th e de vic e s which cr e ate the et hos of both 

· h The c owboys are instrumental a lso in creat1ng l@_l._Q...§.. 
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dying man is twice called "poor cowboy" and "handsome"; 

"young cowboy" six times, and "unfortunate boy" once. 

Thes e e pithets emphasize the tragedy of a wasted life and 

lo st pot e ntia l; thus they make an appeal for pity. Pity 

i s also e voked by the description of a gray haired mother, 

a si s t e r so dear , and "another more dear than a sister" who 

wi ll we~jtteLix when she hears of his death. 

Re ference s to the funeral rituals, 

Be at the drum slowly and play the fife lowly, 
Play the Dead Ma rc h as you carry me along, 

a nd th e image called to mind in "lay the sod o'er me" ap-

pe al to pity as th e y create an el ement of id e ntification. 

Th e ir suggestio n of the u niversa ls in death app e als to the 

rea d e r/audience who may not be personally moved by the 

spe cific death of some nameless, reckless cowboy. 

Only the most h e ar tl e ss, however, can fail t o 

ex p e rience pity or to ident ify with the young man in his 

last mome nt: 

Go bring me a c up, a cup of cold water, 
To cool my parched lip s, the cowboy said. 

E...§th os makes an other appeal concerning the cowboy personally. 

He may have b e en rash and imprudent, but he died repentant, 

a fact that establishes the Qathos o f confid en ce in God's 

g ra c e and b e n e vole nce. 

~_thos continues into the peroration, or the con-

elu s ion: 
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We be at the drum slowly and played the fife lowly, 
And bitt e rly wept as we bore him along; 
For we all loved our comrade, so brave, young, and 

h a ndsome. 
We all lov e d our comrade although he'd done wrong. 

The co wb oy who was a stranger in the opening stanzas of the 

bal lad is now a "comrade," beloved and mourned. The con-

el usion, as in the best of classical orations, is "an 

i mpassione d summary , not simply a review of pervious argu-

ment s." 1 I t b r i n g s l._Q_g_Q_§. , e t h o s , a n d ~ a t h o s t o a f o c u s a s 

i t persuades the read e r to identify and to sympathize. 

When th e passions are stirred, when interest is 

piq ue d for a subject, when a listener identifies with the 

telle r and the tale, folk literature is rhetorically effec-

ti ve. 

1Lanham, p. 76. 



CHAPTER V 

THE PERSUASIVE QUALITY OF FOLKLORE 

I believe because it is absurd. 
Tertullian 

In the spring of 1975, a history teacher and an 

English teacher at the Texas Woman's University rode 

t og ether on a commuter's bus between Dallas and Denton. 

One morning, a truck pulling a trailer full of alfalfa 

wa ited at one of the access roads to enter the highway. 

The history teacher, a woman in her early thirties, suddenly 

sl ammed her right fist into her left palm, momentarily 

closed her eyes, and said, "Load of hay, make a wish." The 

Englis h teacher asked her colleague if she believed her wish 

wo uld come tr ue. ''Perhaps not,'' the history teacher replied, 

"but when I was a child I did. And I still 'stamp a load of 

hay' from habit." 

Such is the per suasive quality of the rhetoric of 

folklore. As Aristotle says, "Persuasion means persuasive 

to a person. To him, a statement may be persuasive and 

cr e dible by itself, immediately, or it may become so when 

it seems to be proved from other statements he believes."
1 

1 P. 11. 
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A childhood belief in signs (the load of hay) still 

had powe r to evoke a response, to "move" an audience, who 

was by no means ignorant or cr e dulous, because the sign's 

ar gument related to happiness and its elements 1 (the grant-

ing of wish es). As an adult, the history teacher may have 

been skeptical of the magical powers of the load of hay, but 

she reacte d to the persuasion of its rh e toric nonetheless. 

She even performed a bit of ritual in "stamping" her palm. 

Mody Boatr ight writes : 

An essential characteristic of ritualistic behavior 
["stamping ," crossing fingers, knockin g on wood, etc.] 
is that it s eeks to achi e ve a result, either upon 
outsid e e v e nts, upon the mental state of the subje ct, 
or upon both. The obj ect may be to bring rain or to 
reconcile one to death . I t may be to bring ab out 
political action or t o reconcile with i n the subject 
t he dichotomy of s e lfishn e ss and goodwill toward his 
fe llo w man, to gain cosmic approval of what one want s 
to do . 2 

A folk be lief in signs, omens, and talismans takes 

on the characte ristics of deliberative discourse, that 

branch of rhetoric which is concerned with fu ture time when 

wis hes come true, or when forecast events occur. It s argu-

ment is conducte d by me ans of exho rt ation ("do this") or 

discussion ("do not do t h a t") based upon the topics of what 

is exped ient or advantageous and what is inexpedient or 

1 Ibid ., p. 29 . 

2"0n the Natu re of Myth, " p. 136. 



148 

. . . l T I nJurious . hat is, signs, omens, and talismans "persuade" 

an audience that a recommended course of action will benefit 

a per son and a forbidden course of action will harm him.2 

The rhetoric of folk belief in good luck persuaded 

e ven Arist otle who says: 

Good fortune means getting or possessing all, or 
most, or th e most important, of those goods which 
are the resu lt of chance. Some of the goods that 
com e by luck may also be gained by arts [by con
tr ivance], but many gifts of fortune are independent 
of art •... Fortune is also the cause of those 
gifts whi ch come contrary to normal expectation.2 

Those who carry charms or talismans to invite good 

luc k or to ward off bad are persuaded to such a course of 

act ion by traditional beliefs and "testimonies" of others 

wh o do likewise. A bit of Negro doggerel expresses an al-

most univ e rsal b e lief in the lucky properties of a rabbit's 

foot : 

Ole Molly Cottontail 
Wont you be shore not to fail 
To give me yo' right hin' foot? 
My luck, it wont be for sale.3 

Line 4 refers to the act of simony; the faithful be lieve 

that "luck" is bestowed freely by the talisman but disap-

pea rs onc e the r e cipi e nt tries to profit by selling that 

lEdward P. J. Corb e tt, Classical Rh e toric for the 
hlodern Stude nt (N ew York: Oxford Uni ver sity Press, 1965), 
p . 15 . 

2 p. 29. 

3Puckett, p. 474. 
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l uck to someone else. Among the countless Americans who 

a dmi t to carrying a rabbit's foot for luck is Helen Landon, 

t he 1956 Maid of Cotton, who credits her good fortune in 

wi nning the Cot ton Belt beauty contest to her possession of 

the talisman.l 

A rabbit ' s foot i s perhaps the best known ·of good 

luc k charms, but physical objects of all sorts serve the 

same purpo ses. Athletes wear specific lucky caps, shoes, 

or other clothing to insure victory on the playing field. 

Some people put their trust in lucky coins or rings. 

Co pp e r j e welry is said to ward off arthritis and the seed 

fro m th e buckeye tree is credited with power to prevent 

art hr i tis . When the grandchildren of Oral C. Nichols of 

Car lsbad , New Mexico, discovered one of the smooth brown 

s ee ds among his pocket treasures one said, "Papa, I did not 

k n o w y o u h a v e a r t h r i t i s . " " D o n ' t ~ " h e r e p 1 i e d , " I t w o r k s ., " 2 

A dried deer's eye is a charm against witchcraft or 

"th e evi l e ye" in the southwestern region of the United 

St a tes . Midwives pin dried deer's eyes to the gown of a 

moth e r i n labor to protect the newborn against the ominous 

influ e nces of witches. 3 

lferm, p. 184. 

2Interview with Oral C. Nichols, Sr., Carlsbad, New 

Mex ico , 1950s. 

3 In t c rview with Peggy s. To wns en d, Carlsbad, New 

Mexi co, 29 No v e mber 1975. 
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John D. Rockef e l l er, patriarch of the famous family 

of mi ll io n a i res, carried an eagle stone to prevent dis-

as te rs and t o insure prosp e rity. The stone is a brown, 

ho l low ob j ec t, perhaps a dried seed, with a loose bit of 

ma t t e r ins id e which rattles when the stone is shaken. Its 

va l u e as an obj e c t to ward off evil is greater if one finds 

it h ims el f in th e eagl e 's nest, rather than pu r chasing it 

from a finder . Acc e pt in g th e pr e mise that a rib bon passed 

thr ough a pe r foration in th e stone possess e d e ven more power 

tha n th e s ton e its e lf, Rockefeller who, throughout his li f e

ti me , gav e $ 53 0,000,000 to cau s es and charities, 1 gave 

sni pp e ts of t h e ribbon to friends and associat e s he wished 

to honor per sonally.2 

Folk lor i sts agr ee t hat folk be liefs and be havior 

are "wid e spread at ev er y lev e l of soci e ty,"
3 

b u t th e y dis

agree o n th e se ma nt ics of th e t e rms "folk be lief" and 

" s up e rsiti on o" A d ict ionary de finition calls "sup er stition" 

A be lief f ound e d on i rra tio na l fee li ng s, e specially 
of f e ar a nd ma rk e d by cr e du li t y; also, any rite 
or p r ac~ ic e insp i red by s uch a be li ef . Spe ci f ically 
a be lief i n a re l i gious sys te m r egarded ( by others 

l · 1959 ed s. v. "John En c y c lopaedia Br i t an nica, ., 
Dav i so n Ro ck e fel l er ." 

2 T . S h a r p e r K n o w l s o n , T h e 0 r i g i n
1 
s _Q f P o Q.JJ l ~ r 

Snn0r t . t. an d Cust oms (L ondon: T. v~ e r n er La urie , Ltd ., 
~ S . 1 IO n S ......-...---- h C 19 68 ) 
1919; r e p r i nt ed ., De t roit : Ga l e Res ea rc ompan y, , 
p p • 1 0- 11 • 

3Br un v and , p . 1 79 . 
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than th e believer) as without reasonable support· 
al so any of its rites. Cr e dulity regarding or ' 
revere nc e for the occult or sup e rnatural as belief 
. ' I n o me ns, charms, and signs; loosely, any unreason-
able be li e f or impression.! 

Ja n Br unvand says: 

No o ne is immune from the assumptions that underlie 
su perst ition, nor from holding or practicing super
st i t ions to some degree. People~ superstitious, 
and the f act leads t o obs er vation of a wide range 
of be lief s, sayings, and practices, and to some 
fascina tin g av e nu es of folklore r e search.2 

Va nc e Rando lph observes, however: 

I n a ll my y e a r s of coll e cting I have never known 
[anyone] to admit a be lief in anything which he 
r egard e d as s up e rstition. "I ain't superstitious 
mys e lf ," said one old man, "but some things that 
fo l ks c all s up e rsti t ious is just as true as God's 
own gosp e l!" Mos t of the r e al old-timers adhere 
t o trad ition s wild and strang e , and the fact that 
many o f th e m contradict e ach oth e r matters not at 
a 11. 3 

Mic hae l Owe n J on e s mak e s a distinction between the two 

te rm s. He sa y s that su pe r st ition is "a value judgment 

e mpl oy ed di sp ara gingly by observer and layman to discredit 

p r a c t i c e s a n d i de a s not a c c e p t a b 1 e t o t h e e g o . '' F o 1 k 

.b e l i e f , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , i s a n e u t r a 1 t e r m f o r " a n i t em 

that may be acc e pted by the ego as valid, can be verbalized 

l f u nk & Wagnalls Sfa?d a r d Dic t i on ar y o ~~ the En91ish 
Lang u a g e , In t e r nat i on a l Edi t ion (19 59), s. v. Supersti-
t ion . " 

2sru nva nd , pp. 178-79. 

3oz ark Magi c a nd Fo l k l ore ( New York: Columbia 
Uni vers i ty Pre ss , 1947 ; repr i nt ed., Ne w Yo r k: Dov e r 
Pub li ca tio n s, I nc., 1964) , p. 6. 
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i nto a brief statement or belief nucleus, and embodies 

kn owledge as well as action."l 

Point-of -view, therefore, provides the distinguish-

ing characters of the definitions of the terms. That is, a 

s uper stition is a fear of taboos regarded by the outsider 

or unb e liever as irrational; folk belief is a faith in the 

p owe r of omens, signs, and tokens, and in legends and 

myt hs, accepted by an individual or a culture group as 

inf lu e nces on conditions and results. The sophistica te, 

the outsider, and e ven the folklorist may--and does--compile 

vol um e s of lists of such attitudes as: 

For good luck all year, eat black-eyed peas on New 
Year's Day. 

To hav e good luck in a new home, send a new broom 
on in advance. Do not move an old broom. 

Suc h collections are little more than interesting catalogues 

o f quaint customs or mottos gathered from various sources. 

But the thousands of southern Americans who eat black-eyed 

pea s and hog jowl on New Year's Day attest to the persuasive 

When quality of the rhetoric of that folk admonition. 

Mar garet (Mrs. D. D.) Giles of Solana Beach, California, 

l eft her old broom in her old house to bring good luck to 

the tenants following her, believing it would bring bad luck 

1"Folk Be liefs: Knowledge and Action," Southern 
Folklore Quarterly 3 (December 19 67): 304-309. 
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if she moved it, 1 we have, not a mere recording of a super

st it ion but evidence of the rh e torical power of a folk 

be lie f to influence or move an audience. 

Si milarly, "Do not move to a new home on Friday" 

is but one of countless taboos concerning a day forever 

fi xed in infamy because of its association with the Cruci-

fix ion . To Jo Ellen (Mrs. J. B.) Dalzell of Dallas, Texas, 

the war n i ng is no mere advice based upon hearsay. When she 

was a child, her family moved on a Friday to a new home in 

I ndia napolis against their better judgment. Her father 

die d within the ye ar. Years later, when the home she and 

h e r husband bought was ready for occupancy on the first 

day of the mon t h, a Friday, she paid an extra day's rent 

on the ap a rtment where they were living to avoid a Friday 

move .2 

Two g e nerations before the Dalzells, another couple 

f ea red a move which also involved a taboo against traveling 

on a Friday. In 1894 Blanche Edmondson and Charles J. 

Rootes planned to be marri e d in Glade Springs, Virginia, 

and to e migrate to Texas immediat e ly following the cere

mon e y. The wedding date had been set and announced when 

Miss Edmo ndson realized that the long trek to the Lone Star 

! Mar garet M. Gil es , pers onal letter, 8 December 1975. 

2rnterview wi th Jo Ellen Dalzell, Dallas, Tex as, 

Autumn 1950. 
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State by train would have them traveling on a Friday. She 

i nsist e d on changing the date to another day of the week 

e ven as she had to work within the rhetoric of another folk 

be lief, the regional pr e judice that "only niggers marry on 

Sa turday ."! 

Frida y taboos extend to trades and industries. An 

a nci e nt belief among tailors is that any material cut on 

Fri day co uld not be stitched up to fit properly. In the 

t we nti e th cent ury some seamstresses, still abiding by the 

p r ohibition , warn that the owner of a garment cut out on 

Fr iday will not live to wear it out. Mrs. Dwight D. 

Ei s e nhower was so persuaded by this bit of folklore that 

she fo r bade any cloth in the White House to be cut on 

Fr iday while she was First Lady thereo 2 Marie Loud, wife 

of Me thodist minister I. B. Loud, of Dallas, Tex as, concurs 

wit h the belief , although she maintains that if th e garment 

cut out on Friday is completed that day, _the hazards of 

the taboo are nullified. 3 

Various fears of Friday, combined with triskaideka-

12 h o b i a, the fear 0 f the number thirteen 
4 

present an even 

lwalraven, granddaughter of Mr. and Mr s. Rootes, 
3 Ja nuary 1976. 

2L. M. Boyd, in _Q_tllas Times He rald , ll April 19 75, 

s ec . A, p. 16. 

3 I · 'th ~1 r·e Loud 10 Jan uary 1976. nt e rVIeW WI u a 1 ' 

4 Fe rm, p. 99. 
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str ong e r rhetorical argument. L. M. Boyd records the fact 

that so many Americans are persuaded by the threat of bad 

luck on that day that the absentee rate in American busi-

ne sses and industries rises on any Friday the thirteenth.! 

And to wa rn citizens against the possibility of further ill 

f ort un e port e nded by another emblem of bad luck, the com-

munit y of Fr e nch Lic k , Indiana, be lls all black cats every 

Fr ida y the th irteenth.2 

Pers uasiv e qualities of folklore are most e vident 

i n such e xamples of the oral tradition as beliefs in charms 

an d omens as we ll as in wea ther, farm and ranch lore, and 

t he Zodiac . As part of planting lo re , Vance Randolph 

re ports the rhetorical be li e f in an ancient fertility rite 

st il l exta nt in the Ozarks: 

Certai n crops gr e w bette r if the persons who sowed 
the seed were nak ed . . . Four grown gir ls and one 
boy did the planting. They a ll stri pp ed off naked. 
The boy st arted in the middle of t he patch with 
th e m four big girls a -pr ancin' around h im . 
Th e bo y t hrowed all th e s eed , and the girls kept 
hollering, " Peeker deep ! Peeker deep!" . ... 
Ther e ain't no s e nse t o it, but them folks always 
raised the bes t turnips. 3 

Accordi ng to planting lore, crops thrive or fail 

de pe nding upon the pha se of the moon in which they are sown. 

lr n Dallas T~ He ral d , 28 May 1975. 

2Fer m, p. 99. 

3"Nak e dness in Ozark Folk Be li ef ," Jo urna l of 
Amer i can Fol k lor e 66 (1953): 333-34. 
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Richard Chase quotes a pair of North Carolinians who 

be lieve in the "signs" for planting: 

Plant corn when the moon's in The Crab (that's the 
sign of The Breast) an~ the grains will fill over 
the end of th e cob. Plant it in the sign of the 
Twins and you'll have two ears of e very stalk. The 
sign of The Thighs--What's the other name for that?-
Th e Archer, that's hit, if I recollect right, that' 11 
make big e ars. Plant potatoes in the sign of The 
Feet you'll get nothin g but littl e pindly toe
'taters [sicJ. Li ght of the moon for crops above 
the ground ; dark o f the moon for roo t crops. 
Nothin ' to it, some say; but we 'v e always done it, 
planted by signs, and it g e nerally does seem to make 
a difference. ! 

Rhetor ic of moon lore persuaded the United States Depart-

ment of Agr iculture as late as 1903, according to their 

publication of that year , that moon beams produc e chemicals 

that c a n spoil fish and some kinds of meat.2 

Mo on and Zodiac signs also determine certain ranch-

ing activities . Cattlemen in sou thwe stern United States 

c astrate their bull calv e s only when "the sign is in The 

Head ." If they do so when the sign is in The Feet, they 

be li e v e the animals are likely to ble e d to death. 3 Similar 

moon lor e per tains to th e human condition, and many members 

of the med ical profession r ec ognize the persuasiv e qualities 

l"A Field Trip ," in American Folk Tales and So ngs, 
p . 210. 

2cited by Eric Slo an in _E_QJ.klore of America n 
W..s:_g_the.r. (New York : Duell, Sloan and Pe arce , 1963), p. 60. 

3rn t erviews with Lou N. Boyd and Al egra T. Townse nd, 
Carlsbad, New Mexi co, November 1975 . 
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of folk beliefs as they relate t o surger y. Toni (Mr s . 

Curt is D.) Boyd , an a ss istant to an oral s urgeon in Birming

ha m, Alabama, reports that the dentist ' s appointment 

c a l en d a r may be f u 11 u n t i l " t h e s i g n i s i n t he He a d , '' at 

which time some patients refuse to have teeth extracted f or 

fea r of hemmorhagi ng to death . 1 Dr . Dale Harri s, of 

Car lsbad, New Mexico , s ays tha t in his own opinion one 

d ay i s a s good as another for treating dental problems , 

but if he discovers a patient believes the "signs" are no t 

ri ght, he s ugg e sts postponing treatment until the sig n s 

chan g e . 2 In o ther words , Dr . Harris i s not personally 

pe rsuad e d by the folk belief, but he responds , nevertheles s , 

as he re cognizes its rhetorical effe c t upon his patients . 

Pe rhaps one of the ear l iest and best known examples 

of th e persuasive quality of folk be l iefs in Anglo-America 

is t h e New England witch hysteria of the seventeenth cen-

tur y. A witch was be lie v ed to be one who had sold h e r sou l 

to the devil in exchange for the gift of malevolent magi c al 

power s to curse and maim both animals and pious human 

bein gs. As Katherine Briggs writes in Pale Hecate's Team, 

" Tho ughtful and learned men of all shades of opinion 

believed , no less than th e man in the street and the man 

lrnterview with Toni Boyd, Carlsbad, New Me xico , 
28 Novembe r 1975 . 

2rnterview with Dale Ha r r i s , Carlsbad, New Mex ico, 
24 January 1976 . 
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behind the plough, in the constant presence of the Devil."l 

Indeed, one of the most "thoughtful and learned men" of the 

time, clergyman Cotton Mather , responded so vigorously to 

the rhetoric of the belief that he vented his own pulpit 

and literary rhetoric to perpetuate the persecutions of the 

victims .2 

Although enlightened Americans, including Salem 

witch trial judge Samuel Sewall, ev e ntually admitted to 

the erro r of their condemnations and actions, a belief in 

witchcra ft has never completely disappeared from American 

folklore. The shaman of the Indian, hoodoo of the black, 

bruja of Spanish-American cultures are all counterparts of 

the witch who, possessed by either good or evil spirits, 

performs benevolent or malevolent deeds. 

Shamans, sometimes called "medicine men," practice 

among Eskimos and among Indians of the Nurth Pacific , 

California, th e Great Bas in, Plains, East er n Woodlands, and 

some Southwestern tribes . Believing disease is caused by a 

foreign subj ec t placed in the human body by offended animal 

spirits (or by other shamans), the sham a n administers 

lQuot e d by Dorson, in America In Legend, p. 13. 

2Loui s Untermeyer, "Cotton Mather ," in Th e 
8 r i t a n n i c a L i b r a r y o f G r e a t W r i .:U.l!..g_, v o l : l . ( C h i c a g o : 
Britannica Press; Philadelphia: J . B. Lippin cott Company, 
1960) , p. 54. 
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medicinal herbs and sings appropriate songs or formulas to 

exorcize the harmful matter. The shaman receives his 

powers from spirits he himself has befriended, but he can 

b e controlled by those spirits to harm as well as to heal 

other human beings. 1 Belief in shaman power is not limited 

to th e older generation in remote communities, according to 

a n Associated Press news release quoting Ruth Russell, 

director of Indian studies at Navajo Community College, 

Tsaile Lake, Arizona: 

Today the Navajo turns more and more to the medicine 
man, be cause only he can treat the inner disharmony 
that causes illness. I cannot explain the . benefits 
of such practices. I only know that they have gone 
on in the past and they may be related to useful 
medical practices.2 

While the shaman's powers are believed to work for 

good or evil, depending on the situation, the hoodoo man is 

a n administrator of e~il power. Hoodoo is an Americanism 

f or voodoo, an African-derived religious cult brought from 

Haiti to Louisiana during the French slave uprisings of the 

e ighteenth and nineteenth centuries.3 Its practitioner is 

the hoodoo man or woman (often called simply ''a hoodoo") 

lstand a rd Dictiona r y of Folklor e , Mythology and 
g_~, s. v. " Shaman," by Alfred Metaux. 

2 I n Dai ly Cuir e nt Argus (Carlsbad, New Mexico), 
16 Octob e r 1975, p. 2. 

3Sta nda rd Di ctio.ll.U...Y of Folklore.J Mythology and 
.l:Julend , s. v. "Voo doo, " by Melville J. He rskovits. 
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who possesses magical powers to injure or even kill his 

ene my or the enemy of a client who pays for the service. 

To become a hoodoo, believers say, one must sell his soul 

to the devil on the darkest night of the month when the 

de vil appears in the form of a shadow or a black bird.l 

Ho odoo curses are usually effected by some tangible object, 

ei t her a feather, snake bone, horsehair, potion, or powder, 

but most often by a wax doll into which the hoodoo man 

pushe s pins to activate the curse. The victim, wherever 

he might be, experiences pain or inactivity in the portion 

of his body corresponding to the stabbed part of the wax 

image . So effective is the rhetoric of the hoodoo curse 

that the American Medical Association has documented actual 

death s by shock of those who believed a curse had been 

place d upon them. 2 

One case involved a woman in Montgomery, Alabama, in 

1965 . The woma n was brought to a doctor complaining of 

chest and stomach pains. The doctor could find no cause 

fo r her problems until her husband confessed that he had had 

his wife "fix e d" or cursed. He had paid a "conjure woman" 

who had throw n powder on the wife's foot and pronounced a 

1Coffin and Cohen, p. 129. 

2 Ashley Montague and Edward Darling, The Certainty 
JJ_f_J_gnorancc ( Ne w York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1970), 

Pp. 213-1 7. 
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c urse on her . The doc t or, understanding the rhetoric of 

ho odo o, a l so un d erstood that, in his patient's terms, the 

c urse co u l d be r e mov e d. He even knew of a witch doctor in 

the area who would remove curses for a small fee--usually 

$15 or $2 0. He "prescribed" that the woman be taken to the 

wi tch doctor , bu t be fore she could make the trip, she col-

la psed and d ie d . An autopsy rev e al e d no organic damage, 

no evide n ce of poison, no logical medical reason for death. 

The doctor co uld only conclud e that the woman "was simply 

sca red t o de ath," persuaded by the rhetoric of the folk

lore of v oodoo.l 

Vood oo practic e s hav e also bee n groun d s for divorce. 

Ac cording t o a Uni te d Pr e ss Int e rn a tional report, Mrs. Janet 

Wojtas of Steamwood, Il l inois, sued for divorc e b e cause her 

husband made her "mi se rabl e and unhappy." Sh e accus e d him 

of placing v oo d oo dolls a round th e hous e a nd of fast e ning 

one to the strap o f h e r sho e. Sh e a l so found a po wd e r 

c al led " Co me t o Me ," suppo sed ly a po we rful aphrodisiac, 

among his be lo ngings. 2 

Th e e quival en t of t he In d ian shaman or the Negro 

hoodoo in Spanish-Ameri can cul t u re is th e bru ia, or witch, 

lTom Joh n son , " Whe r e Hexe s Br ing Trem bles--and 
0 e a t h T 

0 0 
? " T h e N a t i 0 n a 1 __Q,J;u~ v e r , 8 F e b r u a r y l 9 6 5 , p • 3 • 

2 ''' Come to Me' Powder Du st s Off Wif e 's Ard or," 
Dall as Times He rald , 22 Oct ober 1975 , s ec . A, P · 6. 
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wh o has sold her soul to the devil. Captain John G. Bourke, 

c omma ndant of Ft. Ringgold, Texas, in 1894, knew one Maria 

Ant onio who was suspected of being a bruja but who claimed 

i ns t ea d to b e a curandera, or a healer. She herself be-

l ieved in brujas who spread sickness among the farm animals, 

b lighted crops and fruit trees, and brought general harm to 

hu man beings they wished to spite. Maria Antonio advocated 

c harms a g ains t ~L~~ by marking a cross with mustard on 

the wa ll be side the bed where the person to be protected 

s l ee ps, and by smoking, drinking or chewing powdered 

ma rij uana every morning. To keep witches away at night 

sh e prescribed a prayer, here translated from the Spanish, 

t o be recited three times: 

My house has four corners. 
Four angels adore it, 
Luke, Ma rk, John and Matthew, 
Neit her witch e s, nor charmers, 
Nor ev il-doing man [can harm me]. 

In th e nam e of the Father, 1 
An d of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. 

As sociated with the fear of the bruj3 in folk 

belief is the fear of the mal de ojo, or the evil eye , in 

Spanish - Amer ican and Middle American Indian cultures. It 

is be li e ved that some per sons, perhaps unintentionally, 

cause inj ury by staring at child r en or by admiring them too 

e nthu siasti c al ly, or by touching t he m. According to 

lcited by Coffin and Cohen, pp. 109-ll and 237. 
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Ge orge M. Foster, American ethnologists who respect the 

be 1 i e f ''hav e found it sound p r act ice not to show too much 

in terest in small children and above all not to touch them 

un til they (the ethnologists) are well known to the 

p arents. "! Foster's statement to the contrary, however, 

Peg gy Townse nd, instructor of nursing at New Mexico State 

Un ivers i ty 's Carlsbad branch, reports that in her experi -

en c e s as a r egi stered nurse, she has known Mexican - American 

mot hers to be suspicious of any stranger who does not touch 

the baby . The evil e ye casts a wicked spell, they believe, 

bu t physical touch indicates that one is not c.asting a 

spe ll . Aware of the belief even if not sharing it, doctors 

in t h e Sout hw est mak e a point of smoothing a child's hair 

or t ouching an ear to admire an ea r ring (which many infant 

Mex ican-Ameri can girls wear) be fore attempting to ex amine 

o r tr e at a patient when t he child is present . South we stern 

su r g e ons a l so respond to t he rhetoric as th e y respect the 

folk belie f that a cord tied around a patient's chest pre-

v e nts disease or pain from rising to the head. When a 

surgical or maternity patient wears such a cord, the doctor 

Will leave it in place so long as it does not interfere wi th 

hi s prof e ssional activities. If the cord does prevent nor-

mal t r e atment , the doctor orders it removed after the patient 

l sta ndard Di ct ionary of MvtholJill.Y..,.. Folklore and 
Legend, s . v . "E vi l Eye . '' 
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i s a na e sthesized and replaced before he regains conscious

ne s s.! 

Th e persuasive quality of the folklore of signs, 

t a lisma ns, charms, nature lore, witchcraft, and pseudo-

me d ica l be liefs is r e adily documented as one observes the 

e d uc a t ed as well as the illiterate responding to the rhe-

to r ic a l effe cts. Such folklore, however, is strictly from 

th e ora l t r a dition although some folk beliefs are ex p ressed 

in liter a r y o r v e rbal forms. One example is: 

Bury a snake, good we ather make; 
Hang ing it high brings storm clouds nigh.2 

A Mex ic an- Ame rican oil field worker out of Fre~r, Texas, 

kil l e d a snak e on his company's property during the summer 

dro ugh t of 1975. He hung it from a wire f e nc e and explained 

wit h pl eas ur e t o th e e ngineer on the job that now they could 

expe ct rain. 

Pe nn s ylvania Indians r e cite a v e rs e wh i ch p r edicts, 

a cc ord in g to tr ee s and th e ir foliag e , wea t her to come: 

If th e oak is out be fore the ash 
'T will be a summe r of wet and splash, 
Bu t i f t he ash i s ou t be for e the oak, 
' Twi ll be a summ e r of fire and smoke. 

Or, t h e y ma y for ec a s t by me an s of onion skins: 

On i on's sk i n is very thin, 
Mil d wi nte r's coming in; 

!In t erv i e w with Pe gg y S . Town s e nd, 29 Nov e mbe r 1975. 

2slo a n , p . 55. 
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Onion skin's thick and tough, 
Coming winter cold and rough.l 

A b e lief from the southern mountain region that a mirror 

sh i n e s only for the pure and virtuous but will cloud over 

if a p re gnant but unmarried girl tries to see her reflec

t i on inspires a subtle folksong: 

Mamma, mamma, hav e you heard? 
Papa's gain' to buy me a mockin'-bird! 

If that mockin'-bird won't sing 
Pap a ' s go in ' to buy me a .go 1 den ring ! 

If that golden ring is brass 
Papa's gain' to buy me a lookin'-glass! 

If the lookin'-glass don't shine 
Papa's goin' to shoot that beau of mine~2 

The rhetoric of verbal folklore, whether tale, song 

pr ov e rb, like folk beliefs, persuades an audience to respond 

if not to accept in toto. David Bidney, whose negative 

vie w of myth confines its alogical concepts to the irra-

t i onal mind, nevertheless recognizes its rhetoric when he 

d e fines myth as 

a universal cultural phenomenon originating in a 
plurality of motives and involving all mental 
faculties .... Myth originates wherever thought 
and imagination are employed uncritically or deliber
ately us e d to promote social delusion. All mental 
functions ma y contribute to the formation of myth and 
there is historically an essential similarity in the 
psychological functions involved in its emergence and 
diffusion. All that changes is the type of myth which 
prevails at differ e nt times and in different 

lKrappe, pp. 221-23. 

2Randolph, Ozark Mag i c and Folklore, p. 171. 
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culture~. In prescientific culture animis tic myths 
and mag1cal myths tend to prevail. In our se cu lar 
scientific cultures we have a nationalistic social ' 
myth reflecting ethnocentricism and de lib erate 
falsification in the in te rests of propagan da .! 

As hley Montagu and Edward Darling recognize the basic con-

ce pts Bidney describes but are less concerned with the mani~ 

ul ation s of negative rhetoric (propaganda) when they say: 

In pre lit e rate days, th e myth was the treasury of 
human wi sdom. Man 's fears, aspirations, despairs, 
his interpretation of the world and his place in it, 
were expressed in fable, myth, leg en d, fairy story, 
proverb, or apothegm: this was his way of being 
articulate. It is no wonder that we find it diffi
cult to shake off the power of myth in our own time. 
And be for e becoming too lofty in our scorn of any 
particular myth, it migh t be well . . to understand 
the almost univ e rsal trait of rejecting one myth as 
false because we have anoth er , rival myth of our own 
that conflicts with it.2 

Like the word superstition, the word lD...Y.1.h has con-

notat ·ions that diff e r according to the one who uses it. 

Ofte n a label applied to tales by outside observers (such 

as Bidney), ~ is an imaginative, sometimes fantastic, 

allegory . Those persons within a culture group who se e k to 

explai n the forces of creation and the causes of natural 

eve nt s and ph en 0 men a ( Why the bear ' s t a i 1 i s short , Why 

light and darkness divide the day, etc.) deny that the 

As Rubin Gotesky says, "The 
etio logic a l tale is a~· 

l"Myth, Symbolism and Truth," Journal of American 

Folk}~ 68 (1955): 391. 

2p xv. 
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myths which will be acceptable in a given culture will 

ob viously depend, not merely upon its scientific criteria, 

b ut upon the interests and needs of individuals and groups 

which compose the society."l The effect of the rhetoric 

i s that the "truth" of myth, says Bidney, "is a function 

of its pragmatic and dramatic effectiveness in moving men 

to act in accordance with typical, emotionally charged 

ide as."2 

So effective are the rhetorical _ influences of myth, 

ho wev e r, that many outsiders recognize and accept the 

sy mbolic truths while rejecting the literal events and 

ch aracter of the story. "The Pandora of Kaibab," 3 for 

ex ampl e , is an etiological myth whose logos imaginatively 

re veals symbolic truths. The myth tells of two Coyotes, 

wolf-gods, to whom the sea-goddess gave a bag with the 

i nterdiction that they not open it until they took it to 

t he Kaibab plateau in Arizona. The bag, she said, contained 

trou~les, which released prematurely, would make a most un-

happy world. The younger coyote's curiosity overwhelmed 

him. He violated the interdiction. The bag was full of 

human b e ings, founders of the principal families, Aztecs, 

l"The Nature of Myth and Society," American 
Anthro p olo_g_i_§_1_ 54 (1952): 523-31. 

2"Myth, Symbolism, and Truth," P· 390. 

3In Skinn e r, pp. 45-46. 
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Navajos, Sjoux, Apaches, Mongols, and white men. Once they 

were released they began to quarrel among themselves. The 

older coyote rebuked his brother; and, retying t he bag with 

t he f ew humans who had not yet escaped, he traveled on to 

Kaibab. There he and the people ordained to settle the 

area found a beautiful and peaceful home. The others 

sc a t tered over the world, starting life under difficult 

cir cumstances. In their quarreling with one another, they 

l ost the original language of the gods and developed indi-

v idual and cacophonous speech. Now coyotes, desc en dants of 

the disobedient anc es tor, always hang their heads in shame 

whe n they see a man. 

The myth explains the advent of human beings, the 

di vision of tribes, the development of languag e , the reason 

Kaibab is ''paradise" to those who call it home, and the 

re ason coyotes hang their heads as they walk. No sophisti

cated a udi ence accepts the details of the myth literally, 

and yet the basic "truths" tell that men of different cul

tural ties are inclined to misunderstand one another, that 

human speech, for the most part, does not echo "the music 

of the sph eres ,'' and that coyotes do lope with their heads 

down. 

which 

Anthropologists define myth as that story or concept 

, b b 1·eved because it is not known to be false, .. e e 1 

that h ' J~ ·" h is outside testable knowledge, such as 
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How do we know there is a God? 
How do we know there is not? 

Myth is incompatible with scientific knowledge, but it con

ta ins belief elements in spite of this incompatibility. As 

Gotesky says: 

Every culture will create and value its own myths, 
not because it might not be able to distinguish 
between truth and falsity, but because their func
tion is to mainta in and preserve a culture against 
disruption and destruction . They serv e to keep men 
going a gainst defeat, frustration , disappointment , 
a nd the y pr e serv e institutions and i nstitutional 
processes. 

Got esky continues to discuss myth from the standpoint of 

wha t Aristotle would call decorum, the appropria teness of 

inve ntion (subject matter), style, appeal, and delivery to 

the audi e nce and the occasion: 

Th e myths which will be acceptable in a given 
culture will obviously depend, not merely upon 
its scientific criteria, but upon the inter e sts 
and nee ds of individuals and groups which com-
pose the society.l 

Myth has an epideicti c rhetorical purpose. It deals with 

wha t Aristotle also calls objects of praise and blame, or 

virtue and vice (good and evil), and to some extent covers 

the nine Aristotelian virtu es : justice, courage, temperanc e , 

magnific e nce, magnamity, liberality, gentleness, prudence, 

and wisdom. 

Myth, as rhetorical discourse, argues from the 

topic of caus e -and- e ffect, and of virtues. It persuades 

lp. 530. 



170 

t h e audience who accepts it literally and the audience who 

interprets and responds to its symbols imaginatively. The 

rhetoric of folktales and legends, however, persuades 

because those stories suggest a realistic probability in 

setting and situation. 1 The ghost story, for example, 

which the sophisticate labels and thus rejects as pure 

fiction, creates in an audience a sense of nervousness if 

not outright fear because it argues from the topic of ~hat 

might be (the possible and the impossible),2 the unseen 

forces or beings which the imagination conjures into pos~ 

sibility. "Nearly all the old-time hill folk," says Vance 

Randolph, "are firm believers in ghosts and wandering 

spirits, although few adult males will admit this belief 

to outsiders nowadays . '' 3 

Whether or not the story teller believes his own 

story--many do--he tries to persuade his audience to 

believe, or at least to respond with more than casual inter-

est. As Reider Christiansen says, "A characteristic of 

these . . tales is that they are rarely retold in an 

objective, disinterested way."4 Response to ghost stories, 

loegh, p. 67. 2Aristotle, p. 142. 

3 o z a r k M a_gl_Q a n d F o l k 1 o r e , p . 2 11 . 

4"A European Folklorist Looks at /l.merican Folklore," 
in Madstones and Twis te rs, ed. Mody C. Boatright, Wilson M. 
Hudson and All e n Max we ll (Dallas: South e rn Methodist 

' University Pr e ss, 1958), p. 36. 
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says D~gh, is created by group psychosis. One sees and 

hears what he expects, and he expects what has been set up 

for him rhetorically by the storyteller. 1 The narrator in 

Meese 's "The Art of the Teller" believes his uncle believes 

he heard a ghostly presence in a shed and on the road. · The 

teller does not admit to believing the tale himself: "I 

don't know it to be so, but I know the man was a truthful 

man--he wa s my uncle. . Now, if that ain't so, I'm 

atellin' it just exactly as I see'd it and hear'd it."2 

By reiterating the fact that he is telling what he heard 

from a reliable source, he obviously expects his audience 

to believe th e tale. Tellers of ghostly "jump" stories are 

entertainers who do not actually "believe" their stories to 

be tru e , nor do they expect the audience to believe, but 

they practice the art of rhetorical arrangement, appeal, 

and delivery in order to move an audience to an emotional 

response and to be physically moved to jump at the surprise 

ending. 

If the ghost story argues from the topic of "what 

might be," the urban belief tale persuades by arguing from 

the topic of "what has and has not happen e d." As Aristotle 

says, "If a thing can come to pass in [one] form it can 

lp. 67. 

2Meese, pp. 31 and 33. 
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come to pass in general.''! The story of the Hook, for 

instance, "persuades" by suggesting that if someone has 

been terrorized by a madman, someone else might also be 

terrorized at another time in another place. If one woman 

discovers a sinister passenger in the back of her car, as 

one belief legend says, other women fear they might also 

have an unwelcomed rider. 

Not only fear but a respect and even, on some oc-

casions, admiration for the unknown accounts for the idea 

of mana or magic which heroes in ancient cultures were 

said to possess. No such supernatural qualities appear in 

the characters of American hero tales, however. As Stanley 

Edgar Hyman says, American folk heroes, such as Lincoln, 

Crockett, Johnny Appleseed, for the most part, "are dis

torted from real men." 2 As they magnify the person and his 

deeds, they perform the rhetorical function of Aristotle's 

argument by the topic of size, by degrees of more or less.3 

Tristram Coffin says: 

Most of the appropriate heroes and their legends 
were created overnight to answer immediate needs, 
almost with conscious aims and needs. Parson 
Weems' George Washington became the symbol of 

lp. 143. 

2"The Symbols of Folk Culture," in Symbols and 
_y a 1 u e s , e d . Lyman B r y son (New York : Cooper Square Pub
lishers, Inc., 1954), pp. 307-12. 

3p. 146. 
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honesty and the father image of the Unit ed States 
Ab raham Lincoln emerged as an incarnation of the . 
natio~al_constitution. Robert E. Lee represented 
the dignity needed by a rebelling confederacy.! 

One obvious result of the rhetoric of American folk hero 

legend , according to Richard Dorson, is the emergent 

na tionalism. America, too young to have a Beowulf or an 

Art hur, has not only Washington as the "mythical father 

figu r e and founding her o," but others like Cooper's Natty 

Bumpp o, "a fictional drawing of Daniel Boone, who quickly 

p assed into national mythology."2 Coffin also elaborates 

on nationalism as a point of rhetorical invention and argu-

me nt: 

Every ag e rewrites the events of its history in 
terms of what should have been, creating legends 
about its elf that rationalize contemporary beliefs 
and exc use contemporary actions. What actually 
happened in the past is seldom as important as what 
a giv e n g enera tion feels must have occurr ed .... 
[A nation's ] folklo re and l e gend ... are allowed 
to account for group ac ti ons, to provide a focal 
point for group loyalty, and to become a cohesive 
force for national identification.3 

To illustrate Coffin's remarks, one might look at the legend 

of John Henry as preserved in countless versions of folk 

l"The Question of Folklore in the American Twentieth 

Century," p. 527. 

2"The Qu e stion of Folklore in a New Nation," in 
F o 1 k 1 

0 
r e and soc~, e d . Bruce Jackson (Hatboro, Penn a . : 

Folklore Asso ciat e s, 1966) , PP· 21-25. 

3"The Qu es tion of Folklore in the American Twentieth 

Century," p. 526. 
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ballads describing the prowess of a .black man who competed 

b y han d with a steam drill. G B Johnso · h" . . n says 1n 1s 

Tr ac k ing Do wn a Negr o Leg e nd, ''Whether or not John Henry 

wa s a flesh-and-blood man, there are thousands of Negroes 

who b e lieve that he was, and many of them can give intimate 

de tails of his career." Gordon Hall Gerould adds, "The 

r eality of his exploit is far from satisfactory. It is 

s igni f icant for all legend-making, however, that many white 

me n, as well as the Negroes to whom he is a hero, have no 

d oubts about him."l 

The needs of a time and a place may create a 

r hetoric that argues for a larger-than-life-size hero~ 

Ev e n so, says Max LUthi, "Man constructs for himself a 

moral world; he sets goals, but also limits." The tasks 

a nd abilities of the American folk hero offer great oppor-

tuniti e s, but the interdictions place limits that lead him 

through difficulties to further goals--always frustrated 

but never destroyed by new commands, limitations, and 

tasks.2 Thus the iegend, whether urban belief, hero, 

saint's, or local, fulfills in one respect or another the 

Ciceronian purpose for rhetoric: to teach, to please, and 

to move. 

lThe Ballad of Tradition (New York: Oxford 
Univ e rsity Pr e ss; A Balaxy Book, 1957), P· 265. 

2 P. 78o 
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In a study of the rhetoric of folk verse or song, 

one discovers a question he also finds concerning the 

rhetoric of myth: does the song come into being as an 

expre ssion of a belief already exta nt in the subject matter, 

or is it composed in order to move an audience toward tha t 

be lief ? The answer probably is "both." Kenneth Burke says 

th at id e ologically "if people believe something the poet 

[e ven the unknown collective folk poetsJ can use this belief 

t o get an effect ."l Examples are Negro spirituals which, 

sa ys B. A. Botkin, "survive as an expression of Negro 

fa ntasy on the plane of s e lf-gratification," and social 

song s such as blues and work reels which "are living social 

doc um e nts, organizers as well as interpreters of social 

th ought--folk protests."2 In other words, the spiri tual 

ab out luxurious ease in an opulent heav e nly afterlife was 

composed by blacks who experienced only toil and privation 

i n this life, but ev e ry performance of · the song served as 

discourse to persuade one to forebear and to hope for a 

better existence in a world to come. "When I'm Gone" is 

one of a vast collection of "death wish" folk songs wh ich 

makes references to and foresees the end of earthly troubles 

and humiliations: 

1Terms for Order, p. 14. 

2 '' T h e F 0 1 k a n d t he I n d i v i d u a 1 , " p . 1 3 0 . 
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I'm gonna fly from mansion to mansion, 
when I'm gon e , 

I'm gonna fly from mansion to mansion, 
when I'm gone. 

CHORUS: 

It'll be Lawd , Lawd , Lawd, when I'm gone, 
It ' 11 be Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, 
It' 11 be Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, when I'm gone. 

I' 11 be done with 'bukes and ' buses when 
I'm gone, [etc . ] 

I'll be don e with troubles and trials, 
when I'm gone , [etc . ] 

I'm gonna walk and talk with Jesus, 
when I'm gone , [etco] 

I'm gonna set at the welcome table, 
when I ' m gon e , [etc.] 

I'm gonna eat and never get thirsty, 
when I'm gone, [etcc]l 

As social and historical events changed, so did the 

rhet oric of folksongs. Blues and other socially conscious 

songs r e cord and argu e the plight of the lonely and th e 

dece iv ed . "I'm All Out an' Down" ill u s t rates the pathetic 

situation of a man a long way from home , working from pay-

day to payday to please a woman more interested in his money 

than in hims e lf: 

Honey-ay-ay 
I ' m all out an' down, 
Honey-ay-ay , 
I'm broke, babe, and' I ain't got a dime, 

lAlan Lomax, The Folk Son gs of North Amer ica, 

pp. 471-72. 
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Don't ev'ry good man gets in ha'd luck sometime, 
Don't they, baby? 
Don't they, baby? 

Honey, 
What you wa nt me to do? 
Honey, I'm down in the bottom in the mud up 

to my knees, 
Wor kin' for my baby an' she's so hard to please, 
Ain't you, baby ? 
A i n ' t y o u , b a b y '? 

Wi t h the hard work, the small pay, and the slight hope of a 

s at isfying r ela tionship with th e woman, the man vents his 

fr ustrations by whipping his mules ("puttin' my 'nitials on 

wi d my lin e "): 

Honey, 
I'm all out an' down, 
Honey, 
Worked all the summer and part of the fall, 
Had to take my Christmas in my overall, 
0 Lawdy! 
0 Lawdy! 
I'm down in the bottom, skinnin' for Johnny Ryan, 
Puttin' my 'nitials, honey, on the mule's behin', 
Wid my lin e, baby, 
Wid my line, baby, 
Honey. 1 

Alan Lomax quotes a dialogue between two men, 

Natchez and Ler oy, which illustrates the rhetorical effect 

of blues: 

Natchez: Some people say that the blues is a cow 
wanta see her cal f , but I don't say it that 

lrtict., pp. 583-84. 
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Natchez: 

Leroy: 

Natchez: 

Leroy: 
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way, I say it's a man that's got a good 
woman, and she turns him down and that gives 
you th e blues. 

That's right. When I have troubl e , blues is 
the only things that helps me. For in st anc e 
the r e nt situation. . I worked on le vee ' 
camps, extra gangs, road camps, and every 
place, and I hear guys singing Ummm~ this 
and Ummmp that, and I believe th ey was really 
singing from their heart, expressing how they 
felt to the people. 

I'v e known guys that want e d to cuss out the 
boss and was afraid to go up to his face, 
and I've heard them singing those things. 
He make like the boss or mule stepped on his 
foot and say, "Get off my foot, g oddam it!" 
He really be talking to his boss--"you 
sonofabitch you, you got no business. 

Yeah, blues is a kind of reveng e. 

I been around where they have prisone r s 
chained together. Some of them have great 
big balls hanging on their legs or some be 
tied to a stake. 

" 

I remember a friend of mine were in a much 
badder place t han that what you'r e talking 
about. It were so tough down there that they 
didn't put chains on urn. Th e y l e t them go . 

11 k "RUN'" Th They te urn to run, you now,-- . e 
dogs is there to catch you or track you 
whatsoever you run to. 

The point is that those fellers have the 
blues too. You singing from your he art--
the way you feel. It's not for nobody to 
play behind you. . Of course ~h e re's 
some peopl e haven't had no hardships, t hey 
don't understand how it is with the poor man . 

For instanc e , classics and stuff like that. 
They can't play the blues even if they wanted 
to I mean it takes a man to have had the 

• ' . 1 
blues to~ the blues. 

libid., p . 574. 
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Like the blues, a product of the post-Civil War 

South , other types of folksongs a re discourses on human 

relatio nships, man- woman, boss-hired hand, police-outlaw. 

"The Old Chisolm Trail" speaks for the cowboy who works 

from dawn to dust for a trail boss who later deducts his 

"keep " (living expenses) from his pay, and when the co wboy 

wants to quit, 

I went to the boss to draw my roll, 
He had it figured I wa s nine dollars in the hole. 

After a v e rbal and physical altercation with the boss, the 

cowboy vows: 

I'll sell my outfit just as soon as I can, 
I won't punch cattle for no damn man. 
I'll sell my hors e and I'll sell my saddle: 
You can go to hell with your longhorn cattle.l 

This v e rsion of "The Old Chisolm Trail" is a protest song, 

il lustrating the difficult and thankless life of the cowboy. 

I n other, pe rh aps be tte r known versions, the folksong pic

tures the cowboy as the rough-and-ready, car e free out-of-

doors superman : 

Oh, I ride with my slicker and I ride all day, 
And I pack along a bottle for to pass the time 

away. 
With my f ee t in the stirrups and my hand on the 

horn, 
cowboy that was born . I'm the best damned ever 

CHOR US : 

lAl L max ed Hard-Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit . an o , ., 3 
Peo~ (N e w York : Oak Publications, 1967), p. 10 • 
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Come-a ki-yi-yippee, a ki-yi-yippee, a ki-yi-yippee
yay. 

Oh, I know a girl who's a-going to leave her mother, 
All the devils down in Hell couldn't stir up such 

ano t her, 
She rides on a pinto and she works on the drag, 
With her petticoats a-flopping like a pair of 

saddlebags. 

Oh, I'm out night herding on the Lone Squaw Butte 
When I run my sights on a lone coyote, ' 
He's a-helling and a-yelling and as he drifts by 
I snakes out my lasso and I loops him on the fly. 

Oh, Abilene city is a dang fine town, 
We'll all liquor up and twirl those heifers round· 

' Then back once more with my bridle and my hoss, 
For Old John Chisum is a damned fine boss. 

I never hankered for to plough or hoe, 
And punching steers is all I know. 
With my knees in the saddle and a-hanging to 

the sky, 
Herding dogies up in Heaven in the sweet by-and-by.l 

As rhetoric this latter version argues from the invalid 

topic of "making a statement about the whole, true only of 

i n d i v i d u a 1 parts , '' 2 the romance, adventure, and person a 1 

freedom one finds in the "Old West" of tradition. Effective 

rhetoric it is, however, as generations of movies and con-

tinuous publication of western novels attest to the search 

for and acceptance of the romantic over the realistic view. 

The more realistic version of "The Old Chisolm 

Trail" identifies it as an occupational song, one which 
" 

lAlan Lomax, Folk Songs of North America, p. 371. 

2Lanham, p. 109. 
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d e scribes the life and duties of a person involved in a 

partic u lar line of work. Lumbermen have their "The Jam on 

Ge rry's Rock," railroaders have "Drill, Ye Tarriers," and 

miners have, ''It's the Miner's Life for Me.'' Work son g s 

may also describe the various occupations, but they are 

de vised and sung at the task, says Theresa K. Blakeley, 

"T o increase the efficiency of the effort by timing the 

work stroke, setting a steady work pace, or whiling away 

the tedium of the working hours." 1 The rhythm of the song 

de pends upon the type of work to be done and the required 

motion of the tools one wields. Sometimes a leader sings 

a nd the others join in the chorus as they pull a line, 

s lam a sledge hammer, or operate a saw . Rhetorically, work 

s ongs move an audience to an active response. The lyric or 

story song e licits an emotional response , but according to 

Abrahams and Foss , the "metrically rigid action song tends 

to excite a physical [response]." 2 One such work song, 

"East Colorado Blues," from gangs who laid the railroad 

westward, sets the rhythm for hammering nine-pound mauls 

down on steel spikes and for pick axes hacking out the rock: 

This is the hammer--HUNH! 
down) 

Killed John Henry--HUNH! 

. (The Hammer comes 

. (Another blow) 

!stand ard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology and 

Leg e nd, s. v. "Work Songs." 
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Can't kill Me--HUNH! 

steel again) 
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• (Another stroke) 
(The hammer rings on 

My hammer falls from my shoulder--HUNH! 
Steel runs like lead--HUNH!l 

In the American South, Negro axmen, chopping timber in the 

forest , chanted: 

When I was young and in my prime, (hah!) 
Sunk my axe deep every time, (hah!) 
Now I'm old and my heart's growing cold, (hah!) 
Come on, Mister Tree, you almost down, (hah!) 
Come on, Mist e r Tree, want to see you 

hit the ground. (hah!)2 

Prisoners chopped cotton on a prison farm to the rhythm of 

"J ohnny, Won 't You Ramble": 

Well, I went down in Helltown 
To see the Devil chain down, 

Johnny, won't you ramble? 
Hoe, hoe, hoe! 

Well, I went down in Helltown 
To see the Oevil chain down, 

Johnny won't you ramble? 
Hoe, hoe, hoe! 

01' massa an' ol' missis, 
Sittin in the parlour. 
Jus' fig'in an' a-plannin' 
How to work a nigger harder. 

I looked on the hill 
An' I spied ol' massa ridin' 
Had a bullwhip in-a one hand, 
A cow-hide in the other. 

!Alan Lomax, _E_Q_lk Songs of North America, p. 526. 

2Ibid., p. 514. 
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"01' massa, ol' massa, 
I'll give yo u ha lf a dollar." 
"No, no, bully boy, 
I'd rather hear you holler."l 

Wo rk songs, r e lieving the tedium of the task and setting a 

pacing rh ythm to systematize the chores, serve d the singer-

wo rker rhetorically. But rhetorical effects extended far 

bey ond th e immediate activity. As Alan Lomax says, "Every 

new j ob brought a fresh style with a special rhythm. With-

ou t these songs the South, as we know it, would never have 

c ome into being."2 

Folksongs, no less than folk tales, created and 

en livened folk heroes. John Henry, a descendant of Old 

J ohn, the trickster slave, represented to the post-war 

South the hard-working, hard-loving individual a machine 

mig h t replace but could never subdue. The ballad's many 

varia nts identify John Henry as a Mississippi rouster, an 

Arka nsas spike driver, a pile driver on the docks, or an 

Alabama, Michigan , or even Jamaica tunnel worker . L. R. 

Chappell's extensive study of the ballad sources indicate 

that John Henry , a six-foot, two-hundred-pound black man, 

worked at the Big Bend Tunne l of the Chesapeake & Ohio Rail 

Road in West Virginia about 1870. When the railroad manage-

ment brought the newly invented steam engine to the tunnel, 

libid., p. 527 . 

2Ibido, P • 514. 
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J ohn Henry challenged its efficiency against his own: 

John Henry told his captain, 
Says, ''A man ain't nothin' but a man, 
And before I'd let your steam drill be at me 

down, Lawd, 
I'd die wi th this hammer in my hand. 

For thirty-five minutes he swung a twenty-pound hammer in 

e ach hand, drilling two seven-foot holes to beat the steam 

e ngin e which drilled only one hole nine feet deep. 

John Henry hammerin' on the right-hand side, 
Steam drill drillin' on the lef', 
John Henry beat that steam drill down, Lawd, 

Lawd, 
But he hammered his fool self to death. 

Lik e many folk heroes, John Henry as a child precociously 

a dumbrated his destiny: 

John Henry was just a li'l baby 
Settin' on his daddy's knee, 
He pint his finger at a little piece of steel, 

Lawd. 
"Steel gon' be the death of me." 

His heroic status is enhanced by his ea.rthy humanity, par-

ticularly as it reveals his attraction to women : 

John Henry had a little woman, 
Just as pretty as she could be, 
The only objection I'ze got to her, Lawd, Lawd, 
She want every man she see. 

John Henry had another . woman , 
The dress she wore was blue, 
She went walkin' down the track and she never 

look back, 
And I wish my wife was true. 

They took John Henry to the tunnel, 
And they buried him in the sand. 
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Every little woman come down the road, Lawd, La wd, 
Say, "There lays my steel-drivin' man."l 

Casey Jones was another real-life pe rson who be c am e 

a l egendary character by the rhetoric of folksong. An 

eng ineer for the Illinois Central Railroad, he was killed 

i n a spectacular collision with another train when he tried 

t o mak e up lost time on the run between Me mphis, Tennessee, 

a nd Can t on, Mississippi. Casey grew to larger-than-life 

h ero s t atus during the lifetime of his survivors who 

o bj e c t ed i n vain to his being called "a rounder," meaning 

a roue or a rake2: 

Come all you rounders, I want you to hear 
The story of a brave engineer; 
Casey Jones was the rounder's name, 
On the big eight-whe e ler of mighty fame. 

Like John Henry, Casey represents man against 

machin e : 

Now Casey said, "Before I die 
There's one more train that I want to try, 
And I will try ere many a day 
The Union Pacific and the Santa Fe. 

Fireman says, "Casey, you're running ~oo fast, 
You run the black board the last station you 

passed." · . 
Casey says "I believe we'll make It through, 
For the st~am's much better than I ever knew." 

!Ibid., p. 561. 

2Ibid., p. 555. 
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Noble and brave, "he tried to do his duty." The ballad 

e nds on a note of didactic pride as a rhetorical appeal to 

the railroad man and to those who admire him: 

Headaches and heartaches and all kinds of pain 
They all ride along with th e railroad train 
Stories of brave men, noble and grandi ' 
Belong to the life of a railroad man. 

The rhetoric of the folk ballad, "Jesse Ja me s,"2 

argues from one of Aristotle's invalid or fallacious topics, 

t he use of a singl e , unrepresentative example, 3 specifically 

the fact that Jesse James, an outlaw himself, deserves 

sympathetic , heroic status merely because he was treach-

erous ly shot in the back by one of his own men. The ballad 

admits in the first stanza that Jesse was a robber: 

It was on a Wednesday night, the moon was 
shining bright 

They robbed th e Glendale train. 
And th e peopl e they did say, for many miles 

away, 
'Twas the outlaws Frank and Jesse James. 

Stanzas three and four describe in straightforward style 

other crimes committed by the James boys, but offer no 

edito rial condemnation, in contrast to the epithet "dirty 

little coward,,, affix ed consistently to the name of Jesse's 

killer Robert Ford: 

It was his brother Frank that robbed the Gallatin 
bank, 

And carried the money from the town. 

libid., pp. 564-65. 

3Lanham, p. 109. 

2Gerould, pp. 283-84. 
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It was in this very place that they had a lit t le 
race, 

For they shot Captain Sheets to th e ground. 

They went to the crossing not very far from there 
And there they did the same; ' 

And the agent on his knees he delivered up the keys 
To the outlaws Frank and Jesse James. 

The ballad appeals to pathos by calling attention to the 

be r e ft Jame s widow and her brave, therefore pathetic, 

c hildre n: 

Jesse had a wife to mourn all her life, 
The children they are brave. 

'Twas a dirty little coward shot Mister Howard 
[the alias Jesse took] 

And laid Jesse James in his grave. 

The argument emphasizes the idea of betrayal: Jesse is 

shot on e Saturday night while he is at home with his brave 

family by a man who had been a guest in the home. Ignoring 

cr ucial circumstances of Jesse's own guilt (another "invalid 

topic " for argument), the ballad implies that regardless of 

what Jesse James himself represented, true evil existed 

only in the person of a man, a "thief and a coward," who 

would. a ccep t his hospitality and his leadership before 

killing him. 

The ballad ends on a note completely remote from 

the l_Q_gos of the folksong as a whole, in order to further 

distract the audience from the issues involved: 

Jesse went to his rest with his hand on his 
breast. 

The devil will be upon his knee. 



188 . 

He was born one day in the county of Clay, 
And came from a solitary race. 

What is intended as pathos becomes to the astute reader 

bathos , but the rhetoric of folklore, even invalid rhetoric 

on occasion, has the power here to cloud the issues in order 

t o glorify Jesse James as an American type of Robin Hood. 

In spite of fallaci .ous reasoning which argues the 

ca s e of a non-heroic hero, however, the ballad "Jesse James" 

argues for a basic American ideal--fair play. Robert Ford 

di d not play fair in denying Jesse James the choice and 

op por t unity to defend himself. John Henry, Casey Jones, 

and oth e r American folk heroes died as a result of conflicts 

wit h their adversaries, whether men or machines, but they 

made their choices and they faced their adversaries openly. 

Effecti v e rhetoric of Am e rican folklore argues from topics 

of American themes with which the audience identifies--fair 

play, personal choice, and poetic justice for all. Even 

the reversal of these themes is argument. The spirituals 

from the days of slavery, blues, some occupational and all 

protest songs, for example, deny the existence of personal 

choice and opportunity in certain situations, but their 

rhetoric is by way of artistic proofs, appeals to ethos, 

Qathos, and logos. They argue for identification and 

chang e . In the folk tale the underdog triumphs, the 

trickster is tricked. Folk beliefs argue for health, 
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wealth, and the pursuit of happiness, desires not neces

sarily unique to any one national group but persuasive 

topics of invention in the rhetoric of American folklore . 



CONCLUSION 

Folklor e, be ing traditional activity argues 
t:aditiona~ly; it us e s argument s and'persua
s~ve techniques dev e loped in th e pa st to cope 
w1th recurrences of social situations. 

Roger D. Abrahams 

In the beginning American folk literature was the 

word spoken on the immigrant 's boat, or around the frontier 

campfire , or at the bedside in a cottage. If that word 

echoed European tales, it soon took on New World images and 

refere nc e s. As a dynamic process, folk literature is more 

than a treasury of traditional tales, songs, and proverbs 

one has h e ard be fore and wishes to hear again. Variants 

prove that American folk literature develops and expands as 

it incorporates into traditional frameworks contemporary 

metap hors and up-dated e pisodes. Folklore is renewed in 

the e v er- changing American culture groups--rural, urban, 

su burban--and in the ever-evolving occupations. While both 

the wha l ~r. g and the petroleum industries, for example, 

op erat e d t o produce oils for light and lubrication, folk

l ore of th e oil field differs from lore of the whalers. 

Similarly folklore of the trucking industry, rela t ed to 

lor e of the wagon train, is also a tradition unto itself , 

with t e rminology, for one examp·le, unknown to its pioneering 

190 
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ancestor: truck ...s..:LQ_p, citizen' s band radio, radar unit 

In Sk y Man on the Totem Pole, Christi e Harris tells 

of Amer ican Indian folk reverence for the thunderbird an 
' 

ahead . 

archetypal symbolic creature from beyond the earth, and 

associates it with the spaceman of the twentieth century 

in his silver-like garments and his flying apparatus which 

takes him be yond the earth to the moon itself. Thus 

scie ntific wonders capture one's imagination, etiological 

myths evo lve. Few inventions of folk literature can be 

more contemporary than the vast body of lore developing 

aro und Unidentified Flying Objects--folklore so persuasiv e 

that countl e ss narrators and believers anticipate, even 

attemp t to dictate, whatever future scientists and govern-

mental ag e nci e s may discover and make public about UFO's. 

For the most part, however, the naive arts of story-

telling and folk singing do not claim to be "rhetorical"; 

yet rhetorical they are. Each time a nar r ator reports and 

enhances the life and activities of an ancestor or a national 

hero, he persuades his audience to take pride in his heri

tage. Wh e n e ver a signer recalls the girl who whistles to 

get her man, or laments the tragic death of a young man on 

Springfield Mountain, or bemoans the disasters to human 

dignity c aus e d by th e boll weevil or the chain gang, he 

persuades his list e ner s to r ejoice, to pity, or to protest. 



In addition to the countless topics of invention 

or subject matter with which folk literature persuades 

its audience, it also draws upon the other for canons of 

rhetor ic: arrangement, style, delivery, and artistic 

appeals. Arrangement, or form, governs the bedtime story 

which tak es a list ene r "once upon a time" to a never--never 

land of make-believe and evokes a response to the magical 

and mystical. Form also governs the myth, which tells of 

the proud beginnings of a people; or the urban belief tale, 

whic h persuades an audience that the event happ e ned near 

his own neighborhood quite recently. Style in folk lit-

erat ure, as it corresponds to the diction and identifying 

images of the audience, persuades him to respond to some-

thing he knows or might have known. As it differs from 

the diction and idiom of the audience, style takes the 

listener outside hims e lf to a unique locale and time, and 

thus encourages him to respond to the unusual or even quaint. 

In methods of delivery we see what Roger Abrahams calls the 

"shaping hand of the artist and its effect on an audi e nc e ,"! 

while the artistic proofs appeal to the listener's logical 

or pre-logical senses, his respect for the speak e r, and his 

emotional state in order to create a cathartic condition. 

!"Introductory Remarks to a Rhetorical Theory of 
Folklore " Journal of America!} Fo lklore 81 ( 19 68): 146. 
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As folk beliefs profess a knowledge the audience shar es , as 

they suggest actions the audience is willing to try, or as 

they wa rn of taboos the audience prefers to avoid, they 

identi fy and persuade. 

The persuasive arts of traditional rhetoric were 

assigne d to assist the orator in legal matters, but Aris

totle recognized the uses of persuasive discourse which 

e xisted beyond the law courts. The judge of written dis-

course or literature, he said, is the reader. 1 By the same 

toke n, the judge of folk literature is the audience. When 

the teller and the tale persuade an audience to respond by 

listening, feeling, acting, and often by retelling, the 

rhet oric of folk literature is effective. 

lp. 141. 



GLOSSARY 

The following terms are defined according 
to their use in the foregoing study. 

Aggie joke: a type of numbskull tale which ridicules the 
mentality of students from Texas A & M Univers i ty. 
E~ample: "Why does it take four Aggies to change a 
l1ght bulb? Because it takes one to hold the bulb 
and three to turn the ladder." 

A nthy~QQhQra: the rhetorical device for asking a qu e stion 
and ar sweri ng it. Example: "Have you heard about Jody? 
No , I suppose you have no t ." 

Apocop e : the rhetorical device for the omission of final 
letters on words . Examples: ''thinkin','' ''waitin'.'' 

Argum e nt: in discourse, the proof of the stat ement; in 
folk literature, the development of the idea or the 
subject matter. 

Arrangement: the canon of rhetoric concerning form and 
organization of the oration or the piece of folk litera-
ture. 

Artistic appeals: methods the narrator adapts to his pur
pose to cause the audience to accept, respond to, and 
identify with the speaker and his subj ect matter. Also 
called artificial proofs, they include~~' ethos, and 
pathos. 

Bruja: Spanish word for witch; one who invokes evil po wers . 

Characterismus: the rhetorical device for naming a person 
for some identifying characteristic. Example: a large 
man named "Mr. Greatbody." 

Chiasmus: the rhetorical device for "crossing over," a 
reversal of syntax in otherwise repetitive phrases or 
clauses. Example: ".You can take the man out of the 
country but you can't take the country out of the man." 
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195 

"Come~all-ye": th e openin g phrase of a ty pe of folk song 
wh 1c h appeals to an au d ienc e t o id en tify with the singer 
through mutual interests, occupations, or problems. 

Conclusio: in discourse, the final summation of the issues· 
als o called the peror ation; in folk literature, the con-' 
elusion o r end mark e r. 

Confirmatio: in discourse, the arguments for and agains t 
the issues; in folk literature, the developm en t of the 
tale. 

Curandero : Spanish word for heal er ; one who aids another 
for the sak e of good, as opposed to a witch who acts for 
the sak e of evil. 

Deliberative discourse: that which advises or informs. 
Examples in folk literature: fables and proverbs. 

Delivery: the canon of rhetoric which considers the nar
rator's physical voice, movements, and gestures. 

Diaeresis: the rhetorical device for dividing genus into 
sp ecies for explanation. Example: "I would give the 
world--the sun, the moon, and the stars--for you." 

Ellipsis: the rhetorical device for the omission of a word 
easily understood. Example: "The man came up to me, 
sa id , 'How far to Fargo?''' 

End markers: statements which bring the piece of folk 
lit erat ur e to a clos e . Examples: "They lived happily 
ever after"; " Th at's all she wrote"; "The rock's still 
there, I reckon." 

Epideictic discourse: that which praises, blames, or com
me morat e s. Examples in folk literature: hero legends 
and songs. 

Ethos: the character or personality of the speaker used as 
an artistic appeal to inspir e the audience's trust and 
identification. 

Evil eye: a malevolent power certain persons are said to 
possess, consciously or unconsciously, and to exercise 
by staring fixedly at someone. 

Exordium : in discourse, the introduct~on or op~ning stat e 
ment designed to catch the audience s att enti on. 
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Fairy tale: a story set in the unidentifiable past ("once 
upon a time"), having as its subject matter the 
marvelous and the fantastic. 

Fakelore: Richard Dorson's term for pseudo-folklore· that 
which is created by a specific author or artist i~ 
imitation of traditional lore. 

Folk belief: faith in the power of omens, signs, tokens, 
etc., accepted by an individual or a group as influences 
on conditions and results. 

Folk informant: one who reports that a piece of folklore 
exists, as distinguished from the narrator who tells the 
tale in his own personal fashion. 

Folk literature: tales, songs, proverbs wh ich come from the 
oral tradition without an iden tifiab le author, but which 
can be or have be en printed. 

Folklore: traditional creations of a culture group; folk 
literature, graphic and . mimetic ar ts, domestic arts, 
occupational lore, etc ., which are passed from genera
tion to generation, or exist within a cultur e group. 

Folklorist: 
lore. 

one who collects, stu d ies, or analyzes folk-

Folk narrator: one who tells the piece of folk litera ture 
by applying his personal qualities of style, delivery, 
and "performance," as distinguished from the informant 
who merely reports that the piece of folklore exists. 
A folk singer serves in the same capacity as a narrator 
by relaying and adapting folksongs to his own purpos e s 
and by his own methods of delivery. 

Folk song: any song o f unknown origin from oral tradition, 
whether lyric or ballad. 

Folk tales: an inclusive term for any traditional prose 
narrative of unknown origin. Generally told for enter
tainment some may illustrate a truth or point a moral. 
Folk tal~s includ e nursery and fairy tales, anecdotes, 
tall tales, jump stories, etc. 

Formulaic open ers : recognized patterns which begin a folk 
tale or song and indicate the tale type. "Once upon a 
time" introduces a fairy tale; "In the beginning" opens 
a myth; "Come all ye 

0 
" invites those of similar 
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sympathies to share an experience described in a folk 
song. 

Function : (noun) in folk literature, any organic elem e nt 
which advances action or establishes~~' ~a t hos, or 
ethos . 

He ro legends : stories concerning events in the life of a 
historical person or a legendary character who has 
achieved heroic status. 

Id e ntification: Kenneth Burke's term for rhetoric; per
suasion by identifying speaker with audience (and vice 
versa) through mutual interest, understanding, emotions, 
etc. 

Inartificial proof: testimony from eye witnesses or docu
mentation normally outside the speaker' ·s artistic 
control. In folk literature, however, such proof can 
be useful to the narrator as he chooses to call it to 
the attention of his audience to establish his own 
credibility. 

Inv e ntion: in discourse, the choice of subject matter. 

Jump story: a story incorporating repetitive details 
designed to startle an audience and cause it to "jump" 
at · the surprise ending . 

Le g e nd: a prose narrative dealing with events in an identi
fiable past and sometimes concerning historical persons. 

Litotes: the rhetorical device for understatement for the 
purposes of emphasis or intensification. Example: "Was 
she beautiful? Not much, she wasn't"--meaning she was 
quite beautiful. 

Little Audrey stories: a type of numbskull story told 
according to a formula: an event+ "Little Audrey just 
laughed and laughed because she ~n~w" + a misi~terpre-
tation of the event. Example: Little Audrey s 
teacher told her she would drive him to distraction, 
but Little Audrey just laughed and laughed because 
she knew she did not have a driver's license." 

Little moron J'oke: a type of numbskull tale involving a 
?, " d 

• " 117 h y d 1· d the 1 i t t 1 e moron . an an quest1on, vv 
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answer describing the character's gross misunderstanding 
of a word or situation. Example: 

,',' W h y d i d t h e l i t t l e m o r o n p i n c h h i s t o n g u e ? '' 
To prove he could hold h i s licker." 

"Little stories": in American Indian folk lit erature, 
fables and tales designed to teach object lessons to 
children. 

Local legends: 
or history. 

those associated with a geographic place 

Logos: the rational argument in discourse; in folk litera
ture, the thesis or subject matter. 

Ma l de ojo: Spanish term for "evil eye." 

Migrato r y tales: those which "trav e l" from one area to 
another. They contain ess e ntially the same themes and 
elements of structure, but they take on local details 
and features so that th e y are associa ted with and 
believed to have happened in the region where they are 
told. 

My th: a traditional prose narrative which explains origins, 
natural phenomena, animal characteristics, rituals, and 
customs. 

Narratio: the second part in the arrangem e nt of discourse; 
bac kground material or the statement or facts. 

Numbskull ta les: also called noodle tales; short anecdot es 
about comically stupid characters acting absurdly. In 
Am eri can folk literature, the tale type includes Little 
Audrey, Little Moron, and Aggie jokes. 

Occupational songs: those which celebrate or warn against 
a particular line of work or profession. 

Oxymoron: a rhetorical device for a paradoxical phras e . 
Example: "She continued to whine in ..hi!J2PY sorrow." 

Parelcon: 
words. 

Par titio : 
prov ed . 

the rhetorical d evice for adding superfluous 
Example: " Where is the chicken at?" 

in discours e , the statement of what is to be 
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Pathos: an_appeal to the audience's emotions; the artistic 
proof which persuades or identifie~ by way of pity, 
terror, humor, or other emotions. 

Proverb: a statement expressing a general truth or a piece 
of wisdom. The true proverb is always a complete 
sentence, as "Asking costs nothing." Proverbial phrases 
suggest truth or wisdom by making metaphorical state
ments, as " to be in hot water"; or by literary allusions, 
as "sour grapes." 

Rhetoric: the art of persuading an audience to act or to 
feel, or both. 

Saints legends: prose narratives dealing with the life 
or miracles of a Christian saint. Also called religious 
legends. 

Shaman: American Indian term for a person who possesses 
supernatural powers to cure or cause disease. 

Style: the canon of rhetoric concerning the use of figures 
of speech, the type of diction, and grammar in discourse. 

Superstition: an irrational fear of taboo, usually so 
called by outsiders or unbelievers. 

Swifties: proverbs or quotations enhanced by adverbial 
puns. Example: "I shot an arrow into the air," 
Longfellow said sharply. 

Tale type: 
as myth , 

the classification of prose folk literature, 
legend, fairy tale, numbskull joke, etc. 

Tall tale: a comic, extravagant narrative told primarily 
to entertain. 

Trickster tale : a narrative about a character , either 
animal or human> who, through greed , deceit, or stupidity, 
tricks his fellow creatures and often ends up being 
tricked himself. In some cultures, the trickster is also 
the culture hero who tricks for good as well as for 
mischief or evil. 

Triskaidekaphobia: a fear of the number thirteen. 

Urban belief tales: those which have a con~emporary .city 
setting, r e ported as true events, but wh1c~ contain 
traditional variations of a legendary nature. 
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Variant: folk literatur e that has undergone changes as it 
is retold by different narrators in variou s locations; 
identifiable versions of a basic tale or song. 

Voodoo: a cult of wi tchcraft derived from Haiti and French 
West Africa. Among southern American Negroes both the 
evil force and the practitioners are called hoodoo . 

Work songs: those designed to inspire labor e rs to perform 
or produce by setting forth a work rhythm or pattern. 

Ze ugma: a rhetorical device wherein one verb controls 
several words of clauses, one accurate and one an ironic 
misfit . Example: "In his line of work, he skins his 
knuckes and his fellow man." 
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