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INTRODUCTION

The majority of papers included in this volume were read as contributions to the second Perspectives on Contemporary Legend seminar,
held over a five day period in August 1983, at the Centre for English
Cultural Tradition and Language at the University of Sheffield. In
addition the volume contains a number of those read at a special
weekend seminar (held at CECTAL in July 1984) for British scholars
unable to attend the panel discussions on contemporary legend at the
ISFNR meeting in Bergen earlier that year. The subjects covered at the
Sheffield gatherings were as heterogeneous as they were interesting, and
ranged from discussions of the meaning of the term 'contemporary
legend' to memorates of treasure trove, to family traditions, ghost
stories and the literary treatment of folktale motifs. It is not our
intention to summarise these papers here (they will speak for themselves
later), but rather to provide a background for them, in order to set them
in context.
It has been suggested that the Perspectives on Contemporary Legend
seminars are 'not quite like other academic meetings'. In attempting to
interpret this surprising comment, naturally our first assumption is that
they are simply nicer than average. Certainly, we do try to work to a
different set of expectations: firstly, everyone is involved-there is no
audience, everyone is a participant; secondly, criticism is welcome, even
sought, as long as it is constructive, not acrimonious; and thirdly
everyone is conscious that they have come to learn. Then of course
there is the eccentricity factor. The 'resident rebels' staying in the hall
of residence persistently test Paul Smith's organisational skills by trying
to rearrange the programme, and people come and go throughout the
week at ordinary and extraordinary times. Jean Ure, in particular, has
perfected the art of the dramatic arrival: in 1983 she made a spectacular
entrance at three o'clock in the morning, airily explaining that she had
'just been finishing a book'. Walks and table-tennis keep people in trim
(Mark Glazer claims to have lost half a stone in 1983-possibly the half
stone he put on in 1982!). There are also day trips: in 1983, for example,
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the group went to Derbyshire to see well-dressing celebrations, with
Charlotte Norman acting as expert guide. Overall, therefore, the
seminars are designed to create a friendly, relaxed atmosphere conducive
to constructive debate and the free exchange of opinion.
The later of the two gatherings represented in this volume was an
informal and local one, primarily a discussion meeting, but we have
persuaded two contributors, Marion Buwman and Sandy Hobbs, to
include their papers in the book. Abstracts of the remainder may be
found in Appendix II; and it is hoped that the full papers will eventually
appear in print at a later date.
The more formal1983 programme included films and discussions as
well as the presentation of papers. Films included commercial
presentations, which used contemporary legend motifs or explored
them as a genre, and a short black and white production by Sharon
Sherman which explored the nature of a tale-telling session (see
Appendix 1). There were three principal discussion sessions. The first,
chaired by Paul Smith, was devoted to 'varieties of contemporary
legend' and took as its thesis the view that it would be wrong to assume
that we have already identified the total corpus of contemporary
legends. This session provided an opportunity to explore areas at
present considered to be outside the field of contemporary legend
research (ESP, UFOs and so on), and also included contributions from
Willem de Blecourt, Lisa Wamer and Eiko Fukyoshi about the genre in
Holland, Russia and Japan respectively. A second session, chaired by
Graham Shorrocks, dealt with the problems of'collecting contemporary
legends' and drew on the paper by Gillian Bennett and, of course, the
personal experience of all the other participants too. Mark Glazer
chaired the third session, 'towards a Type Index of contemporary
legends', which looked at the various ways in which the indexing of
legends has been approached to date and described the ongoing work of
Mark Glazer in the USA and Paul Smith in the UK. In addition, an
outline was given of the progress so far of Glazer, Smith and Barnes's
computerised index of contemporary legend motifs. It has not been
possible to include reports of these discussions in the present volume,
but anyone who is interested will find recordings of the sessions in
CECTAL's audiovisual archives.
The present volume aims to present papers representative of these
very pleasant and constructive gatherings, and, in doing so, to stimulate
discussion of the nature, forms and functions of the legends of our time.
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Probably it raises more questions than it settles, but that is no bad
thing, for we have a long way to go before we can say that we
understand this form of traditional narrative. We hope that, as
researchers, you will find this collection of essays interesting and
thought-provoking. If you do, come along next time and join us.
Gillian Bennett, Paul Smith and J.D.A. Widdowson
Sheffield, 1986
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PART 1
ASPECTS OF COLLECTION,
TRANSCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS

These papers focus on technical and theoretical matters of interest to
fieldworkers and scholars. After a general outline of the difficulties
confronting collectors, Gillian Bennett takes a personal view and
describes one possible methodology, discussing in particular the
advantages and disadvantages of using a questionnaire. Once the
legends are collected, however, the researcher's problems are still not
over, for (s)he finds her/himself faced with many of the most basic
questions in legend study (are legends narratives? can we separate
legends from dites and personal experience stories? is it possible to
utilise consistent subcategories and in particular is there really a special
class of 'modern' legends distinct from other forms?).
Bill Ellis points out that, while scholars pay lipservice to the need for
verbatim transcriptions of legend recordings, in practice there is a
serious disregard for the minutiae of transcription and most published
collections of legends still feature edited texts. Such texts omit those
aspects of performance-intonation, voice, tempo, interruptions-that
bear most interpretive significance. In illustration of this thesis, Ellis
takes the teenage legend of 'The Hook', compares two altemative
interpretations (those of Degh and Dundes), and, on the basis of his
examination of the expressive features of a given performance, arrives at
a decision regarding the meaning the legend has for the performers.
W.F.H. Nicolaisen's paper addresses itself to the controversial
question of whether legends have form, and argues that, as narratives,
legends not only have as much structure as any other story genre, but
also that that structure is consistent and identifiable. Using William
Hugh Jansen's collection of'Surpriser Surprised' legends as illustration,
Nicolaisen demonstrates that the structure of modern legend is very
akin to that of personal experience stories. Moreover, by analysing the
respects in which modern legends deviate from the structural model of
personal experience stories developed by William Labov, it is possible to
recognise the mechanics of the 'surprise' element which characterises
the plot.

PROBLEMS IN COLLECTING AND CLASSIFYING
URBAN LEGENDS:
A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
Gillian Bennett

At the 1982 Sheffield seminar on contemporary legend, there was much
discussion of the problem of methodology, in particular the lack of
received techniques of fieldwork. This paper will describe a simple
appeal and questionnaire -method which was used in a suburban area in
1981. Though this work was only on a limited scale and a side-product
of a larger research project, it served to highlight some of the problems
of collection, definition and classification which a researcher might
encounter in the field.
One of the troubles with trying to study urban legends is that there
are no established collection practices, and, indeed, it seems very
difficult to design a fieldwork technique which might be sure of success.
Urban legends tend to be told 'hot from the press' as soon as possible
after they are first heard, or else when conversation turns to news,
gossip, scandal and storytelling-in which case they are contributed as
part of a cycle of stories of wonders and absurdities. It is impossible to
engineer the first situation, and difficult to create the latter with any
sure prospect of getting the sort of material you are looking for.
At the 1982 conference, these problems caused a great deal of
informal discussion; and in the formal sessions too, some papers
touched on the difficulties of collection. Eilis Ni Dhuibhne, 1 for
exa..TTiple, described how she had tried simply asking house-to-house-a
technique she had found successful for other genres of folklore - and
had had no response at all. One cannot immediately see how any other
of the usual interview situations would be more successful. First of all,
people are inclined to forget all their repertoire of stories as soon as you
ask them to tell them cold. Secondly, it is difficult to create the right sort
of social atmosphere in anything like the time available. Thirdly, the
alarming natur~ c of many of the stories means that they are better
volunteered than requested. I would guess that most of us have acquired
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what repertoire we have of urban legends over time, simply making a
note of them when we hear them. If we want a good sized corpus, that
process takes time. Alec Shearman, for example, told us that he took
over thirty years to collect his fine body of stories. 2
Time is not the only problem, either, because a casually acquired
collection is necessarily a collection in note form. We simply do not
carry our tape recorders everywhere we go on the off chance that
someone will tell an urban legend-and even if we do, they have usually
finished the story by the time we have plugged the microphone in! The
result is that we tend not to get a full text with value for performative
and contextual study.
Here, then, is the dilemma: on the one hand, the natural legendtelling context is largely inaccessible and unsuitable for our needs; and
on the other hand, an induced natural context is particularly difficult to
create. In addition, there are practical difficulties in introducing a
request for an urban legend because ofthe tricky question of truth. One
risks offending half one's potential informants by assuming that the
legends are not true, and alarming the other half by assuming they are
true.
Two and a half years ago, before I was seasoned enough to be aware of
the difficulties, I did attempt to elicit urban legends by interviews.
Though the attempt was actually merely a way of filling in spare time in
a longer interview, I think I might have accidentally stumbled on a way
round some of the difficulties of collecting the genre, so it seems
worthwhile to describe my methods and discuss the reasons why they
seem to have succeeded.
From January to May 1981, I was conducting interviews designed to
elicit supernatural legends and memorates. 3 The constraints of the
context in which I was working meant that each interview had to last
twenty minutes-no more, no less-whether the respondent was
garrulous or taciturn. When a respondent had run out of conversation
and stories about the supernatural, I used questions about urban
legends to fill out the time. The value of the exercise was that it gave me
some experience in three vital areas: firstly in recognising the sort of
interview context in which it might be possible to introduce urban
legend telling; secondly a technique for introducing questions about the
legends; and thirdly practice in recognising problems within the genre
itsel£ The overall significance was that a situation designed to elicit
stories about and attitudes towards the supernatural proved to be
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equally successful for the elicitation of urban legends.
My father was at that time a chiropodist working from a home-based
surgery in a middle-class suburb of Manchester. He was due to retire in
the summer and, under the circumstances, I thought it would not be too
unprofessional if I persuaded him to let me interview a cross-section of
his patients who would be paying their penultimate visit. I sat in the
surgery to make my recordings while he worked on their feet and he
became a collaborator in the project. Much of the success of the
enterprise depended on his personality and his relationship with his
patients. He had worked in the area for twenty years and had known
most of his patients for at least five. They paid regular two- or threemonthly visits and were of his own age and class and were obviously
fond ofhim. He is a talkative man himself and was used to discussing all
manner of things with his patients, the social relationship being
somewhat similar to that between a hairdresser and an old customer. As
in a hairdresser's salon, people are likely to exchange gossip and
opinion, and to talk over the problems and events of the immediate past.
My father is very interested in the occult and I knew that some of his
patients had recently told him of strange experiences they had had
which they had interpreted as supernatural. All these factors meant not
only that his patients were prepared to be relaxed and responsive with
me, but that, in a manner, they had been prepared by their previous
experiences in the surgery for the sort of topics I was going to introduce.
Though I had a mental checklist of questions to ask, the informants
were encouraged to talk freely about any topic related to the
supematural that took their interest, to tell stories, and to reminisce. It
was into this context that I introduced requests for urban legends.
Chiropodists' appointments usually are set for every twenty minutes
and it was awkward for me to leave the room before the time was up, so
where the informant had run out of talk about the supematural (25
occasions in all), I asked about urban legends. Basically, then, where the
subject of urban legends was brought up, it was at the end of perhaps a
quarter of an hour's relaxed reminiscence, discussion and storytelling
about the supernatural, in an interview presided over (if not conducted
by) a familiar and trusted figure, in an ordinary social setting away from
the informant's home base. As a technique for eliciting urban legnds it
proved useful, for I collected thirty-one legend versions from seventeen
of the twenty-five people I asked. This rate of success does suggest that
it might be worthwhile to try to recreate a similar sort of interview
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context as a deliberate methodology for collecting legends.
With hindsight, the significant aspects of the interview situation
would seem to be:(A)

(B)

The creation of a comfortable and appropriate social situation
for storytelling and hence for the telling of legends. In this
respect, the most important factors were:
(1) The presence of a familiar person to whom the respondent
was used to telling stories;
(2) The use of a location associated with storytelling, gossip
and confidence;
(3) The slight sense of social occasion which is associated
with visiting, even when it is a fixed and formal visit such as
an appointment with a chiropodist.
The creation of a context in which an urban legend, however
distasteful or macabre, could be told to a stranger. In my own
work, this arose because much more delicate and personal
questions had already been asked. I had already exceeded the
boundaries of tact and good taste and had leaped the social
distance usually appropriate for strangers by asking questions
about death, bereavement, ghosts, and the existence of an
afterlife. This meant that informants could feel fairly sure
that if they told a macabre or vulgar story, I would be neither
shocked nor incredulous: I would be a safe audience. The
value, in short, was that I had already shown my good faith,
proved myself a good listener, engaged their attention for
strange and marvellous topics, and invited them to show off
their narrative skills-all before the subject ofurban legends
had even been raised.

These seem to be the reasons why the technique worked. In my case,
they were accidentally achieved, but the approach might be consciously
adopted and refined as a deliberate methodology.
One of the primary criteria for the collection of urban legends must
from this evidence be the choice of a suitable location for any interview.
Pubs, hairdresser's, beauty salons, nightschool classes, health or sports
clubs, all might be suitable, as giving an atmosphere of intimacy, slight
sense of social occasion, and the relaxation of at least some of the normal
inhibitions. Concomitant with that is the need to know the informants
oneself, or be introduced into an existing social group, or at least be
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vouched for by someone who has authority and prestige in that
environment. The researcher also needs a good degree of control over
the situation in order to achieve a warm-up period of decent length and
preferably of indecent content.
So much for a context in which it could be possible successfully to ask
for urban legends. The second question must be how one asks. Is a free
interview more appropriate than a fixed question interview? Should one
use oral questions or a written questionnaire? Should one ask
respondents to write their stories down or tell them to you? In my own
case, I decided to use a written questionnaire to elicit oral answers,
which I recorded. Some of my reasons for adopting this approach were
peculiar to my own situation: time was obviously a vital factor, and so
was the age of the informants. They were elderly, middle-class people,
mainly women-people of fairly conventional mind, conservative habits
and comparatively narrow education. For these reasons they appeared
unlikely to be active transmitters of urban legends. As far as I am aware,
the suggestion of D. McKelvie 4 and L.C. Jones 5 that the carriers of
modem urban legends are likely to be young, educated professional
people, has not been challenged. If elderly people do know the legends,
that knowledge is likely to have been acquired in youth and be buried
fairly deep in memory. For my respondents, there had therefore to be a
clear checklist which could be read and reread in order to jog their
memories and which could be referred to as they sought to bring a story
to the surface of their minds. This latter consideration, though acute in
the case of my own work, applies in some measure to any interview in
which one attempts to elicit stories from the general public. Narrative
repertoires are notori<;>usly context-linked. Unless one is fortunate
enough to be able to set up an entirely natural legend-telling session, a
written checklist is an essential aid. It is therefore useful to enumerate
some of the likely pitfalls in using a questionnaire.
I use as the basis of the following discussion, the NIF's questionnaire,
'The Rumours of our Time', 6 as fairly typical of the type of checklist a
researcher might compile for use in an interview. There are others one
might use as a model, but the NIF list plainly seeks to be a usable
compromise between economy and comprehensiveness. The difficulties
of actually using it are instructive.
In the first place, it paradoxically succeeds in being both too long and
too restrictive. It is too restrictive in that it does not-and could notmention even all the main stories, let alone the main variants of stories.
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Yet its very length suggests to respondents that they are reading a
definitive list, and therefore that any story not included is not relevant
for the research. Consequently it limits the study of urban legend to a
set number of forms, thereby implicitly begging the question of what is
an urban legend. The only way out of this potentially circular situation
is by the respondent's intuitively recognising the genre and being
prepared to override the restraints of the interview situation. It seems a
pity to leave such an essential matter to luck. Usually the respondents
will doggedly and honestly keep to the strict rule of question and answer
and give you what you ask for-no more, no less.
Neither is it feasible to expand the list. In order to answer these sorts
of objections, the questionnaire would have to be infinitely and
endlessly expandable, and, even as it is, it is too long for informants to
digest in an interview situation. The most practical solution is to be
prepared to sacrifice attempts at comprehensiveness and aim to have a
short checklist, preferably one that does not use more than one side of
paper. In the first place, a one-page sheet is less daunting, less officiallooking and better received by informants. Most people simply do not
like long questionnaires, and will respond better to something that is
visibly digestible. Secondly, a short checklist allows both researcher and
informant to adopt a more leisurely approach. If there is value in not
starting cold on urban legends but coming to them after a warm-up
period of other types of storytelling, this is specially important. Thirdly,
a one-page checklist is more likely to elicit performance than paraphrase.
A long questionnaire covering, and being seen to cover, several pages
will be read piecemeal, the respondent reading each question then
answering. Even a ready narrator will not get going in good form with
this sort of constant interruption. This factor and the mere length of the
questionnaire will tend to produce answers in the form of summaries
and paraphrase. On the other hand, a respondent will read a one-page
sheet all in one go, and will tend not to respond until all the list has been
read through. The answers will then come in the form of a train of
reminiscences which, though perhaps not all relevant, will tend to
produce a higher ratio of fully performed narrative. For my work, I
selected only those macabre or supernatural legends that would fit in
well with the tenor of the interview as a whole (a copy of the checklist is
reproduced here as Appendix I. The original wording of the NIF
questionnaire has not been altered).
A second consideration which the use of the NIF questionnaire raises
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is that of terminology. This can cause entirely unforeseen difficulties.
For example, one of the main problems of the NIF list is its use of the
terms 'stories' and 'rumours'. To many informants, both these words
strongly suggest falsity so one is likely to receive indignant rejoinders
such as, 'This is no story. This is true!' or, 'I've heard none of these
rumours, but one of the questions reminds me of something that really
happened to my friend', and so on. If, however, the words 'story' and
'rumour' are left out, as in questions 3 and 4 on the checklist, one is
likely to get a dite or a bit of traditional wisdom, not a narrative. One
might improve the wording, perhaps, by substituting a phrase such as,
'Has anybody ever told you about ... ?', which does suggest narrative
but does not suggest lies. Altematively, the problem of truth can be
overcome by accompanying the handing of the questionnaire with an
explanatory formula which allows for the possibility of the legends
being both 'real' and 'true'. I have to admit that my own introductory
speech was somewhat disingenuous. I said:
'This is a list of stories that are going round that we're interested to
trace the origin ofifwe can. You might be able to help us. You might
have heard somebody tell one of these, or maybe you know the real
version. Maybe it really happened to somebody you know.'

The intention was as far as possible to allow those people who believed,
and those who disbelieved, the stories both to be able to respond
without offence, and, by introducing the clause, 'really happened to
somebody you know' to recall the familiar 'friend of a friend'
introductory formula.
The second problem raised by the terminology used on a checklist is
rather more difficult to get round. It is simply that for many informants
a slight change in the wording of a story makes that story not the same
story. It seems that it is the detail that characterises a legend and makes
it memorable. For example, I received a negative answer to the first part
of question 3 on my checklist; but later on the informant told me about
the daughter of a neighbour's friend who was injected at a bus stop. The
important identifying aspect was apparently not the injection itself but
the location of the injection. Bare summaries such as those listed on a
questionnaire or checklist exclude much or all of this identifying detail,
and are not therefore always recognised. One lady responded negatively
to every question on the sheet then said she would tell me a 'funny thing
that actually happened' to her friend, and gave a lively and full version
of 'The Wife left at the Roadside'. Without the detail of caravan, night,
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hedge, and call of nature, she had not recognised my question number 5
as relevant to her story. No precis is accurate enough if questions of
'truth' and 'reality' are involved, for most people are exceptionally
honest and scrupulous as to detail.
There are no easy solutions to these problems. Making adjustments
to the wording, and adding an explanatory note which specifically refers
to stories about a friend of a friend, might go some way to improving the
questionnaire. Alternatively, the technique I adopted was to set it up
with my father beforehand that if there was no response or an irrelevant
one, he should come into the conversation with a performance of a well
known legend, introduced with a phrase like, 'My son's sister-in-law
swears that something like this happened to her friend'. One of the
values of working with a collaborator is that one of the partners may
thus step out of role and alter the social situation, guiding it towards a
more informal encounter in which stories can be more naturally told
and swapped.
In spite of technical difficulties such as the ones outlined here, the
questionnaire-within-an-interview method had many advantages as a
collection technique. First of all, by allowing people to see a number of
urban legends grouped together on one page, the genre was very often
intuitively recognised. Respondents often sensed what the summaries
had in common. As one of my informants said:
'These are told to you, as if people had heard them perhaps the day
before, and of course you listen to begin with and think it's true, and
the person always believes it. Oh, I don't know, perhaps they do, but
they tell it as if it's yesterday.'

Few professionals would quarrel with that survey of performative
characteristics. Secondly, the use of a questionnaire allows the
recording of negative results. One can thus assess the distribution of
knowledge of the legends across age, sex and educational groupings.

Thirdly, it allows the study not only of legend content but of hearers'
reactions. It seems that a gloss on the truth is a feature not only of
legends told as true but also of those told as false. Such glosses were, 'It's
not true, this', 'It's stupid, this', 'I've heard this umpteen times', or
'They only told us this to scare us', and so on. In the case of my own
informants, it seems from their comments that, though the legends do
circulate amongst them, they are neither functional nor believed. Such
observations shed light on what one might term the 'effective range' of
urban legends. Fourthly the checklist-within-an-interview method
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allows the researcher to ask questions about transmission and context.
Informal collection-especially when the story is being told for true or
fully performed-does not so readily allow this more dispassionate,
analytic approach to storytelling. Occasionally, too, an odd word in the
story summaries triggers off the telling of stories which are obviously of
the urban legend variety but which have not appeared in collections. It
also elicits community legends sufficiently akin in content to the urban
legend as to help explain why the latter is such a flourishing genre.
Lastly, of course, in simple numerical terms, thirty-one legend versions
from twenty-five informants is not a bad retum for the time invested.
These thirty-one included six Chinese Restaurant stories (all
attributed to local restaurants), four stories about rats in the sewers and
one about alligators in the sewers, four stories about the white slave
trade, three versions of what Beardsley and Hankey called 'The
Hitchhiking Thug'/ two of 'The Wife left at the Roadside', and one
each of 'The Stolen Corpse', 'The Cockroach in the Hairdo', 'The
Fingers in the Car Boot', 'The Babysitter', and 'The Cut-Price Car', as
well as various non-standard versions.
The existence of these non-standard versions in particular shows one
value of using the questionnaire-within-an-interview collection method.
A story summary, or indeed a mere word or phrase from one, can elicit
interesting, previously uncollected legends-traditional, local and
urban. For example, a story from a woman who had in her youth
worked as a lady's maid told of a snake being found in the sleeve of
Madam's beautiful new fur coat sent from India (an older version
perhaps of those stories Brunvand groups together as 'media legends'
and calls 'The Snake in the Blanket'?). 8 The story summary which was
meant to elicit versions of 'The Solid Cement Cadillac' gave rise to a
legend about a concrete-filled kitchen and another about a girl who was
murdered by her friend, cut into bits and put in a concrete mixer, so
that the floor of a new building had to be dug up to find the bits for
burial. Questions designed to supply stories about the phantom
hitchhiker, the death car, and medical practical jokes (see numbers 4
and 6 on the sheet) brought forth stories using traditional motifs such as
the ghost seen in a (driving) mirror; the man about to be buried alive
who wakes up in his coffin and is so alarmed that he jumps off the
hearse straight under the wheels of a passing vehicle and so is really
killed; and the hoary old chestnut that medical researchers freeze
corpses and 'the last one, when they wheeled him out, his arm fell ofP.
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This sort of response, which is offbeat or unexpected, opens up the field
to show an unfolding and continuous expanse of linked and related
legend types.
Ironically this gives rise to the second set of difficulties which this
paper aims to highlight-that having once collected a corpus, one then
has some trouble getting it into an orderly shape so as to be able to study
it. Of course, one could simply go on collecting until one has a 'perfect'
version of each of the major types, but in thus evading the problems
posed by deviant versions, one merely tries to evade troubles which
sooner or later have to be faced in the study of legend as a whole and
urban legends in particular.
Most problems stem from the form in which the legends are given. On
the one hand, there are full texts, fully performed, with the familiar
ascription of truth and a full range of authenticating devices. At the
other extreme there are resumes without a proper text, or half
summarised stories the truth of which is explicitly denied. Between
these extremes lies a wide spectrum of content, performative style, and
even genre. Many of the legends have been reduced to dites, paraphrases
or passing comment within other stories, many are 'legends in search of
a text', 9 many are not believed, many have had their function exploded
in the sense that they are seen as tall tales put about to direct behaviour
in specific situations. This was particularly true of stories of the white
slave trade, where respondents often gave a brief paraphrase and then
added a gloss to the effect that the story was a common one designed to
warn them against talking to strangers or loitering in crowded places.
Even where the purpose of the story was not so obviously seen through,
it was implicitly acknowledged in the gloss the narrator added to her
story. A young girl, the niece of one of my principal informants, told me
several legends and her introductory and concluding remarks to her
stories are instructive. Most begin with 'Did you hear about that one?',
which implies that these are stories to be swapped, entertainment
perhaps rather than belief tales. Again, she glosses a story about a
runaway boy being eaten by rats in a sewer with:
'I don't know whether it was on people's minds, you know, running
away, or whether they were true. But scary though, aren't they? Even
if they're not true-scary.'

Her remark thus both exposes her instinctive knowledge of the
psychological foundation of the stories, and almost as specifically
throws doubt on their value as truth while asserting their value as
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'scary'. Thus the problems of legend as a whole are bought to the fore
with particular force in the study of the modern urban variety.
Secondly, when collected by means of a questionnaire that gives only
summaries of more popular versions, a mass of widely heterogeneous
material is collected. The first impulse is to dismiss much of this as not
of the right genre, but perhaps there should be some caution about
making this sort of value judgement. For example, in my own work I
collected many ephemeral local legends about bag-snatchings, muggings,
hooligan louts and unusual car journeys as well as the recognisable,
familiar stories the questionnaire was designed to elicit. These are
particularly interesting because not only do they show the basis of social
fear out of which the more durable legends develop, but at times they
may only be separated from the 'genuine' urban legend by the practised
(and perhaps prejudiced?) ear. Most of these 'social fear' legends were
obviously being vividly transmitted among my elderly informants and
their peers. Although plainly relevant to their lives, these legends in
many cases had no surer basis in real events than 'The Hitchhiking
Thug' or 'The Stolen Corpse'. Moreover, where the interview took off
into a general storytelling session, urban legend alternated freely and
without distinction both with news-as-legend and personal experience
stories. For example, on one occasion, the telling of a Chinese
Restaurant story prompted stories about a friend who was a chef and
had left bits of his person in his meat balls, and other similar culinary
misadventures. Similarly, the telling of 'The Wife left at the Roadside'
led to several stories told at first or second hand about spouses found
guilty ofbeing forgetful in charge of a vehicle. In one of these a husband
parks his car on his wife's foot, and in another an absent-minded vicar
leaves his car by a lakeside and his wife in a cafe and sets off to walk
home, only realising his mistake when he notices their absence several
hours Ia ter.
Outside the interview context, I also collected some gems oflegendry,
the characteristics of which clearly would be recognised by students of
urban legend. Once when I was telling a phantom hitchhiker story to a
journalist acquaintance, he remarked, 'That sounds like one of my
stories', and told a string of occupation-related legends, most too bawdy
to repeat. The best one, by chance, is the one that was not bawdy. It tells
of a journalist covering the Moscow Olympic Games and wamed before
he set off to beware of spies. When he arrives, therefore, he conscientiously searches his room for bugging devices. At last, under the
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bed, he finds a round object screwed to the floor. He unscrews it and
lifts it out, and in the ballroom below a great glass chandelier falls to the
floor. A schoolgirl told me several stories which reflect the concems and
sentimentalities ofher age group. One is about a girl who is babysitting
with her boyfriend. Their employers return to find them making love
and wam them ofthe dangers of an unwanted pregnancy, to which the
boy replies, 'It's alright. I've been using the clingfilm from the kitchen.'
In another, a small boy is taken to the zoo where he is much struck by
the penguins. That night in bed he demands a drink of water, and then
another, and another, and another-until the exasperated father
demands the reason for his extraordinary thirst. The boy replies, 'It's
not for me. It's for him', and produces a penguin from his duffle bag.
Feminist friends have tales of hair-raising encounters with men on
motorways which are quite as absurd and formulaic as any one of these
other stories. My favourite, however, is a story told by a housing officer
of the local council. It is a well known fact that council houses are
plagued with damp, and an equally well-known fact that housing
officers always call the damp 'condensation' and blame it on the tenants.
However, in one case, a housing inspector called at a house and actually
admitted it was damp-(there was water running down the walls of the
downstairs rooms, so he could not very well ignore it). On investigation,
he found that the water was corning from upstairs where the tenant had
a hose running, to water the turf which he had laid on the bedroom floor
to avoid having to take the dog out for a walk each day.
All these stories, while partaking strongly of the characteristic wild
unlikeliness of the urban legend, are also plainly group-specific. They
are legends going round in journalists' circles, among schoolgirls and
feminists and local government officers. The difference is that we
ourselves do not belong to all these groups so do not so readily come in
contact with their legends. The 'urban legend' we recognise may not be
so specific a genre as we think-merely, perhaps, the legends of middleclass intellectuals. For example, are the legends I have quoted distinct
from urban legend? New examples of urban legend? Or are what we call
'urban legends' seen by us as a distinct genre because (unusually for an
educated elite) we ourselves are the transmitting group?
A researcher, then, is likely to encounter serious difficulties of
definition and classification when he or she starts fieldwork into urban
legend. In the first place, urban legend cannot be defined according to
conventional concepts oflegend as 'a story believed to be true or told as

BENNETr

Collecting and Classifying Urban Legends

27

true' because either or both criteria may be absent and not necessarily
detract from or change the nature of the story. It is the content of the
story that gives it its value as narrative and also marks it as familiar, yet
defining a genre by its content is notoriously untrustworthy. 10 Another
related problem is that conventional definitions covertly imply or
overtly state that, though told as true or believed to be true, a legend is
nevertheless inherently fictional. 11 Again, this does not always hold for
urban legends, which often echo real events uncannily closely. 12
Thirdly, if with Degh and Vazsonyi we jettison the criterion of belief as
it applies to actual tellers and hearers, and specify only that to be a
legend, a story must be transmitted orally through a 'legend conduit', 13
still the urban legend does not always and necessarily fulfil even this
limited requirement, for journalism and television often play as vital a
role in the transmission of these stories as chains of face-to-face
speakers. Problems of defining urban legend therefore bring into sharp
focus the problems in the legend genre as a whole.
Furthermore, an urban legend is not always and necessarily a
performed narrative and perhaps therefore in the strictest sense is not
always a narrative at all. This seems to be the reverse of the process
which Honko complained of in regard to the memorate. 14 In that case a
personal narrative was often transmuted by collectors and appeared in
their published work in the form of a dite-which thereafter was
assumed to embody a universal belief not a particular experience. In
this case, what we collect is often summary dite, and, because we know
of full-text narratives incorporating the theme or motif, we classify what
we have collected as legend. In a very real sense, therefore, in the case of
urban legends we are often working according to two unstated
principles. First, we are classifying our collected material as narrative
because somewhere there exists a narrative text using similar motifs or
themes. Secondly we are classifying it as legend because we ourselves do
not believe it. These are perhaps not criteria we should be happy to state
explicitly! The question of the definition of the genre is therefore still
wide open.
Also the matter of classification within the genre remains obdurately
difficult to settle. Partly this arises, of course, from the problem of
definition, and partly from the infinite expandability of the genre.
Classifications by content are obviously unsatisfactory hecause our
concept of what is the typical subject-matter is constantly having to be
reassessed. Classification by function is not on the cards yet because so
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far there is no consensus about what are the functions. Classification by
structure seems impracticable because of the wide diversity of individual
styles of presentation. It might be possible to classify by performative
context but here we might run into problems of overlapping classes and
multiple membership. And yet, for purposes of collection and comparison
some sort of generally accepted taxonomy does seem to be increasingly
necessary.
These, then, are the sorts of practical and theoretical problems that
unavoidably present themselves to any worker in the field. They consist
firstly of the difficulty of finding and developing a suitable methodology
for collection, and secondly in reducing a heterogeneous mass of
collected material to sufficient order to be able to study it meaningfully.
Dull tasks perhaps, but unless the groundwork is done according to
received practice and on an accepted theoretical basis, some big bad
wolfmay come along tomorrow and with a huff and a puffhe will blow
our house down.
APPENDIX I

Checklist based on NIF questionnaire used in Manchester
Winter/Spring 1981.

1.

2.

3.

Have you heard any rumours or stories about the food in
foreign restaurants, for instance, Chinese Restaurants,
pizzerias? What have you heard about the food in restaurants
during the war? About tourists' experience in restaurants
abroad?
Relate what you have heard about small animals finding their
way into people's bodies. Have you heard stories about snakes
or other animals in drain or ventilation systems? About big
rats attacking human beings? About strange animals in
flats?
What have you heard about women being made unconscious
by means of an injection when travelling in underground
trains, or shopping, or dancing in a public dance-hall? Have
you heard about girls or women who have disappeared when
they were abroad? Other stories about narcotic injections,
strange disappearances, white slave trade?
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Have you heard about a car that was for sale at a sensationally
low price? About a lady driver who was attacked by
hooligans? About a young couple in a car who were attacked
by a runaway from a mental asylum? About a wanted
criminal hiding in a car? About a car filled with concrete?
About a male hitch-hiker dressed as a woman? About ghost
experiences in connection with cars or car rides? Other stories
about strange events in connection with cars?
Have you heard a story about sudden death in connection
with a holiday trip by car abroad? About someone's wife left
at the roadside during a vacation joumey? Other stories about
strange experiences from motoring vacations.
Have you heard about some joke with a chopped-off arm/
hand? Other stories from hospitals or medical circles.
Have you heard stories about gruesome misfortunes in
connection with the game ofhide and seek, or where a babysitter was involved?
Tell what you have heard about flying saucers and other space
phenomena, for instance, traces of landing, sights of space
creatures (also any possible experiences of your own).
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WHY ARE VERBATIM TEXTS OF LEGENDS NECESSARY?*
Bill Ellis

Recent collections of American folk legends state, almost as an article of
faith, that verbatim texts are necessary. In his popular survey, The
Vanishing Hitchhiker, Jan Harold Brunvand warns the novice collector
of urban legends to record legends 'accurately' and transcribe them
'literally', at the same time noting 'facial expressions, gestures, audience
reaction, and other subjects of conversation'. 1 Similarly, R.L. Baker, in
Hoosier Folk Legends, claims that legends should be collected 'with a
tape recorder-or, better still, with a video recorder to show something
of the performance and social and physical contexts ofthe stories-and
faithful transcripts of the texts would look more like playscripts than
short stories'. 2
The texts printed by both, however, do not justify such faith in
faithfulness. Brunvand's anthology relies heavily on joumalistic sources,
while Baker's collection is based on material collected by nonprofessionals who often rewrote texts in a literary style. Still, Baker
concludes apologetically, 'the general reader, for whom this collection is
intended, should find the texts readable and the notes informative'. 3 It is
tempting to chide such scholars with Richard Dorson's call for high
standards: 'American folk legends should be published with a maximum
of variant texts and annotation, and with no attempt to appeal to the
general reader'. 4 But even Dorson often silently edited tape-recorded
texts, omitting collectors' comments and questions, along with the
normal linguistic features of spontaneous conversation. 5 Missing are the
usual stalls like 'uh' and 'well', tags like 'I mean' and 'you know', false
starts, stutters, or mixed construction. Even in journals that insist that
'verbatim' texts are 'essential', it is difficult to find transcriptions that
include the normal interaction between performer and audience, or the
jockeying for the floor typical of natural context. 6 Furthermore, none of
these includes any reference to the non-verbal performance details
considered so crucial by Brunvand and Baker. While the ideal of
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verbatim transcription is widely espoused, the practice shows considerable confusion about just what ought to be preserved in the printed
record of a legend in performance.
LEGENDS AND LITERALITY

If verbatim texts are essential, how verbatim is verbatim? If the word
means what it says, then such transcriptions should be 'word-for-word',
including every false start, stall, tag, or audience response that can be
reconstructed from the recording. However, some degree of editing
seems to be the rule everywhere, whether the folklorist justifies it or not.
Edward D. lves, in The Tape-Recorded Intervie-w, makes a rare
admission and defence of this practice. Originally, he explains, he had
insisted on writing down 'everything' audible on his field tapes,
producing texts like this:
'Did I what uh, did I uh well, let me think uh yeah now sure yeah sure
I uh drove the uh uh the Kennebec River one no it was one spring
yes.'

Not only were such transcriptions difficult to read, but Ives found it
'practically impossible to transcribe consistently', noting that some
linguistic disjecta got discarded no matter how careful he was to
preserve 'everything'. His solution was to define 'everything' pragmatically, in terms of'the level of accuracy at which you or your archives
intend to work' (italics Ives's).
Accordingly, Ives would consider this as an accurate transcription of
the speech previous! y quoted:
'Well, let me think. Yeah, I drove the Kennebec River one spring.'

All linguistic features irrelevant to the informant's apparent message
are regularised, although I ves stops short of revising his word choice or
'intended' phraseology. As for the omitted material, Ives argues it is best
studied directly from the tape, not a printed record, so 'anyone requiring
such accuracy would be a fool to trust someone else's transcriptions.' 7
To an extent, lves's realism is refreshing. If a collector's goal is to
determine which river a given informant 'drove', then there is no need
for anything else in the transcription. Why fuss over details that will not
be discussed in any meaningfUl way? Since studies of legends have
rarely discussed them at any level other than content, it is logical that
printed texts have always preferred readability to 'verbatim' literality.
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And why not? If scholars' conceptions of what legends are make no
demands for including linguistic minutiae into printed texts, then
verbatim texts are not necessary, and Ives's editorial principles should
prevail openly.
What is the quality in legends that must be transcribed literally? Even
the early work of Linda Degh and Andrew Vaszonyi expressed some
confusion about this. They decried the publication of 'emasculated
fabulates', and Degh insisted that the 'remodeled, rewritten and
improperly recorded legend ... is of no use at all'. 8 But when she turned
to the entity that needed careful recording, she found little to describe.
She asserted that the legend-teller, as opposed to the teller of tales, 'is
no artist, he has no artistic inspirations, he claims only to tell the
truth'. 9 One Hungarian performer, she observed, 'was not guided by
artistic principles'; another 'paid no attention to presentation' but 'said
what was passing through her head ... _Io In sum, she cited with
approval Leopold Schmidt's assertion that 'the legend has only content
and no fixed form at all and depends on the nature of the message it
communicates' _II
But there is a contradiction here. If the legend consists only of
content, and if there is no artistry involved in its telling, then it must
follow that the performer's way of expressing the legend's content is no
better than any other way. A collector's retelling, in other words, is in
essence no different from a verbatim transcript of a performance that is
based on no artistic principles. Both may adequately communicate
beliefs, customs, rituals, and cultural attitudes, through what Otto
Blehr has termed a variable cloud of 'contextual elements', added or
dropped at will, depending on how 'convincing' the teller wants to make
the content.I 2 Degh, at least once, appeared to agree: 'If there is artistry
in the way a legend is told, it is in the skilful formulation of convincing
statements' .I 3
Given this theory of legend, the real text is not what is verbalised at
random and transcribed fussily, but what lies behind the skull of the
informant-the cultural attitudes that motivate his speaking. If this is
so, then surely all that is necessary for scholarly analysis is a clear,
grammatical summary of the performed text. But if belief is the crucial
factor, why not study beliefs? If content is primary, why consider a story
about the content a self-sufficient genre? Why study urban legends and
not attitudes about cities? The problem with this conception oflegend is
that it ultimately destroys the thing it defines. If all is content and there
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is no art of legend-telling, then the thing as verbalised is nothing in
particular, and the study of legends is a continual flight from the
utterance itself toward something else whose presence can only be
inferred from the linguistic details that the researcher finds significant
enough to notice.
LEGEND-TELLING AS PERFORMANCE

Suppose we approach the genre from another angle, asking not what
legends contain, but what they embody. What are people doing when
they tell legends? From experience, we can see that people gather to
share information about happenings that they accept both as significant
and as actually, allegedly or potentially part of the real-life world they
inhabit. Sometimes these events are merely alluded to, and these
'metonyms of narrative', 14 stand for the whole experience in the
listeners' minds. At other times, however, events are narrated; that is,
they are 'replaced' in such a way that both teller and audience can
vicariousy re-experience what took place. 15 When many such events are
replayed (doubtless accompanied by many more in metonymic form)
and when these narrations are embedded in a larger conversational
context, then we are looking at the behaviour that we call 'legend'. This
we can define as the communal redefinition of world view, in which the
participants use the extremes of experience, their own and others', to
explore, test and redefine their perspectives on the 'real' world. 16
From this point of view, Degh's assertion that the legend is not
motivated by 'art' makes a certain sense. For the important part of the
legend-telling event is not so much the plot portrayed by the storyteller
but the discussion through which all the participants relive the event in
their own ways. It further follows that it makes little sense to consider
the legend a text apart from its performance. The interaction that
precedes, follows, and often interrupts the telling is as central to the
event's meaning as the plot alone. 17
The majority of printed legend texts, therefore, do not represent
legend-telling but rather legend-summarising. Collected in interview
situations in which the normal interaction of performer and audience
was absent, they represent only the subject of what the narrator would
flesh out in performance. Given this, it truly makes little difference if
such a summary is literally transcribed or rewritten, since the printed
text is already twice removed from the event itsel£ Such a difficulty is
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familiar to ethnographers ofNative American material: Dennis Tedlock,
John McDowell, and Barre Toelken have severally demonstrated the
inadequacy of dictated or artificially taped narratives compared with
recordings of actual performances by the same informants. 18 Again,
Richard Bauman, commenting on their work, has wamed that even the
most verbatim of texts may represent 'recordings of informants'
abstracts, resumes, or reports of performance and performance forms
rather than true performances .... 19 It is surprising only that, until
recently, scholars of Anglo-American narrative have not acknowledged
a similar confusion in their methodology.
Elizabeth C. Fine's use of such precedents in transcribing and
analysing English-language texts has demonstrated beyond doubt that
fine linguistic details are not, after all, trivial. Rather, she indicates,
existing methods of transcription record such details in trivial ways.
Every transcription is, in her terms, an 'intersemiotic translation',
insofar as it attempts to represent through the visual channel of print all
the linguistic and paralinguistic messages communicated through the
spoken voice, further modified and amplified by the speaker's gestures,
expressions, and postures. 20 As it still does not attempt to take account
of these, Ives's first text rather than being too literal is still not literal
enough.
The unrecognised problem is that words, including tags and stalls, do
not carry meaning in or by themselves. Rather, speakers consciously
and unconsciously use paralinguistic devices, which subtly affect the
ways in which their words are interpreted by their auditors. 'Uh-huh'
means nothing in particular; add pitch, and it can mean 'I approve. Go
Ahead'; or 'That's that. Move on'; or 'Wait a moment. I think I missed
something'; or 'Yes, I see and appreciate what's coming next', or any
number of socially defined messages. All of us successfully decode these
utterances every day, but a transcription that includes them may be
literally verbatim yet just as misleading as a rewritten text.
So what should a verbatim text include? Theoretically, as Fine
argues, it should 'provide the most information for the greatest number
of people', using a variety of techniques to represent in print the variety
of communications available in speech and kinesics. To this end, she
uses not only standard orthography but also iconic devices to represent
pitch levels, stress levels, use of rasp and falsetto, pauses, and pelvic
tilts. Marginal and interlinear 'stage directions' represent additional
semiotic devices: gestures, postures, changes of location, and fine
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distinctions of characterisation in voice and expression. 21 Her use of
videotape to capture all these fine details, however, may often be beyond
the capabilities of the legend-collector, who often has to confront the
Heisenburg principle of folklore: the act of recording inevitably
influences the event itsel£ 22 The use of a small sound tape recorder, in
the hands of a non-professional who may not be capable of recording the
fine non-verbal acts of communication, inevitably and irretrievably
limits the details preserved to those audible on tape. Simultaneously,
the performance recorded in so limited a form may be far more
spontaneous and natural than that captured by a videotape recorder in
the hands of a team of practised professionals.
Assuming that the primary document is a sound tape, then, a
genuinely verbatim text will certainly include all the linguistic
information audible on the tape. Such a transcription would account for
as many of the speaker's inflections as possible, without overloading the
intended audience with puzzling orthography. But the text ought also to
take into consideration the rationale for such inflections. Close
examination of phrasing and pitch variation indicates that not only
single words and phrases but whole strings of words are spoken in
peculiar ways, in order to re-enact them in terms of drama. Thus whole
sentences, even sequences of sentences, may fall into a higher or lower
register than the one the narrator normally uses, or they may be
enunciated in a distinctive way. This often signals the speaker's
conscious use of dramatis personae, immediately recognised and
appreciated by the audience.
The theatrical nature of narratives in everyday conversation has
been recognised by Erving Goffinan, who has suggested that speakers
spend most of their time not 'in giving information but in giving
shows'. 23 Both Fine and Toelken note this aspect of performance in their
transcriptions; their performers often shifted voice (and, in Fine's case,
posture) to portray several distinct characters. 24 Further, these shifts in
intonation were stereotyped to the extent that they were recognised
immediately by the audiences, who at once began interpreting the
narrator's words in a way quite different from the literal meaning of the
words alone. Representation of these intonations, however, is problematic.
Fine often chooses to indicate characterisation through use of nonstandard spelling to indicate 'dialect', a practice severely criticised by
Dennis R. Preston. 25 It cannot be denied that Fine's practice, spelling
the words as she 'heard' them, using her own 'Mid-western American
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English' as a norm, leaves much to be desired from the perspective of
professional linguistics. Still, Fine's recognition that her performer's
pronunciation differed from his everyday diction leads her to an
important conclusion: that he was 'consciously stylising his speech
rather than speaking out of habit'. 26 This recognition requires some
notation system, more precise and less ambiguous than 'dialect'
spelling, to represent these shifts in diction.
Finally, the verbatim text needs to present the legend in its natural
domain-a free, spontaneous conversation. McDowell has described the
social pressures exerted on narrators in natural context, where the roles
of narrator and auditor are continually reversing and where competition
for attention ensures that the unartistic narrator will be shoved aside by
better performers. In contrast to Degh, McDowell concludes that
'narrations are subject to a sort of folk aesthetic. While the canons of
this aesthetic may be ill-defined, the effect of violating them is palpable
enough'. 27 Fine too insists that the keynote of performance is its
aesthetic qualities, and that the ideal text would enable the reader to
reconstitute these qualities in the original performance. This can be
done partially through commentary on the normative characteristics of
the genre, but can only be completed through recording 'the aesthetic
transaction (manifested through observable behaviours) between the
performer and audience ... '. 28 Collecting and transcribing legends in
performance thus is necessary to determine exactly how specific
performers control specific situations and to what specific techniques
their audiences respond. Visual signs, of course, form a major part of
this response, but, given sound tape alone, at the very least verbalised
signs of audience support need to be precisely located.
In sum, if our analysis requires verbatim texts, it is inconsistent to
transcribe all the linguistic evidence available as if it were spoken in an
inartistic monotone. We risk falsifying the aesthetic nature of legendtelling if we do not in some way indicate in print the ways in which the
performer and his audience relive the events narrated. A partially
verbatim text is a contradiction in terms: either we attempt to record
the performance as an aesthetic event in context or we are still
producing emasculated summaries of legends.
"THE HOOK": TEXT TO PERFORMANCE
In 1968, Linda Degh published a set of urban legend texts that describe
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the close encounter of a parking couple with a deranged murderer,
commonly called 'the hookman' because one of his hands has been
replaced with a hook-shaped prosthesis. Noting the story's popularity
among adolescents, she suggested in a brief analysis that it reflected 'the
natural dread of the handicapped'. 29 Her conclusion was promptly
attacked by Alan Dundes, who termed her discussion 'totally devoid of
any real discussion of the psychological significance of the content'. He
proposed that the hook represented (in the unconscious minds of the
teenagers) an 'erect, aggressive phallus' and so the maniac's attempt to
enter the car was really 'a symbolic expression of the boy's attempt to
enter the body of the girl'. 30 Here the debate has rested, with
Brunvand's survey of the literature perhaps giving Dundes the edge by
paraphrasing his argument at greater length.
None of the three, however, examined the legend in performance,
although Degh's texts provide more detail on the context proper to its
usual telling. Ironically, while Dundes claimed to be explaining the
appeal of the narrative for 'the girls who are telling and listening to the
story' 31 he presented no data derived from direct observation or
transcription of actual girls performing the legend. While it is true that
interpretation of single performances cannot provide evidence for global
interpretations of whole legend complexes, still the reverse is true:
global interpretations must take into account single performances.
With this in mind, let us tum to 'The Hook', as told and discussed by
three young women on February 10, 1981. 32 'Mary Beth', the dominant
performer, with 'Joellen' and 'Jane' were all white, middle-class, and
within six months of the same age (21-22). (All three real names have
been replaced by pseudonyms at the collector's request). All were
natives of Columbus, Ohio, and all had been in the same classes
through junior high school and high school. Each had gone to a different
college, but, in time, they all had returned to Columbus to take courses
at Ohio State. Mary Beth and J oellen had roomed together for a year

and a half while both were attending classes in Columbus, but presently
Mary Beth had moved back in with her parents. Joellen was living with
her boyfriend, and Jane lived with her husband, whom she had married
the previous summer.
The larger event surrounding the legend performance, then, was a
convivial evening marked by the sharing of personal experiences and,
particularly, the discussion of some supematural events the three had
shared and in which they strongly believed. Jane recorded much of the
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evening on a small cassette tape recorder, to use some of the stories later
for a term paper in my folklore class. By the time the particular story
transcribed was performed though (about an hour after the recorder
was first turned on), the three were interacting spontaneously, and no
special attention was being given to the taping. Mary Beth, described by
Jane as 'strong-willed, headstrong, smart, and sensible ... very independent in her thinking', did much of the performing throughout the
evening. Joellen, who sat directly beside her, also offered some personal
experience narratives and prompted Mary Beth when she left out details
from familiar stories. 3 3
The transcription begins immediately after a telling of 'The Babysitter
and the Man Upstairs', 34 as the three are freely exchanging jocular
comments while considering what kind of activity should come next.
KEY TO TRANSCRIPTION

1. To clarify the development of the performance, each significant
stage of the narrative is marked by editorial comments in round
brackets. Terms and concepts are drawn largely from the work of
William Labov. 35
2. Square brackets within lines also mark shifts in intonation, where
several words in a series are spoken in a distinctive way that affects
meaning. These intonations are discussed in the following analysis, but
the table overleaf summarises their major features.
3. Changes in vocal pitch upward are indicated by t; changes
downward are indicated by t.
4. Words that are dramatically slurred upward or downward are
indicated by diacritics, for example: 'That was tBAD'. Words that are
elongated for effect are indicated by internal dashes ('WHA--LES!').
5. An upward arrow at the end of the line indicates that the speaker
concludes it with voice still raised; a downward arrow indicates the
same with voice lowered. Brief upward scoops at the end of lines are
noted by question marks; brief downward scoops are noted by
exclamation points.
6. A dash at the end of a line indicates an interrupted or unfinished
utterance.
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7. Overlapping speeches are indicated with
at the beginning of
the overlap and// at the end.
8. Momentary pauses for effect or for thought are indicated by line
breaks;
9. Momentary use of louder dynamics is indicated by printing the
passage in capitals.
10. Figures in right-hand margin are given for convenience of
reference in the discussion which follows the transcription.
TONE

DEFINING CHARACTERISTICS

Pitch
(+ = low,
- = high,
0 = flat)

Dynamics
(+ = loud,
- = soft,
0 = variable

Stress
= heavy,
- = light,
0 = variable)

(+

+I-

0

0

Narrative

0

0

0

Masculine

+

+

+

Feminine

-

-

-

Superior

-

+

+

Taunting

+

+

Conversational

+

(+

'minor

third')

'THE HOOK IN THE DOOR'

Negotiation. No performance is going on, and the
participants are freely exchanging jocular comments while considering
what kind of activity should come next.)
(STAGE ONE:

Mary Beth:

Joellen:

[Conversational] Well if the tcreepy massi- murder has
died and is going to come back and haunt us[Laughter]
[Feminine] Let's have a tseance!t
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[Feminine] tYeah!t
[Taunting] Calling all creepy mass muri-derers!i[Conversational] Is [name] going to join in?
[Laughs]
(5)
[Conversational] She can be the i-MEDIUM!t we'll
have her TALK and she'll// holler things out.
..__
[Laughs]//
[with Mary Beth: Taunting] tYou'rei- next!
[alone: Conversational] Well we know it won't be
coming from the upstairs extension.
[Sharp inhale; conversational] I know.
(10)
If it is we're in trouble [ends laughing].

Floor-taking. Mary Beth here assumes the role of
performer, first by shouting down Joellen's comments, then by enlisting
the others' interest in the 'CLASSIC' she is about to tell.)

(STAGE TWO:

Mary_Beth:
Joellen:
Mary Beth:

Jane:
Mary Beth:

[Superior] Well no tACTUALLY now-+//
[Conversational] You know the roof[Superior] to be ANALYTICAL// ABOUT THIS if
you're only looking for CLASSIC
STORIES that are PASSED ON in a
(15)
kind of reverent state
slumber parties late at night when all the little girls are
SCARED
[Conversational] the
the urn
(20)
[Narrative] couple
parking[Conversational] Well OH I've oh I've got one that my
-+teacher used to tell- / /
[Conversational] He said that [inaudible] the one
about the parking?
[Conversational] -uh it's a joke / /
urn he-
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After a false start, Mary Beth further
establishes herself as performer by announcing just what kind of story
she will tell and what emotional responses are proper to it.)
(STAGE THREE: Abstract.

Mary Beth:

[Conversational] I had a teacher I I've heard other
teachers MENTION it I I don't necessarily think
it's a TEACHER'S joke but it's more
like urn
(25)
[Superior] the CLASSIC if you want to tell something
that's going to flip people out you tell this about

(STAGE FOUR: Orientation. Mary Beth establishes the legend's setting,

characters, and opening situation in relation to the group's shared
experience.)
Mary Beth:

Jane:
Mary Beth:

Jane:
Mary Beth:

[Narrative] they lived
tn your
you know
(30)
small town USA
and he
dated the little girl next door
and it was out somewhere in IOWA or something
where they had a CORN field[Conversational] How old was the little girl in the
story?
[Conversational] It would have to be you know
[Narrative] high school(35)
dating-//
[Conversational] Oh I he wasn't like robbing the
cradle.
[Narrative] and you
+you GOT-//
[Conversational] Oh no [Narrative] he got DAD'S
CAR and they'd go out and they'd do this and that
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and then you know they'd go out to the
(40)
tDESERTED ROAD~ [Laughter] by the
tCORNFIELD~ to
sit and
STARGAZE or
[Conversational] you know whatever you do on
deserted(45)
The two auditors begin to trade comments
with each other, both commenting on Mary Beth's lack of knowledge
and taking the performing role from her for a moment.)
( STAGE FIVE: Challenge.

Joellen:
Mary Beth:
Joellen:
Mary Beth:

/ / [Conversational] Watch submarine races
[Superior] I HAVE NO IDEA / / personally what
you would do on a deserted road in a cornfield/ / [Conversational] Watch submarine races.
[Superior]
-at eleven o'clock at night
but urn- / /
(50)
[Conversational] Can't see them at night [laughs].
[Conversational] Um[Feminine] I I never got to watch.
[Conversational] It reminds me down by the Olentangy
River [laughs]
Growing up.
[Conversational] Yeah. / /
(55)
~

Jane:
Mary Beth:
Jane:

/7

Joellen:

Mary Beth reverses the situation by
initiating a brief episode of verbal duelling, based onJoellen's slang term
'submarine races'.)
(STAGE SIX: Challenge Rebuffed.

Mary Beth:

Joellen:

[Narrative] Anyways[Conversational] Come to think of it
I might have seen a little periscope come up
[Laughter].
[Feminine] MARY BETH!
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(60)
[Narrative] Anyways[Feminine] THAT-WAS-tBADi[Taunting[ tplay on~ words!
[Conversational] Go on.
[Conversational] Go on.
[Conversational] Just a tlittle onet [Laughter]
(65)
[Taunting] tTell me-!- about ~it!
I was tthere!t
You know it looks like [Masculine] HEY COME ON
WHERE'S THE REST OF THE SUBMARINE?!
[Laughter continues]~
[Taunting] That's-it-o-kayt
[Masculine] Jacques Cousteau and one of these MINI
things that you PADDLE around the
(70)
ocean on.
Jeez. [Laughter]
You know
do better with the tWHA-LES-!- you know.
Urn- [Laughter]
(75)
[Narrative] Anyways-

Having regained the floor, Mary
Beth briefly recaps the setting, then introduces the horror element.)
(STAGE SEVEN: Orientation concluded.

Mary Beth

[Narrative] No the the man you know [Laughter ends]
takes the little girl out and they're sitting there and
[Superior] of course
there is the tLOCAL-NEIGHBORHOOD-MADiMAN
who runs around and his tfavorite thing to do-!- is to
urn
(80)
SLAUGHTER
people who are tPARKING~ [Conversational] I mean
he's probably some urn
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anti-sex person or something/ 7 [Taunting] He was trejectedt [Laughs]
[Conversational]
-like that
(85)
-+yeah//
Well the problem
there could be a problem with that because urn
for some reason he only had one thandt
And the other one was a thookt
(90)
Now this MAY begj.n to sound very tfamiliart
[Taunting] AhtHA-At yes!

/7

Again recapping the situation,
Mary Beth dramatises the conflict between the innocent chick and the
aggressive man).
(STAGE EIGHT: Complicating Action.

Mary Beth:

[Narrative] So they're out there parking// and and
the guy is putting
[Superior] tSO--MEt kind of mysterious +-moves on
the chickt which I have NO IDEA what they
would be
[Narrative] and she's [Feminine] oh honey wow nono-no I've got to go home
[Narrative] and he's going [Masculine]
no-no you can't
(95)
[Narrative] and
and urn

(STAGE NINE: Descriptive Interlude in order to motivate the legend's

resolution, Mary Beth has to digress from presenting conflict to describe
the setting; this digression draws parodic comments from the others.)
Mary Beth:

[Narrative] out in the middle of no twheret birds
chirping frogs
crickets you know
and urn(100)
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[Feminine] Chirp chirp chirp chirp chirp[Conversational] Very good.
[Masculine] Ribbit
[Conversational] No(105)
[Masculine] mmeebit. [Laughter]
[Narrative] And so urn
they hear/ / [Conversational] Was the wind blowing?
[Feminine] tWHOO- -OOSH+
[Narrative]
-strange noises
(110)
[Conversational] No, no wind, no wind- / /
just a tvery quiet night+ and they hear these noises
they say [Narrative] well it's got to be your basic
deer
raccoon
uh large skunk [Conversational] which could be very
disastrous
(115)
urn-[ Laughter]

Complicating Action Resumed. Recapping the original
alternation of voices. Mary Beth then redefines the conflict by reversing
the conventional intonations.)
(STAGE TEN:

Mary Beth:

[Narrative] and he's and the chick's saying [Feminine]
I got to go home I'm late for curfew [Narrative]
and he goes [Masculine] no-no it's nothing it's
nothing
[Narrative] and urn
[Conversational] I won't go into gory details but
[Narrative] they continue on for a little while and
finally the chick says [Masculine] NO it's
tMIDNIGHTt
I'VE tGOT TO GO+ HOME [Narrative] and urn
the guy goes well(120)
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[Conversational] noI I I you know I treallyt don't think this is the time
[Narrative] and she's going [Masculine] YES it
IS.
[Narrative] And all of a sudden the guy's going well
what can I say next and they hear [Feminine] this
treally odd tnoise right beside the car-t
[Narrative] and he goes [Feminine] tyou knowt
ti think it's time to-!- go home [Laughter]
Resolution. The implications of the boyfriend's
cowardice are elaborated with heavy use of irony and sarcasm.)
(STAGE ELEVEN:

Mary Beth:

[Narrative]
-he just
TURNS THE CAR OVER
(125)
uh[Conversational] Dad's car always starts- [Laughter]
[Narrative] and
JAMS it into reverse and goes
SPEEDING out with a cloud of dust out of the little
deserted road out of the cornfield
(130)
[Taunting] next time you eat CORN with the tdust on
itt you'll know tWHYt [Laughter]
urn-

and tTAKES the chick-!- HOME and [Superior] of
course
this is you know
these are tOLD peoplet who tell these stories and they
had gentlemen we don't tHAVE any
now-t
(135)
but back then they tWEREt [Narrative] he JUMPS
out of his car and RUNS around to HER side of
the door to open the door for her
and there's-a--!-HOOKt
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on-the-door
[Conversational] with you know the basic little leather
strap hanging down from ~nothing~
Coda/ Evaluation. Mary Beth marks the conclusion of
the story, and the three attach various morals to it.)
(STAGE TWELVE:

Joellen:
Jane:
Mary Beth:

Joellen:
Mary Beth:
Jane:
Mary Beth:

(140)
[Conversational] I tREMEMBER~ that one.
[Conversational] I forgot all about it.
[Conversational] That's the end of the story and
you can [laughs]
[Superior] it makes you tnot want to park on deserted
roads or-corn~ fields
[Superior] Well I never wanted to park
tany~ how.
(145)
[Superior] Neither did I. [Laughter]
[Conversational] I never did.
[Masculine] I said look buddy you tSHELL OUT
FOR THE HOTEL OR.. t
ti DON'T~ GO! [Laughter]

DISCUSSION

At a glance, this transcription seems unnecessarily dense, yet it repays
close attention. In particular, two elements of the performed text that
might be omitted in a more standard text prove to be related to each
other and to the ways the legend is defined by the group. At first the
legend's opening, which identifies the time, place, and participants of
the narrative, seems weakly developed. Names of characters are not
provided, and the location is the vague:
. . . your
you know
small town USA
.. . out somewhere in lOW A or something ...
(28-30, 33).
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But Mary Beth is choosing to orient the event in terms relevant to the
group: not as journalism (in a specific cornfield) nor as fantasy (in an
unrealistic land), but as part ofthe three women's past experience. The
speech tag 'you know', so easily omitted by transcribers, here has a
thematic significance. The implications of 'your/ you know /small town'
is echoed by her description of the characters' age as:
you know high schooldating(35-36),

and of their typical pastimes as:
then you know they'd go out to the
DESERTED ROAD [Laughter] by the
CORNFIELD to
sit and
STARGAZE or
you know whatever you do on
deserted- ·
(40-46)

As the legend is introduced, then, it is primarily about what 'you' do, a
point underscored by Mary Beth's metanarrative comment: 'I HAVE
NO IDEA personally what you would do on a deserted road in a
cornfield-' (48). The use of the tag 'you know' is not random and
linguistically trivial, but an integral part of the narrator's strategy.
Once Mary Beth interrupts her own narrative with a metanarrative
comment, though, she signals to the others that their own comments are
in order, and the interruption that follows quickly puts her role as
performer in danger. Further, the group's comments challenge her
status role, since the others suggest that the metacomment, if taken at
face value, proves Mary Beth naive about sexual matters. Joellen's
initial interruption, 'Watch submarine races', is twice repeated (47, 49)
and is in the midwestern U.S. a covert phrase referring to sexual
experimentation. 'What were you two doing last night? Watching
submarine races?' 36 Similarly, Jane's response to Joellen, 'It reminds me
down by the Olentangy River [laughs]/Growing up' (53-54), alludes to
the use of the parks along the river (which adjoin both their high school
and Ohio State University) for assignations. All three are careful to keep

50

Perspectives on Contemporary Legend

II

their language inexplicit, but by this point they have agreed that the
subject of the performance is sexual behaviour as they 'know' it.
What ensues is a digression, one that would often be omitted as
irrelevant to the legend proper. The participants recognise this fact:
Mary Beth signals attempts to resume the narrative with the tag
'Anyways-' (56, 60, 75) and the others urge her to 'Go on' (63-64). But
before she does so, she responds to the others' challenge of her status
and shows that, whatever her assumed performance role, she herself is
far from sexually naive. Her tactic is to erect around Joellen's
'submarine' image a series of double entendres that, without making the
subject explicit, exhibits her 'knowledge' and superior wit.
Come to think of it
I might have seen a little periscope come up [Laughter].
You know it looks like HEY COME ON WHERE'S THE REST OF
THE SUBMARINE?! [Laughter continues].
That's-it-o-kay?
Jacques Cousteau and one of these MINI things that you PADDLE
around the ocean on.
Jeez. [Laughter]
You know
Do better with the WHA--LES you know.
(57-58, 68-73).

Even before the arrival ofthe 'hook', then, we find plenty of evidence for
'erect, aggressive phalluses' in this performance of the legend, though
these are less objects of horror than of ridicule. 3 7 The seeming
digression is not irrelevant but integral to the legend's orientation, and
the reappearance of the tag 'you know' at the end of Mary Beth's rebuff
recapitulates the point: 'we know!'.
The impact of Mary Beth's strategy becomes clearer when we look
more generally at how she uses intonation to dramatise her story.
Already we have seen how she gives the others the opportunity to
comment on the legend by interrupting it herself with metanarrative
remarks. This interruption is signalled also by a shift from Mary Beth's
narrative tone, in which pitch levels are flattened almost to a sing-song
quality, back to the conversational tone that prevailed when the
participants were freely exchanging comments. 38 Similar shifts occur
regularly throughout the narration whenever she steps out ·of her
performing persona to comment on the legend.
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. . . and his favorite thing to DO is to urn
SLAUGHTER
people who are PARKING [conversational] I mean he's
probably some urn
anti-sex person or something(80-83) .
. . . he just
TURNS THE CAR OVER
uh[Conversational] Dad's car always starts-[Laughter] (124-27).

This performance, like most then, is dramatic in the added sense that it
presents the interaction of at least two characters: the legend-teller as
performer and as commentator on her own performance. This dramatic
interchange in turn provides a model for the more complex interaction
between the performer and her audience.
When characters appear, and the performer chooses to dramatise
their interaction, new levels of complexity become available to her.
Transcription of the words alone cannot distinguish the various ways in
which Mary Beth has her two principals, 'the man' and 'the chick',
speak to each other. It is not suprising that, at first, the man uses a
stereotypical 'masculine' tone, pitched in a lower register, louder than
usual, with heavy-handed stresses. Nor is it unusual that the chick
initially uses a contrasting 'feminine' tone that is higher in pitch, softer,
and more lightly stressed. Thus, in the characters' first exchanges, the
man is made to fit the macho ideal, making firm, confident demands,
while the chick sounds innocent, indecisive, and flighty.
and she's [Feminine] oh honey wow listen no-no-no I've got
to go home
and he's going [Masculine] no-no you can't
(94-95).

But conventional transcriptions cannot represent the way this stereotypical opposition is later reversed for comic effect. By line 118 the chick
has appropriated the man's 'masculine' tonality to demand 'I'VE GOT
TO GO HOME ... ' while the man's previous firmness gives way to
stutters and formulas: 'I I I you know I really don't think this is the
time ... ' (121 ). At the legend's climax, when the 'really odd noise right
beside the car' marks the arrival of the phallic hook, it is not the chick

52

Perspectives on Contemporary Legend

II

but the man who gives in, ludicrously using 'feminine' intonation.
and he goes [Feminine] you know?
I think it's time to go home. [Laughter]
(123-24).

The effect of Mary Beth's performance, ther. . , disarms the threat of male
aggressive sexuality by portraying the would-be seducer as less than
virile. Simultaneously, the aggressive 'masculine' role is adopted by the
chick, who, like the performer, uses 'masculine' intonation to ridicule
inept boyfriends (see especially lines 68-73 ).
At such moments Mary Beth is assuming a position that directly
challenges the male-dominated social norms that try to impose 'proper'
feminine behaviour on young women. At the junctures of the · performance when these norms are most openly expressed and challenged,
the performer likewise embodies these by additional dramatic voices.
When rules of 'appropriate' behaviour are expressed they are signalled
by a distinctive variation on the 'feminine' intonation: words are spoken
in a higher register, but using the dynamics and stress patterns more
appropriate to the 'masculine' intonation, producing a peculiarly fussy,
super-precise enunciation often used in oral narrative to characterise
English teachers and other self-appointed guardians of social etiquette.
This 'superior' tone is used by Mary Beth at the very beginning of the
narrative, when she characterises the legend as one of those
CLASSIC STORIES that are PASSED ON in a
kind of reverent state
(14-16).

The tone also identifies the authority ofthe story, a 'teacher', and later
reiterates that 'these are OLD people who tell these stories ... ' (135).
In short, at such times Mary Beth momentarily puts on the mask of a
'teacher' an 'OLD' person in order to make metanarrative comments on
the plot, advocating 'correct' behaviour to 'ladies' and 'gentlemen' (even
though '[Superior] we don' t HAVE any now- ' [135]).
The dramatic confrontation between this persona and Mary Beth's
own ribald performing personality appears clearly in the 'digression'
noted earlier. The comment 'I HAVE NO IDEA personally what you
would do on a deserted road in a cornfield' is made while enacting the
role of the 'superior' commentator, and, even after she has reduced the
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others to embarrassed laughter with phallic humour, she carefully
readjusts the mask on her face to continue the legend.
[Narrative] So they're out there parking and the guy is putting
[Superior] SO--ME kind of mysterious moves on the chick which I
have NO IDEA what they would be
(92-93).

In addition to the conflict between the man and the chick, then, the
legend embodies a second conflict, one between the 'strong-willed,
headstrong, smart and sensible' performer and the persona who
introduces and often comments on the legend from the perspective of
traditional morality. This persona, a kind of'moral custodian', is indeed
naive about the sexual doings of adolescents and, ignorant herself,
nevertheless wams others away from their natural feelings about sex by
threats. It is thus significant that the intonation that characterises this
persona is, in all but register, identical with the 'masculine' voice. This
persona, in other words, is for Mary Beth and the others the
stereotypical example of the female who has given in to masculine
domination and therefore parrots morality instead of experiencing the
extremes of life.
So we can characterise the keynote of Mary Beth's performance,
then, as a parody of masculine domination. The man's attempts at
seduction lead to a ludicrous failure. He carefully manipulates the
situation, borrows 'DAD'S CAR' ( 40), and puts the 'little girl' in the
most vulnerable of situations: a parked car in an isolated location; but
the would-be dominator becomes the dominated. The 'strange noises'
scare not the chick but the 'man', who subsequently submits meekly to
her demands and even, on their return to civilisation, 'JUMPS out ofhis
car and RUNS around to HER side of the door to open the door for her'
(136), an obvious token of subordination. The man's capitulation is
punctuated by yet another distinctive voice, a 'taunting' tone immediately
recognisable by most Americans by the prominent minor third familiar
from taunts like 'Johnny is a si-ssy!'. Similarly, phrases put in taunting
intonation during the 'digression' (like 'PLAY ON WORDS!' [62]) both
'put down' the others for confusing the performer with the 'moral
custodian' and also celebrate Mary Beth's freedom from the stifling
norms she ironically advocates.
Examined from this perspective, the narrative culminates in a lewd
parody of 'superior' morality. After the coda, Mary Beth adopts the
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'custodian' persona one last time to pronounce 'society's' moral
injunction: 'it makes you not want to park on deserted roads orcornfields' (144). But when this statement is heckled by Joellen, Mary
Beth again breaks frame to assure the group that she is not personally
accepting this ladylike code of behaviour:
Joellen:
Mary Beth:
Jane:
Mary Beth:

[Superior] Well I never wanted to park anyhow.
[Superior] Neither did I. [Laughter]
[Conversational] I never did.
[Masculine] I said look buddy you SHELL OUT FOR
THE HOTEL orI DON'T GO! [Laughter]
(145-49).

Mary Beth's final word, then, incorporates two challenges: one to the
'custodian's' disapproval of casual sex, and one to male attempts to
appropriate the initiative in seduction. The performer communicates,
not through the content of the plot but by her way of realising it in
performance, her intention to enjoy sex on her terms, not someone
else's. Seen in its entirety, then, the legend performance is unsettling,
but this is not in itself surprising. The skilled performer has always been
admired for her ability to manipulate situations through skill with
words and feared for the power she thus gains to overthrow social
conventions. 39 Insofar as the function of legend-telling is to explore and
redefine the extremes of social experience, we should come to expect as
a matter of course performances with such skill, such power, and such
challenge. Transcriptions that lack these qualities are at best based on
inadequate performances; at worst they are parodies of what they try to
represent.
'THE HOOK': PERFORMANCE TO ANALYSIS

How can we apply such performance analysis to the debate over what
'The Hook' as a legend family signifies? While no single performance,
however interesting, can define 'the' meaning of all related legends, it
can still serve as a touchstone. That is, a normative interpretation ought
to predict concerns and themes that will appear in most individual
performances. The presence or absence of these elements in this
dramatisation, therefore, can be used to suggest in what ways existing
interpretations are adequate and in what ways they need to be
modified.
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At first, then, Dundes's interpretation appears far more valid than
Degh's: phalluses certainly surface in the discussion, while 'handicapped people' do not seem to be even an issue. But has Dundes
successfully identified the hookman? As he would have it, the maniac is
the boyfriend, which would make sense out of his shift to 'feminine'
voice at the moment that his prosthesis is ripped off. But what else does
Mary Beth say about the hookman? First, he is
'the LOCAL-NEIGHBORHOOD-MADMAN' (whose)
[Superior] . .. favorite thing to DO is to urn
SLAUGHTER
people who are PARKING [Conversational] I mean he'sprobably some urn
anti-sex person or
something(79-83)

Offhand, we observe that he is a fixture of the neighbourhood and that
he is not aggressively sexual: indeed, he is anti-sex. Again, attention to
Mary Beth's choice of intonation provides direction. The 'superior' tone
associates the maniac with the persona of the 'moral custodian' who,
naive about sex herself, nevertheless warns teenagers away from the
experience with threats. In other words, the hookman is linked in
performance not with the boyfriend but with the persona who
introduces and concludes the legend itsel£ If the hookman is an
embodiment of society's injunction against teenage sex, then many
features of the legend, in this performance and others, become clear.
Why, for instance, should a hook, which is curved, represent an erect
penis? Why, if the girls are 'not afraid ofwhat a man lacks, but of what
he has', according to Dundes, 40 should the maniac be defined in terms
of a member that has been cut off?
These details make sense if the maniac is a moral custodian. In
attempting to keep the sexes apart by delaying marriage until long after
puberty, authority figures such as 'teachers' and parents ('OLD people)
function as de facto castrators. It is only fit for performers to turn the
tables and make the castrator the handicapped one, 'rejected' in love
because he has 'a problem with that' (84, 87): that is, because he has less
than a full set of members. Hence the hookman's handicap is his own
lack of sexuality, and his attempt to replace it with a hook compensates
by castrating (literally or through terror) those whose virility makes him
jealous.
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This reading, in turn, explains why the legend is, as Degh's texts
report, an important 'ingredient of the dating customs of contemporary
young couples'. Why else would a male informant explain that it is 'told
when parked along a dark country road with a girl. The tale is one in
which you say that only last night a very strange experience happened
to a couple parked in this very same spot'. 41 Such contextual data, not
discussed by Dundes, make it clear that the threat of the hookman is not
the normal sex drive of teenagers but the abnormal drive of some adults
to keep them apart. Degh is, after all, right in saying that the traditionbearers dread 'the handicapped'. She failed only to say who is
handicapped where.
One cannot say that all performers will use 'The Hook' to challenge
conventional morality so openly, but we can predict that this legend will
tend to focu~ me discussions of small groups on this particular
boundary of adolescent sexuality. To specify exactly what kinds of
comments would emerge out of performance is impossible; one must
study as many specific legend-telling events as possible, in as much
dramatic detail as practical. The use of edited transcriptions, however
faithful to the literal word, will not get us far, especially if the text
studied is not a performance but a summary collected out of context.
The research of semioticians and linguists into paralinguistic devices
such as pitch, dynamics, and intonation has yet to be exploited fully,
though Elizabeth C. Fine's work now provides us with a provocative
model.
On the one~- . . .1d, it is silly to instruct beginning students offolklore
to produce verbatim texts, as if this process were self-explanatory. On
the other, it is unproductive to maintain, with Ives, that the tape (sound
or video) is the only possible resource for researchers interested in
performance details. It is true that the vast amount of visual and aural
information available on tape can never be translated fully into print,
and that attempts to do so produce texts that seem fussy and

unreadable. Still, as Fine argues, the call for perfection is no argument
for dealing with performance in a fuzzy, impressionistic way. 'At least
making a text', she argues, 'gets the translation process out in the open
where critics can compare claims about the performance to the textual
record . . . ' 42 Further, if folklore is to be recognised as more than the
study of what is immediately obvious to the layman, then scholars must
learn to note down the subtle dimensions of performances. Before we
can analyse performers' messages, we must first notice them.
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Above all, the term 'verbatim' will remain meaningless unless those
who use it make an effort to grapple with signal-systems consciously
used by performers and considered by them as important as the content
of the narratives performed. Verbatim texts are unnecessary-unless
one is willing to examine fine linguistic and paralinguistic details.
However, these details are as much the legend as the bones of the
narrative content. Hence we omit them at the cost of preserving only a
fraction of what our informants' voices are saying. And surely it is
through analysis of whole performances that we comprehend whole
legends.
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THE LINGUISTIC STRUCTURE OF LEGENDS
W.F.H. Nicolaisen

PREAMBLE

When I was first thinking about this paper, it never occurred to me that
the kind of narratives we call legends might not have form or structure.
I therefore initially chose this topic in order to find out not whether
legends have structure but what kind of structure they have. A little
reading around the subject, much to my eyebrow-raising surprise,
acquainted me with authoritative statements which seem to express the
opposite view, not only denying that legends have form but claiming
that they cannot be expected to have any. The late Leopold Schmidt, for
example, was of the opinion that 'there is apparently no point in asking
for the narrative form or the genre style of the legend. Such a thing does
not exist; as far as the legend is concemed, everything is content' . 1 This
extreme view is perpetuated by Linda Degh and Andrew Vazsonyi who
report that 'attacking pedantic form analysts, Schmidt declared with
disappointing sobriety that the legend is all content and has no fixable
form at all', 2 and later even more strongly by Degh alone who
comments, 'Scrutinizing the form of the legend, one must agree with
Leopold Schmidt who feels that the legend has only content and no
fixed form at all and depends on the nature of the message it
communicates'. 3 In the first place, it is interesting to note that this is not
exactly what Schmidt said, whose dictum 'legend is inseparable from
belief' at least demonstrates a kind of theoretical underpinning for his
opinion. The phrase 'no fixable form at all' (1971) and 'no fixed form at
all' (1972) are not his and, while differing markedly from each other,
both imply a rigidity of view which is not in the original Schmidt text.
The 'pedantic form analysts' whom he is supposed to have 'attacked' in
this context tum out to be Max Luthi and Julius Schwietering; again
the phrase is not Schmidt's and his quarrel with these two scholars has
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nothing to do with 'pedantry' but rather concerns storytelling situations
and Luthi's claim that not every report of a believed event (Glaubensbericht) deserves to be called a legend (Sage). 4 Elsewhere, Degh and
Vazsonyi, with reference to Scandinavian scholars, come to the
conclusion that 'those who experimented with a variety of methods to
pin down the extent of the legend form had to realize that it floats
uncontrollably and might materialize within any kind of human
communication not allowing itself to be fixed formally'. 5 Surely, the
form of the legend does not 'float' so 'uncontrollably' that it is
impossible to describe the several or even many forms it might
conceivably take, if indeed there is a plethora of such forms.
It is conceivable that there is a terminological dilemma here for, while
denying the possibility of a fixed or fixable 'form' for the legend, Degh
regards it as having 'a well-recognizable structure'. 6 For me, it is
difficult to imagine structure without form; indeed, I cannot think of
these concepts as other than closely related. In spite of the objections
raised by these eminent scholars, whom I take very seriously, I therefore
continue to connect narrativity with both structure and form; after all,
what would a formless structured narrative or narration be? Consequently,
I consider an investigation of the possible linguistic structure(s) a legend
might display still worthy of our attention, and I am not going to be
dissuaded from my original intentions.
I

I am nevertheless presenting this paper with an uneasy mixture ofhope
and misgivings-hope that a linguistic analysis of some of our
contemporary legends will be useful in discovering some of the traffic
rules and expectations which govem their tellings as well as the forces
that shape them, misgivings because of the danger of reducing their
capacity and role as stories to mere linguistic strategies and communica-

tive manoeuvring. Linguistic analysis of these legends is to me certainly
not the systematic uncovering of their inner 'grammar' or 'syntax',
although I have elsewhere suggested that the terminology of linguistic
inquiry might be a fitting base for conceptualising and unifying
scholarly approaches to materials and phenomena encountered in the
folk-cultural register. 7 I see little gain in equating, as has sometimes
been done, 8 'stories' with 'sentences', 'story cycles' with 'paragraphs',
'motifemes' with 'morphemes', 'personages' with 'noun phrases',
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'actions' with 'verb phrases', etc. in an attempt to set up 'parallels
between structural features of language and of narrative'. To my mind,
this is strained intellectual bamboozling rather than genuinely illuminating cross-disciplinary openness. If there is such a thing as 'deep
structure' to language-and at this point I am doubtful if not about its
existence, certainly about its depth-which generates acceptable surface
utterances, it does by no means follow that there is an equivalent 'deep
structure' to surface narratives which would be necessary to demonstrate
a 'listener's intuitive knowledge of the structural nature of a story'. 9 It
would also be essential to support the claim that, like the sentence, 'the
story is ... a natural psychological unit' . 10 Because of these doubts, and
for other reasons, it is not my intention to investigate that kind of
figurative narrative 'grammar', especially since metaphors are the
slippery eels of language anyhow . 11
Consequently, it should be quite clear that I have not abandoned my
view of story in general, and of legend in particular, as a social contract
involving both teller and listener, and that I have not changed my mind
either about the supra-linguistic characteristics of narratives and the
way in which they truthfully create the past. 12 Nevertheless 'narrative
consists, of course, oflanguage' 13 and informed scrutiny ofthe structure
of that language of narrative seems to hold out some promise. Let us
assume for our present purposes that it does.
Having, on the one hand, already rejected the facile transfer of the
terminology of structural linguistics to the study of stories and having,
on the other, reconfirmed our earlier opinion that narrative is more
than language, where do we go from here? Is there, in fact, an adequate
model which we can satisfactorily appropriate for our quest? I think
there might be, but this is where another hiatus of momentary
hesitation is prudently called for.
The potential model-perhaps 'starting point' would be a better
term-which has attracted my attention 14 has the great advantage of
having been devised by a linguist looking at, or rather listening to, a
large number of narratives. It also avoids most of the pitfalls already
described, as is amply demonstrated by its basic definition of 'narrative
as one method of recapitulating past experience by matching a verbal
sequence of clauses to the sequence of events which (it is inferred)
actually occurred' . 15 In other words, language is said to be harnessed in
the cause of narration. That's fine; it may even be dandy. It must,
however, be remembered that this definition comes from the last
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chapter, entitled 'The Transformation of Experience in Narrative
Syntax', in William Labov's now almost classic study Language in the
Inner City: Studies in the Black English Vernacular, and is thus
particularly derived from narratives of personal experience told by
'black youth mainly from south-central Harlem (in the) inner city areas
of New York, Boston, Detroit, Philadelphia, Washington, Cleveland,
Chicago, St. Louis, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other urban
centres'. 16 Although Modern Legends often share with such narratives
their urban milieu and their concentration on events of a comparatively
recent past, they also differ from them insofar as they are by
definition-'Listen to what happened to a friend of a friend of mine!'almost always told in the third person and are also not limited to a
severely circumscribed age group and ethnic background, or the
language used by the special group of young people in their own social,
cultural and educational register. While there is no reason to suppose
that members of the group interviewed by Labov might not have told
modem urban legends if specifically asked about them, there are many
other kinds of people who also do so. It is with reservations such as these
in mind that I propose to interrogate some modern urban legends as to
whether they conform to the overall scheme derived by Labov from his
first-person narratives.
A more detailed and altogether more searching examination of
whether legends, too, 'match a verbal sequence of clauses to the
sequence of events' which is said to have occurred, and how this is done,
must be postponed until a later occasion, always assuming, of course,
that what I am proposing to do in this paper is of any real relevance to a
better understanding of the legends as narrative.
According to Labov's findings, 'a fully-formed narrative may show
the following structural elements: 1. Abstract, 2. Orientation, 3.
Complicating Action, 4. Evaluation, 5. Result or Resolution, 6. Coda' . 17
Please note here the qualifiers 'fully-formed' and 'may' which indicate

that, apart from 'Complicating Action', one or more of these structural
elements may be absent in any one telling of a narrative, in our case,
legend. For Labov, the Abstract consists of 'one or two clauses
summarizing the whole story', 18 with which narrators not uncommonly
begin the narratives; Orientation 'is necessary to identify in some way
the time, place, persons, and their activity or the situation', 19 orientation
clauses are often 'placed at the beginning of the narrative .. 'but 'much
of this material is [also] placed at strategic points later on'. 20 'The
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Complicating Action is essential if we are to recognize a narrative'; 21 in
other words, it is the narrative proper or the narrative centre.
Linguistically it is expressed in the main body of narrative clauses.
Evaluation is 'that part of the narrative which reveals the attitude of the
narrator towards the narrative by emphasizing the relative importance
of some narrative units as compared to others'. 22 The Resolution is 'that
portion of the narrative sequence which follows the evaluation. If the
evaluation is the last element, then the resolution section coincides with
the evaluation.' 23 It may be also 'be ... regarded as the termination of
that series of events' 24 which constitutes the complicating action. The
Coda is 'a functional device for returning the verbal perspective to the
present moment'. 25
In another view of these structural elements, Labov considers
'narrative as a series of answers to underlying questions:

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Abstract: what was this about?
Orientation:, who, when, what, where?
Complicating Action: then what happened?
Evaluation: so what?
Result: what finally happened?' 26

In this set, 'the abstract, the orientation, the resolution, and the
evaluation answer questions which relate to the function of effective
narrative' whereas 'the coda is not given in answer to any of these five
questions and ... is accordingly found less frequently than any other
elements of the narrative'. in fact, it 'puts off a question'. 27
II
So far Labov, on the basis of first-person narratives in the Black English
vernacular. I now want to examine to what extent either his definition
or his structural analysis, or both, apply to the kind of modern (urban)
legends which are the focus of the symposium, or in what way they may
have to be modified in order to be applicable.
With that aim in mind, I have chosen as my primary corpus of
evidence the twenty-eight variants of 'The Surpriser Surprised' legend
published by the late Bill Jansen in 1973. 28 This is a compact body of
fun material which lends itself to easy comparison, without the
potential distorting influence of other variables, introduced, let us say,
by a different legend type or a different kind of narrative altogether.
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Table I
Variant

Abstract

Orientation

Complicating
Action

Evaluation

Result

Coda

X

X

X

X

X

X

A2

X

X

X

A3

X

X

X

A4

X

X

A5

X

X

X

A6

X

X

X

A7

X

X

X

A8

X

X

X

X

AlO

X

X

X

All

X

X

X

Al2

X

X

X

Al3

X

X

X

Al4

X

X

Al5

X

X

Bl

X

X

B2

X

X

Al

A9

B3

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

B4

X

X

(x)

Cl

X

X

C2

X

X

C3

X

X

C4

X

X

X

C5

X

X

X

X

X

(x)

X

X

(x)

X

X

X

X

C6

(x)

C7
C8
C9

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X
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Because of the considerable range of sources and informants, I do not
think that this compatible evidence is too homogeneous to be valid.
Although I am fully aware of the fact that Jansen's variants do not in
any way match the orality of Labov's recordings, most of them seem to
be close enough to oral tradition to serve our purpose, even without an
indication of the interactive nature of most legend performances. I am
not suggesting that Labov's renderings of the personal experience
narratives which he recorded are 'verbatim' in Bill Ellis's sense, 29 but
they are normative transcriptions based on actual tapes.
To my great sorrow, all these variants unfortunately lack, despite
Jansen's valiant effort to provide as much context as was available to
him, what to me is one of the most fascinating aspects of legend telling:
that is, their sociolinguistic analysis-the legend's embeddedness in
other linguistic and social structures, 30 as well as the stimuli and other
matters which precede its telling and its post-coda sequels. We do not
know what has cued them, whereas we are told by Labov that many of
his narratives were responses to the question, 'Were you ever in a
situation where you were in serious danger ofbeing killed?'. Neither the
compiler nor the editor, nor presumably the originators of the written
versions of these legends are to be blamed for that omission, since
nobody would deny that it is extremely difficult to record pre- and postnarrative events as far as the legend is concerned. I am personally not
aware of any published transcribed versions in this respect, and a
systematic study of these all-important seams as part of our appreciation
of the legend as a behavioural response is probably not yet to be
expected in the near future.
Despite their nature as paraphrased summaries or edited versions, a
variant-by-variant scrutiny of Jansen's collection should enable us to
identify possible candidates for Labov's major structural elements:
Abstract, Orientation, Complicating Action, Evaluation, Result and
Coda. During the following discussion, readers are referred to the
original article for the full corpus, and to the annotated extractversions Al-in the appendix below. Our particular model at this point
will be Labov's transcription and analysis of John L.'s story ofhis fight
with 'The baddest girl in the neighbourhood'. 31
As Table I indicates, it is unusual for legends-or at least for variants of
this particular legend-to be 'fully-formed' in Labov's sense, insofar as
only one, Al, contains what one might with a certain degree of
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legitimacy call all six structural elements and that only two, A13 and
C8, compnse five of the stx. The question arises whether a 'fullyformed' legend does indeed require the presence of six, or even five, of
these major structural units or whether it can be at least satisfactorily
formed containing only four or three or even fewer. A13, for example,
lacks the Abstract, and in C8 the Evaluation section is missing. Does
their absence seriously impair our enjoyment of the narrative or suggest
some kind of deterioration or fragmentation? There is no doubt in my
own mind that Al, the fullest, is also the best version but is this special
quality really due to its fullness or to the fact that Bill Jansen was a very
fine raconteur? How far do structural considerations enter into our
judgements concerning the quality of a narrative performance?
Let us look at a statistical summary of our scrutiny:
Table II
6 units:

Al

1

5 units:

Al3 (Orientation, Complicating Action, Result,
Evaluation, Coda)
C8 (Abstract, Orientation, Complicating Action,
Result, Coda)

2

4 units:

A3, Al4, Cl (all containing Orientation,
Complicating Action, and Coda), i.e. lacking
the two units which are separately missing in Al3
and C8

3 units:

A2, A5, A6, A7, B2, C4, C5, C7 (containing
Orientation, Complicating Action and Result)

3

8
14

A9 (containing Abstract, Orientation, and
Complicating Action)

1

AlO, All, Al2, C2 (containing Orientation,
Complicating Action and Evaluation)

4

C9 (Orientation, Complicating Action
and Coda)

1
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A4, A8, A15, B1, C3, C6 (all containing
Orientation and Complicating Action)

6

B3 (Abstract and Complicating Action)

1

B4 (Complicating Action and Evaluation)

1
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This summary shows that exactly half the variants (14) consist of
three elements, two of which are always Orientation and Complicating
Action. In the majority of cases, the third is the Result or Resolution
element, although on four occasions it is the Evaluation. On the basis of
this evidence, it is probably justifiable to say that the triad OrientationComplicating Action-Result is normally the narrative core of the
legend, although these can be reduced, as six variants show, just to
Orientation and Complicating Action. Theoretically it would obviously
be possible for the Complicating Action to occur alone but as this might
leave the listener disorientated or confused there is, not surprisingly, not
a single instance of this in any realised version.
Looking at these statistics in another way, we find that Complicating
Action is present in all twenty-eight variants, Orientation (which, in the
legend, is often not only scene setting but also authentication) in
twenty-six; an indication of the Result or Resolution in fourteen;
external Evaluation in at least eight; some kind of Coda in seven; and a
component resembling an Abstract in four or five. The last three
elements do not appear to be essential to a successful legend performance
or to a fully-formed legend structure, although there may be more
evaluation-both internal and external-present than our somewhat
superficial survey has indicated. The discovery of these is to me one of
the great benefits of Bill Ellis's fuller transcription. 32 It is also worth
noting that evaluative statements frequently follow the Resolution
rather than precede it as in Labov's narratives.
The 'Abstract', when it occurs, usually hardly deserves this designation.
Phrases like: 'This happened about a year ago' (Al), 'I heard this story
as a joke' (A9) or 'This story was told to me by my roommate .. '(C6)
do not really provide some kind of advance summary but are perhaps
more appropriately understood as preambles leading away from the
historical present, the initial equivalent of the final coda. Statements
like 'There's the story ofthe birthday man who suffers gastric distress'
(B3) and 'Once upon a time, I knew of a baby-sitter who got caught red-
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handed' (C8) are, of course, much closer to a true Abstract but are rare
(2 out of 28) and seemingly not essential elements of the narrative
structure of the modem (urban) legend, at least not of the type 'The
Surpriser Surprised' .
Similarly Codas are, and I find this unexpected, infrequently
included in the telling of these variants (7 out of 28). This may have
something to do with their written retelling, and one is left wondering
what the narrator said not only to bring the story back to the present
but also to signal that his narrative contribution to the communicative
event was over and that his contract had been fulfilled, when clauses
like: 'Still can't (recognize anybody). She's in the State Asylum. They
say she's hopeless' (Al ), or 'The body has neither been seen nor heard of
since' (A3), or 'He is said to be in the Austin State Hospital for the
Insane in the psychopathic ward, his hair white, an old man' (A14), or
' . .. the young lover ... was never heard of again' (C8) were not
appropriate, or not chosen or forgotten. We have a few hints, for two
variants use as a sort of coda, or in place of it, an evaluative reassertion
of the truth of the story: 'And that's the God's truth' (A13) and 'This
was supposed to have actually happened in Mayfield, Kentucky' (C9).
In place of this spelled out-in response to a raised eyebrow or a
smirk?-affirmation of the veracity of the story, a third variant has a
hesitant admission that the story may not have been as competently and
as fully told as it should have been, perhaps inviting the listener or
listeners to provide the missing information, to correct the version just
told or to tell a better version of it: 'If there was any more ending to the
tale I don't remember it. Also, I'm hazy about the reason the brother
asked them to go to the basement. I think it was to check the fumace'
(Cl).
If, then, the legend resembles so closely, in its structure, the narrative
scheme ofLabov's stories of personal experience as told by black youths
in the inner cities of America's metropolitan centres and, I suspect, of

other kinds of stories as well-we may, in fact, even begin to think in
terms of narrative universals within our culture-is there any structural
characteristic that makes them legends rather than other kinds of
narratives? I think there is and I think that it has its roots in the
presentation of the element which Labov calls 'Orientation'. What it
amounts to is that a piece of vital information known to the narrator is
left out of the Orientation section, to be made known to the listener only
after the telling of the Complicating Action has been completed. This
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deliberate delay, which puts the listener in the shoes of the main
character or characters, is often given the explicit outward form of an
'explanation', although it is just as often implied by the end of the
narration of the complicating actions, i.e. the listeners are supposed to
know about the potentially embarrassing nature of surprise birthday
parties and the like. This withholding of information is decidedly
present in twenty-six of the twenty-eight versions and probably occurs
obliquely in one (C7). The narrator knows it all the time, but in order to
tell a legend and not some other kind of story, does not take his audience
into his confidence until the end: 'Henry had brought them there to give
her a surprise birthday party' (Al), 'The girl's friends have come to give
her a surprise birthday party' (AS), 'They had arranged a surprise
birthday party for the girl whose birthday was in a few days' (A6),
' ... he'd forgotten to introduce her to the couples in the backseat' (Bl),
'The families of the couple had thrown a surprise shower' (Cl), 'It was
the girl's birthday' (C3), or just, and I think more effectively, ' ... a
bunch of people yelled "Surprise!"', 'a group of friends and neighbors
yelled, "Surprise"', ' ... the bedroom door opened and out came my
secretary, my wife and two kids, with a birthday cake, singing, "Happy
Birthday'" (All), 'to find his wife and her bridge club playing cards'
(Al4), or 'the room was full of people' (B4). The narrator misleads us as
much as the individual or the couple are misled by a phony request to
check the furnace, fill the washing machine, or attend to the preparation
of food. Together with them, we are in the dark until the narrator
decides to switch on the light.
That is why variant Al5 is so strangely out of joint structurally, and
almost un-legend-like, for in it the narrator takes us fully into his
confidence and provides all the orientation at the beginning:
There was this Baptist couple, who were real important people in the
church. It was the woman's birthday, and her husband had planned a
surprise birthday party for her. While she was upstairs taking her

shower that night, the minister and the rest of the church people were
led in by the husband and hidden behind chairs in the living room.

Why is this reverse structural plan nevertheless effective? I think it lies
in the incongruity, even preposterousness, of the wife of a socially
important member of a Christian denomination which preaches sexual
discipline shouting ambiguously in her state of nakedness in nonBiblical language: 'Come and get it while it's clean'. The presence of
'the minister and the rest of the church people' only adds to the
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unexpected revelation and incongruously primitive invitation. Structurally, variant A15 is probably a joke rather than a legend.
While I am not claiming that this delayed orientation-'the surprise'
if you like-is exclusive to the legend or that it is present in all legends,
it appears to be an important structural feature of many of them, or, at
least, of their summaries, abstract or normative versions. A quick glance
through Brunvand's examples in The Vanishing Hitchhiker 33 shows it to
be present, in one form or another, in 'The Philanderer's Porsche', 'The
Vanishing Hitchhiker' itself, 'The Hook', 'The Killer in the Backseat',
'The Baby-sitter and the Man Upstairs', 'The Roommate's Death', 'The
Hippie Baby-sitter', 'The Spider in the Hairdo', and practically the
whole range of legend types presented and illustrated in that volume.
As a result of this little investigation, I am prepared to say that
Labov's structural elements, as long as our expectations are suitably
modified, are indeed a helpful device in determining the major linguistic
structure of the modem urban legend. While Abstract and Coda, and to
a certain extent Evaluation, are on its narrative periphery, Orientation,
Complicating Action and Result (Resolution) are the legend's narrative
core, ensuring, for the folk-cultural register, an appropriately tripartite
structure (although Orientation and Complicating Action may also
occur in a structural double by themselves without necessarily
diminishing the effectiveness of the narration or the competence of the
narrator). In other words, Labov's conclusion that 'a complete narrative
begins with an orientation, proceeds to the complicating action, is
suspended at the focus of evaluation before the resolution, concludes
with the resolution, and returns the listener to the present time with the
coda' 34 raises expectations which a 'complete' modern legend does not
always fulfil, or is perhaps incapable of fulfilling. It seems, in addition,
to be a significant feature of the legend to have an essential portion of
the Orientation delayed until after the telling of the Complicating
Action, and much of the success oflegend-telling apparently depends on
the clever handling of this device.
Perhaps it would also not be unreasonable to expect the syntactic
properties of the legend to match, or at least resemble, the syntactic
structure ofLabov's personal experience narratives to the same extent,
but that will depend on results of research yet to be done. Even without
engaging in such much more delicate formal analysis of this nature,
however, we must surely insist that, should a definition. of the modem
legend be called for, it must contain a reference to its narrative
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structure, which is anything but as amorphous as has sometimes been
suggested in the past.

APPENDIX I

jansen,s VersionAl
(Collected in Massachusetts, but evidently recently from New Jersey. Collected
in December, 1935.)
Abstract

This happened

Orientation

about a year ago. The girl's family lives in the town
where my brother teaches, in North Jersey. She
commuted, lived at home, helped out her family. They
didn't have much, ever since the Crash. My brother
says, 'A nice girl, real quiet, shy'.
She'd been engaged forever to this fellow who
worked in the same office with her.

(Evaluation

Poor kids,)

Orientation

they couldn't afford to get married. He lived in the
City and helped his folks. But being in love, being in
the same office, all that, they saw a lot of each other.
They celebrated everything together: Christmas, New
Year's, Labor Day, the 4th of July, his birthday, her
birthday, even their anniversary-you know, anniversary for their engagement. And this had been going
on for some time, maybe three-four years.

Complicating
Action

About a year ago in the spring, her birthday was
coming up and it was going to be on a Saturday, and
her boy friend, he wanted to do something big for her.
Maybe on her birthday she would stay in the City and
they ~ould go to a matinee and then have dinner and
dance in Chinatown and he'd ride out to Jersey with
her afterwards on the milk train. The late trains are
sort of fun on Saturday nights.
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(Evaluation

But she was practical-good, common-sense kind)

Complicating
Action

and she said no, they couldn' t afford it. But she had an
idea. She thought the boss would give her Saturday
morning off and she'd stay home and shop and cook
him the best meal he ever had and he could come out
on the early aftemoon t-rain and they'd have most of
the day to themselves, just the two of them. Well, he
protested. He wanted to do something-it was her
birthday, wasn't it? But the next day he gave in and
they went ahead with her plan.
And on her birthday he came out from the City and
went to her house and brought her chocolates and
flowers. And they sat around and talked and had a
good time with her parents until just before dinner
time, to his surprise, her parents got up and left for the
evening so he and the girl could be together. And they
had just a real nice dinner, lace tablecloth, candles and
everything-and-she had cooked a real meaL Finally
about half past seven she says, 'I've got a present for
you. It's upstairs. I'll go and get it and bring it down to
you in the living room.'
And he says, 'Well, gee, you didn't have to do that.
This meal's enough. Besides it's your birthday.' Says,
'I'll tell you what, let me help you with the dishes,
first'.
She argues a little bit, but when he says, 'Just like
we're married', she gives in and they do the dishes.
By this time it's way after 8 o'clock and she says,
'Can I give you your present now?'
'Oh, sure', he said and went around turning offthe
lights. She went to her room and took off all her
clothes.

(Evaluation

I don't think she was desperate or anything like that. It
was just she was so much in love and he was so
patient.)

Complicating
Action

Anyway, here she came, without a stitch on, down the
stairs in the dark and into the middle of the living
room. And she said, sort of embarrassed, I suppose,
'You can tum the lights on now, Henry'.
And he did, and there was everybody from their
office, jumping up and screaming, 'Surprise! Surprise!'.
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Orientation

Henry had brought them there to give her a surp,.;se
birthday party.

Result

Well, she fainted dead away. And when she came to,
she couldn't recognize anybody!

Coda

Still can't. She's in the State Asylum. They say she's
hopeless.

Evaluation

Isn't that something? Isn't it awful? Can you just
imagine?
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PART2
VARIETIES OF LEGEND

This section features papers in which the function of legend for
performers and communities is approached through consideration of
form and variation. Shirley Arora focuses on some of the substantial
number of treasure memorates which she recorded during fieldwork in
Morelos and examines them in relationship to traditional beliefs
concerning buried treasure and in the light of the roles they may play
for the narrators themselves. Clearly these memorates are not suggestive
of 'unlimited good'; the treasure, though not found by the narrator, is
either recovered by somebody else or is presumably inaccessible to
others. These are narratives of adventure, but they are also narratives of
failure and frustration in which the narrator-protagonist is ultimately
the victim of his own weakness or ignorance. In this sense, memorates
can be viewed as metaphorical projections of the failure or frustration
that permeates the lives of those who narrate them.
Gordon McCulloch looks at Scottish versions of the legend of the
tongueless horses ofBudapest. One such story, 'common knowledge' in
the city of Glasgow, concerns the suicide of the architect of the
Kelvingrove Museum and Art Gallery who is reputed to have hanged
(or shot or drowned) himselfbecause his building had been constructed
back to front. Like the Budapest story, this has no foundation in fact. To
date McCulloch has collected legends about the suicide of architects,
sculptors and stonemasons relating to fourteen different buildings in
Scotland. There is every reason to suppose that this number is only the
tip of a very substantial iceberg. The paper discusses some possible
functions of the tale's transmission that might explain its evident
tenacity in Scottish tradition.
Mark Glazer takes a more limited field of investigation and examines
twenty performances of a single legend-'The Boyfriend's Death'-and
finds that they fall into two overall categories. Glazer goes on to
scrutinise the demographical information he has obtained about the
narrators to ascertain which versions are preferred by which age-, sex-,
and ethnic groups. This analysis allows him to suggest an ingenious and
innovative psychological interpretation of the legend in its cultural
context.

78

Perspectives on Contemporary Legend

II

Finally, Sigrid Schmidt describes a number of legends both 'modem'
and 'traditional' from Namibia. In particular she gives an account of
legends of snakes and legends of medicine men, both of which focus on
significant cultural concems, and she demonstrates the interplay
between old and new legend forms, between African and European
folklore, and between legends, anti-legends and jokes.

MEMORATE AS METAPHOR:
SOME MEXICAN TREASURE NARRATIVES
AND THEIR NARRATORS
Shirley L. Arora

The narratives I am going to discuss fall somewhat outside the bounds
of what we have been considering so far under the rubric of
'contemporary' or 'urban' legend. Yet they are contemporary, in the
sense that they circulate at the present time as part of a very vigorous
oral tradition; and they are urban in the sense that all were recorded
among residents of a large, and rapidly growing, town of some 350,000
located within easy commuting distance of Mexico City. All are
concerned in one way or another with buried treasure, or to put it
another way-and in a way that might seem more 'urban'-all are
concerned with money and the acquisition thereo£ It is not merely
coincidence, I think, that the word used by these narrators for treasure
is not the standard term tesoro but dinero, the word for 'money' in
general. To find a buried treasure is to find 'un dinero' and a
conversation about buried treasure and how to find it is automatically a
conversation about money and how to obtain it.
In his study of the relationship of 'treasure tales' to what he terms the
'Image of Limited Good' anthropologist George Foster remarks that in
the Mexican village of Tzintzuntzan, the site of his fieldwork, the
'acquisition of wealth by extraordinary means'-usually by the discovery
of buried treasure-was one of the three most popular topics of
conversation, the other two being health and how to secure permits to
work in the United States. 1 Elaine Miller, who recorded folk narratives
among informants of Mexican background in Los Angeles, California,
and its environs found treasure stories to be 'one of the most easily
acquired types of narratives' and 'extremely popular in comparison with
other types'. 2 These observations-both dating from the early to midsixties-serve to underline the vitality of the treasure legend in the oral
tradition of Greater Mexico: that is, both within the boundaries of
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Mexico itself and in regions ofthe United States where there is a sizable
population of Mexican origin or descent. That vitality continues
undiminished into the 1980s, as I discovered during a period of several
weeks' fieldwork in the town mentioned earlier and in its surrounding
communities. The purpose of my visit was not, in fact, to study treasure
legends; my primary interest was in other kinds of narratives. It soon
became apparent, however, that the primary interest of my informants
was in stories concerning treasure-dinero enterrado, literally 'buried
money', or more simply dinero. It would not be an exaggeration to state
that during my stay I did not come across a single informant who did
not have one or more treasure stories to tell or who did not concede that
without question 'hay mucho dinero por aqui'-there's a lot of treasure
(or money) around here.
The town in which I worked is not, certainly, a 'peasant' community
such as the one that Foster studied. It is becoming increasingly
modernised, even to the point of creating its own problems of air
pollution. Its proximity to the cosmopolitan environment of Mexico
City has unquestionably influenced its residents, and its growing
population is further augmented by weekenders and vacationers from
the capital, particularly in certain seasons, as well as by foreign visitors
and language students. The informants with whom I talked had, for the
most part, come to the town from rural or village environments, some
close by, some fairly distant. The fact that they had left those
environments to migrate to a more urban locale suggests an attemptgoing back to Foster's words-to 'break out of the bonds of the static
economy and significantly improve their lot'. 3 In most instances it
would appear that they have met with very limited success.
The widespread popularity of treasure stories in many cultures has
been explained-rather too facilely, I think-as a reflection of the
human fascination with the idea of getting 'something for nothing'. 4
Alan Dundes has suggested that since American treasure stories

typically end with the treasure still to be found, they can be viewed as
embodying the American folk idea of 'Unlimited Good', in direct
contrast to the 'Image of Limited Good' postulated by Foster for
Tzintzuntzan and for peasant societies in general. 5 Foster, to be sure, is
concerned with a specific tale in which an individual within the
community is said to have found buried treasure and consequently to
have been able to establish himself in business and to prosper
economically in a fashion not normally considered feasible within the
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confines of the local economy. Such tales function, in Foster's view, as a
necessary means of explaining prosperity that cannot be accounted for
in any other way within the economic world view of the narrators.
Although he makes only passing references to other kinds of talesstories emphasising the dangers of treasure seeking, for example, or those
in which the seekers are frightened away before achieving their goal-it
is more than likely that the 'successful' treasure tales actually
constituted only a small minority of the total repertoire of treasure
stories in the community he studied, since in Mexican tradition
generally, as in America and elsewhere, successful treasure hunts are
the exception and not the rule. Even so, the total effect of the majority
of these treasure stories-those in which the treasure remains
unrecovered-is not to suggest (in Dundes's words) that 'boundless
wealth is ... available to anyone with the energy and initiative to go dig
for it'; nor do the stories appear to be 'standing invitations ... to dig and
provide [one's] own happy ending to the story'. 6 Rather, they imply, as
we shall see, that while 'good' itself may be abundant, access to that
good is subject to severe, though not necessarily insurmountable,
restrictions, not least of which is the overriding concept of suerte-luck
or fate. This is not 'luck' merely in the sense of'chance', as in many lost
mine or treasure stories associated with the western United States, but
in the sense of a predetermining factor that governs the opportunity to
locate a treasure but not necessarily success in recovering it. In their
constant emphasis on the role of suerte and on the evil often associated
with treasure, these Mexican narratives are similar to some of the
treasure stories recorded by Patrick Mullen among English-speaking
fishermen on the Texas coast and used by him as the basis for certain
qualifications of Dundes's 'Unlimited Good' concept. 7 At the same
time, of course, these stories tend to support Foster's observation that in
a static economy, 'luck and fate-points of contact with an open
system-are viewed as the only socially acceptable ways in which an
individual can acquire more "good" than he previously has had'. 8 That
is, even though in these stories wealth is not achieved, the means by
which it is sought or almost obtained is clearly consistent with the view
Foster describes.
Although Foster, as an anthropologist, considers his 'treasure tales' to
be 'neither myth nor legend', most folklorists would not hesitate to
assign them to the latter category. It is of course the truth or presumed
truth of the treasure story that gives it meaning. The narratives told by
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my Mexican informants were without exception presented as accounts
of real events, usually involving named individuals and localities. They
are primarily stories of unrecovered treasure, or of discoveries of
treasure that nevertheless end in ultimate tragedy. They may be
considered fairly representative of Mexican treasure narratives as a
whole, and they include numerous motifs that are traditional throughout
the Spanish-speaking world or are of even broader European distribution.
They concern treasure of two general types that we may term 'natural'
and 'supernatural', although I should stress that these are purely
analytical categories and are not used by the informants themselves,
either in reference to treasure or in a more general context. Indeed, the
line between what we might term 'natural' and 'supematural' events is
not at all distinct; both are simply part of a continuum of human
expenence.
'Natural' treasure, as I shall use the term here, includes wealth in
tangible form, usually coins of gold or silver, that has been hidden by
persons whose identity may or may not be kno\\rn, sometimes in
response to conditions of social or political upheaval-in Mexico it is
usually the Revolution of the early third of this century-, sometimes
simply as the normal means of safekeeping. 'Natural' treasure is often
revealed by or associated with supranormal phenomena, but its origins
are clearly human. It is by far the predominant type. Moreover, 'natural'
treasure unquestionably does exist, though presumably not with the
prevalence suggested by the body oflegends in circulation. 'Supematural'
treasure, on the other hand, owes its existence or availability to forces
other than human. The sudden wealth acquired by empautados-those
who enter a pact with the devil-would fit into this category. So too
would encantos, enchanted caves containing untold wealth that open
briefly at specific times, such as midnight on New Year's Eve; and also
the money that can be generated by means of certain magical
procedures or with the aid of magical objects. The one informant among
those interviewed who used the word tesoro ('treasure') did so in
connection with this last type of treasure, but the tesoro was not the
treasure itsel£ It was a kind of animal-headless, legless, a rolling,
shining blob of living matter-that would, if captured, confined in a jar
and properly nourished with chocolate, generate a virtually endless
supply of coins-probably in ·m y informant's opinion, coins of gold, oro,
since after all it was called a tesoro.
Treasure, particularly 'natural' treasure, is frequently envisioned as
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'labelled', so to speak, with the name of a particular individual and
destined to be found by him or her. Other persons may pass by the spot
where the treasure is hidden but will have no inkling of its presence; if
they actually uncover it they will either see it as something else-as
charcoal instead of gold, for example-or will not be able to remove it
from its hiding place. 'No era para ellos'-it was not meant for them-is
a consistent refrain. If the individual for whom the treasure is intended
fails for some reason to take possession of it, someone else may perhaps
do so, but often at severe risk to himself. The role of suerte in the finding
of treasure is obviously a crucial one-again, not so much luck in the
sense of mere chance as a kind of once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that the
individual must be able to recognise and to take advantage o£ Should he
fail to do so, whether because of ignorance, inexperience, foolishness,
laziness or timidity, he will then in effect have only himself to blame.
This element of individual responsibility for making the most' of one's
suerte is tied in with one of the important roles of the treasure legends
themselves in the tradition of the community: the dissemination of the
knowledge for success in the acquisition of treasure. They provide
specific information such as how to recognise the presence of un dinero,
whether through the presence of mysterious lights, ghostly animal or
human forms, or soft earth into which objects mysteriously sink. They
wam particularly of the dangers of azogue-literally 'quicksilver'-the
deadly fumes that emanate from gold or silver when it is buried in the
ground and that accumulate in a noxious cloud ready to burst forth and
overcome the unwary finder of the treasure; and they suggest ways ~f
protecting oneself from such hazards. They warn also of the moral
dangers connected with treasure-not so much, as in Mullen's words,
that 'easy wealth is evil', 10 -but that any wealth has potentially evil
consequences and constitutes a threat to the moral integrity of the
individual. In the narratives told by my informants this evil is often
made manifest in the very concrete form of the Devil, who may take
possession of any treasure that is buried and may, somewhat paradoxically, assume various guises as a guardian of the treasure in order to
forestall its recovery-in effect protecting the treasure seeker from the
evils of success. The Devil's presence, or the threat of his presence, is
sufficient in fact to cause individuals to refrain from seeking a treasure
even when they know, by various signs, that it is there.
To sum up then: the treasure legends that circulate in the oral
tradition of this Mexican community provide a broad spectrum of
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information concerning the nature of treasure and in particular the
pitfalls of seeking or finding it. Much of this information is presented in
the form of experiences attributed to individuals known to the
narrator-as memorates, in the broad sense that includes second- or
even third-hand accounts. 11 Of particular interest, however, are the
sizable number of narratives that are first-person experiences or that
involve members of the narrator's immediate family and have therefore
touched the narrator's own life in some way. It is on this more restricted
subgroup that I should like to focus here. I will first summarise some
representative examples and then suggest some general observations on
their nature and possible significance. All of these summaries are based
on recordings, in Spanish, of lengthy conversations with the informants,
sometimes individually, sometimes with one or two other persons
present beside mysel£ Such conversations typically began as exchanges
of 'interesting experiences' involving the informants or people they
knew and almost invariably ended by concerning themselves with
dinero, 'treasure', and of course 'money' also. I shall use pseudonyms in
referring to all informants.
Manuel Jose Cordero, at 53, considers himself, in his words, 'muy
lisiado en eso del dinero'-literally 'hurt', or one might say 'unfortunate',
in matters concerning treasure (or money). Certainly among informants
with whom I talked none had more to say on the subject. Manuel is at
present a part-time gardener and caretaker for two or three relatively
modest summer homes in one of the newer developments of the town;
in the past he has worked at a wide variety of jobs, including road repair
and construction. Originally from the small town of Acuitlapilco, he has
lived in his present location for many years; but he began his string of
treasure narratives with two that concemed persons in his former home
town who had succeeded in finding treasure. In one instance the finder,
a poor sharecropper, had used the money to buy a truck-only the
second truck the town had ever seen. Manuel dwelt at length and with

obvious pleasure on the amazement of the townspeople, as well as the
chagrin of the rich man who had been enjoying the prestige of owning
the town's only truck, purchased shortly before, and the triumph of the
treasure-finder when, without revealing the source ofhis wealth, he was
able to inform the rich man, quite casually, that his truck had cost him
3000 pesos less because he had paid cash. The story did not have a
completely happy ending, however. Considering himself too old to leam
to drive the truck, the treasure finder arranged to have one ofhis sons
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learn to drive it, and with the son at the wheel the truck lasted only six
months.
Even lengthier, and ultimately more successful, was the story of
another resident of Acuitlapilco whose young son found a cache of gold
coins hidden in a bird's nest up on the roof of the family's small rented
house. The man used the money to buy an enormous, semi-ruined
house near the centre of town. When he hired some workmen to
demolish an old outdoor oven on the property, they found beneath it a
pit filled with what they took-not unreasonably-to be charcoaL The
owner, however, saw that the pit was in fact filled with money, money
that the workmen could not see because it was not meant for them-'no
era para ellos'. With the newly-found treasure the man hired more
workmen who demolished the entire house. He apparently discovered
even more treasure in the process, for he went on to build on the
property the town's first movie theatre, as well as a well-stocked
hardware store, a bakery, a grocery store, a drygoods store, and a softdrink factory-in short, a veritable shopping centre. He also bought a
truck to distribute the soft drinks to surrounding towns, and presumably
was wise enough to drive the truck himsel£
Both of these narratives correspond precisely to the type of story cited
by Foster as related directly to the 'Image of Limited Good'. In both,
characteristically, the treasure that is found does not in itself make the
finder wealthy but serves as capital for a successful business venture.
The second narrative, in particular, is an interesting reflection of a fact
of modern redevelopment-the demolishing of older buildings to make
room for new commercial es~ablishments-but it superimposes that fact
upon a traditional base, relating the demolition to a search for hidden
treasure and depicting the new development as a direct consequence of
the successful search. Both of these stories are memorates only in the
broader sense of pertaining to known, specifically named individuals.
They could not, incidentally, exist as first-person narratives because a
successful treasure-hunter would not risk the dangers of envidia, envy,
by telling of his own success.
Manuel's own experiences with treasure began in his early boyhood.
On one occasion, for example, he got up from a daytime siesta and went
outside his house where, dazzled by the bright sunlight, he almost
stepped on a large snake. It was over a metre in length and wore on its
head what appeared to be a crown of diamonds. The snake slithered
away to hide under a bush and Manuel shouted for his friends nearby to
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come and help him find and kill it. They came at once, suitably armed
with sticks, but when they looked under the bush the snake was
nowhere to be seen. There was no hole into which it could have gone,
and Manuel had kept close watch while waiting for his friends to come,
so that the snake could not have escaped without his seeing it. 'Dicen
que era dinero; por eso Ia corona que traia' ('They say it was [a sign of]
treasure, that's why it wore the crown'). Manuel did not dig for the
treasure, however; he was only a young boy and did not know about
such things. 'Digo, a Ia experiencia que tengo ahora . . . Ya hay mas
experiencia. Si yo hubiera sabido, pues hubiera buscado' ('Now, with
the experience I have ... now I have more experience. If I had known, I
would have looked for it').
Manuel's most recent experience took place in the town where he
now lives, where he was working to remove earth for a large
construction project. He and a co-worker were shovelling earth into a
dump truck while the truck driver waited nearby, reading his newspaper
under the shade of a small tree. Suddenly Manuel's shovel struck a mass
of stones that seemed to be joined together by mortar. As he dug further,
a hole opened up and the surrounding earth began to fall into it; at the
same time a large black wasp flew out of the hole. He next uncovered
what appeared to be a vein of curiously formed stones, rod-shaped and
metallic in appearance. He called his co-worker to come and look, and
the attention of the truck driver was also attracted. The driver
immediately directed the two men to dig in another location, saying that
he did not want to haul a truckful of stones. They proceeded to fill the
truck with earth from the other place and then, again at the driver's
insistence, went to lunch. After lunch they were ordered by the foreman
of the project not to return to the same spot but to go work at another
location entirely, in a different town; and the same orders were given on
the following day. Manuel was never able to retum to the location of his
strange find, but he remains convinced that it was a treasure of some
sort-not gold, certainly, but at least silver or tin or lead. The parallel
with the story ofthe workmen who discovered the charcoal under the
old oven is inescapable. As Manuel sums it up, 'Ya ve, unos nacen con
estrella y otros nacen estrellados ... Pues seguro naci estrellado' ('Some
are born under a star and others are born 'starred' [or 'shattered'] ... I
was surely born 'shattered''; the well-known proverb used by Manuel
involves a pun lost in English translation).
Dofia Pascuala Lerma, whom I net shortly before her eighty-second
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birthday, vividly remembers a childhood experience that took place
when she was looking after a neighbour's baby who had been left in her
care. She saw what appeared to be a shiny gold disc fall from a point
midway up the outside wall of the house and roll along the ground. She
ran after it, but it stayed just out of reach. It rolled past the baby, who
saw it and stopped crying for the first time all aftemoon, and Pascuala's
aunt, who was inside the house, saw it also. The disc rolled as far as the
big wall that bordered the yard and then disappeared. Pascuala and her
aunt brought a shovel and a broom and tried to look for the disc but
without success. A week later Pascuala's father took her to Mass, and
when the priest lifted up the paten that held the host, Pascuala
recognised the disc that she had seen-but no one would believe her.
Years afterward a stranger who stopped by her house informed the
family that according to an elderly priest of his acquaintance, a treasure
consisting of various church ornaments and vessels made of gold had
been buried near there. In order to recover the treasure, however, it
would be necessary to recite the same prayers and perform the same
rituals the priests had used while burying it. The treasure is still there;
the priests who buried it are dead, and no one can retrieve it because
they do not know what prayers to say-or, in Pascuala's words, 'No hay
permiso'-there is no permission.
As a grown woman, Pascuala lived with her husband and children in
a small rented house in the countryside. One afternoon the family was
startled to hear what seemed to be the sound of falling stones, as though
the corral wall outside were collapsing. They ran out and found the wall
undisturbed. The next afternoon at the same hour they heard the sound
of a woman weeping, but there was no one in sight. They suspected
buried treasure and dug near the spot where the weeping had been
heard, but without success. Some time later their landlord, riding by on
his horse, came upon the treasure and retrieved it with virtually no
effort. 'El dinero se va con el dinero, lverdad?' ('Money goes to money',

i.e. 'The rich get richer'). 'We were so poor, and he was the owner of all
the cattle and the land. But it was the death of him-fue su muerte'.
Unwary or ignorant of the danger, the landlord inhaled the deadly
azogue fumes given off by the treasure, and he died within a short
time.
Ricarda Ramirez, now in her early forties and the mother of three
married children and two younger ones still at home, recalls 'como entre
sueiios'-as though in a dream-a childhood experience with an
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encanto, which she describes as an enormous cave filled with an infinite
variety of goods for sale, 'something like a cantina or a market'. Ricarda
was with her mother, and she remembers her mother's repeated
warnings not to touch anything she saw, as well as the urgency with
which her mother pulled her along, telling her to hurry because the door
would soon close. They wanted to bring something back with them, but
everyone was in a hurry; and finally they had to leave for fear that they
would be trapped inside. The description, suggestive of a hazy memory
of a childhood visit to Harrod's at closing time, is nevertheless a
traditional picture of what an encanto is like, at least as conceived by the
informants with whom I talked. More like a modern, urban department
store than an 'Aladdin's cave', it is an appropriate reflection of the
informants' very real awareness of-even preoccupation with-the
acquisition of certain types of modern consumer goods. It is not clear
how, or whether, those who visit encantos manage to acquire any of the
objects they see there, but the description, interestingly enough, is often
in terms of 'buying' the goods displayed. A male informant, for example,
told me of an uncle's experience with an encanto, in the course of which
a companion was trapped inside because he stood in line waiting for his
change and did not get out in time. Only the following year, when the
encanto reopened, did the companion emerge, and the uncle and a third
member of the party were at last able to prove to the authorities that
they had not brought about their friend's disappearance through foul
play.
Ricarda's mother, Maria Lopez, also had a childhood encounter with
'supernatural' treasure. She was gathering firewood one day when one
of the sticks she picked up turned into a snake and then, when she called
her companion to come and see it, back into a stick again. An older
woman later interpreted Maria's experience for her, 'Esa es tu suerte,
Maria. No desprecies tu suerte' ('That is your luck [or fate], Maria.
Don't ignore [or scorn] your luck'). She should make every effort to find
the snake again and to catch it in her rebozo, or shawl. The snake would
disappear, but it would leave behind one of its tiny horns, which Maria
should take home and put into an earthen jar along with some silver
coins and a bit of red cloth and then cover tightly and leave alone for
three days. At the end of that time she would find the jar filled with
silver. Maria went back to the same place and after much searching did
find the snake again, although it was smaller this time. She caught it in
her apron-she was not wearing a rebozo-and having obtained the
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little horn, she ran home to put it in the earthen jar, covering it tightly
and putting a heavy plate on top of the lid for good measure. At the end
of the three days when she opened the jar she found it empty; even the
horn was gone. She had neglected to put in the coins and the bit of red
cloth. Although she often returned to search, she never saw the snake
again. 'They say Ia suerte comes only once, and if you don't take
advantage of it, then never again .. '.
Some potential treasure fmders desist from the search in the interests
of their own, or another's, safety. Pablo Gomez, for example, saw
unmistakable signs of the location of a treasure but decided not to dig
for it because inheriting wealth could mean the ruination of his two
sons, who were then approaching manhood. Juana Negrete's young son,
a boy of ten, saw a mysterious woman outside their house, and her
presence was interpreted as a sign of treasure. Juana allowed him to dig
in the place where the woman had been seen, but after a while he was all
but overcome by drowsiness and Juana, afraid that lasting physical
harm would come to the boy, insisted that the search be abandoned. No
one else could retrieve the treasure, since its presence had been revealed
specifically to the boy. It remains there to this day.
The examples I have summarised here offer a basis for some general
observations that I think are applicable to these and other similar
treasure memorates recorded during the course of my fieldwork. In
common with other such narratives of personal experiences, they are
first of all 'adventure stories', told because the narrator thinks the
listener will find them interesting. Gerald Hurley, referring to American
treasure tales that almost invariably end with the treasure unrecovered,
calls them 'wish' stories as opposed to 'wish-fulfillment' stories, and
adds, 'The essential interest is concemed with the hiding of treasure and
the thrill of the hunt. The treasure tale can be successful even though the
search in it is not'. 12 Hurley does not distinguish a category of
'memorates' among the narratives he has analysed, and it is to be
assumed that the materials on which his observations are based consist
of typical third-person legends in which the narrator plays no significant
role. Nevertheless? his observations apply at least in part to the Mexican
narratives with which we are concemed here. In these examples the
hiding of the treasure plays a minimal role at best-most of the
narratives simply ignore this aspect-but the account of the search
itself, in which the narrator/ protagonist finds himself or herself
involved in mysterious, even dangerous events, constitutes a 'successful'
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(i.e., interest-holding) story, regardless of the outcome. Foster's stories
of recovered treasure, on the other hand, are strictly third-person
narratives, 'memorates' only in the broadest sense ofbeing attributed to
specific, known individuals; and the focus therein is neither on the
hiding of the treasure nor on 'the thrill of the hunt', but on the events
subsequent to the finding of the treasure: that is, what the fortunate
individual was able to achieve after obtaining it. Such stories might be
judged 'successful' by another criterion: the extent to which they offer
acceptable explanations of observed conditions (unusual prosperity) by
depicting unobserved or unobservable events. But it is worth noting
that these tales do not in fact end with successful recovery of the
treasure; they begin with it, or at the very least they continue well
beyond the actual recovery.
As Mullen has correctly pointed out, it is a mistake to focus solely on
the outcome of treasure legends, as in the case of Dundes's 'Unlimited
Good' interpretation, without taking into consideration the content of
the narratives themselves-in particular, the elements that serve to
explain the unsuccessful outcome of the search. 1 3 Although Mullen does
not reject Dundes's interpretation, he suggests that it should be
modified to take cognisance of the role that the legends assign to such
factors as luck, fate, or simply physical or environmental conditions that
present obstacles to the recovery of treasure, however much hard work
and energy the treasure seeker is willing to expend. A glance at the motif
index of Arizona treasure legends compiled by Granger confirms the
importance of such obstacles in these narratives as a group. 14 To the
extent that the same obstacles may be presumed to exist for any seeker
of the treasure, they serve as inhibitors in the quest for 'good', whether
unlimited or not.
The memorates told by my Mexican informants end without
exception with a treasure still to be found; but they project no aura of
optimism that might encourage other seekers. On the contrary:
whatever their merits as 'interesting', even suspenseful, narratives, they
are above all stories of personal failure-or, to be more precise, of
reasons for failure. Manuel Jose, we recall, missed one opportunity
because of his own inexperience, or ignorance, and another because of
the machinations of those in authority-the truck driver and the labour
foreman. Ricarda's mother failed also, initially, because ofher inability
to recognise her suerte, and subsequently because she did not carry out
instructions; and when Ricarda and her mother found themselves inside
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the encanto they were prevented by external circumstances-the lack of
adequate time-from taking advantage of that once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. The treasure whose presence was revealed to Doiia
Pascuala as a child could not be recovered 'because there was no
permission'. Only the deceased priests who had buried it knew the
correct rituals that would allow recovery and as an adult she was
victimised, so to speak, by the perverseness of a proverbial economic
principle: the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. Juana Negrete and
Pablo Gomez, on the other hand, voluntarily renounced potential
wealth rather than endanger their loved ones; they might therefore be
considered victims of their own sense of responsibility to those whose
welfare depended on them. In each intance the focus of the narrative is
not the failure in which it ultimately ends, but the internal or external
factors that bring about that failure.
If Foster's 'treasure tales' serve a social purpose of explaining
otherwise inexplicable success, perhaps memorates such as these may
be seen as serving a more personal purpose of helping to explain a lack
of it. From this point of view, their validity as biographical fact is less
important than their significance as reflections of the narrators'
concepts of self and society. In each of these memorates the narrator
returns metaphorically, so to speak, to a point in time when there
existed for him or her possibilities other than those that have been
subsequently realised. In a sense the memorate serves, in a limited
fashion, to mediate the disparity between aspirations and achievement,
between what might have been and what actually is. Scaled down to a
single incident-a treasure, dinero, not obtained-the memorate
encapsulates a much broader spectrum of disappointments and
frustrations, examining them metaphorically and ultimately helping to
make them understandable, tolerable, even acceptable, to the narrator
as well as to the audience.
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92

Perspect-ives on Contemporary Legend

II

University of Texas Press, 1973 ), p. 122. Miller's section on 'Buried Treasures',
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number of interesting parallels in content and attitude to the Mexican
narratives examined here. The conviction concerning the 'corrupting power of
riches' is further developed on p. 110 in connection with a specific narrative.
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9. Foster notes a somewhat similar dichotomy in the tales with which he is
concemed, his two categories being 'pact-with-the-devil' narratives and stories
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THE CULTURAL ADAPTATION OF A RUMOUR LEGEND:
'THE BOYFRIEND'S DEATH' IN SOUTH TEXAS
Mark Glazer

The South Texas Mexican American community has a uniquely rich
folklore and folklife which includes a large number of traditional
narratives which are amplified by contemporary legends. The Mexican
American community of the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas
constitutes eighty percent of the half million people who live in this
region. The area is made up of four counties in the South East end of
the State of Texas: these are Willacy, Cameron, Hidaloo and Starr
counties. The influence of Mexico and Mexican American people is very
strong in this area, the traditions and folklore of the Chicano
dominating the culture. The traditional tales include, among many
others, stories about 'La Llorona', 'La Muerte and the Devil' (some of
which have been updated) 1 and contemporary legends which include
variants of 'The Vanishing Hitchhiker', 'The Pet in the Oven', 'The
Runaway Grandmother' and 'The Boyfriend's Death'. All of these
contemporary legends adapt to the traditions of the Mexican American
community: among these a new version of 'The Boyfriend's Death' is
specially interesting and will be analysed in this paper.
The first documented versions of 'The Boyfriend's Death' were
collected by Daniel Bames in 1964, and many versions have been
published since that time. 2 The story can be summarised as follows:
A couple in lovers' lane cannot start their car when they are ready to
leave. The boyfriend decides to go to get help. Before leaving the car,
he instructs the girl not to open the door or leave the car. He then goes
to get gas for the car. Hours go by and he does not retum. She is
terrified, especially when she hears all kinds of noises on the roof of
the car. The next morning a police car arrives. A policeman asks the
young woman to leave the car and not to look back. She looks back
and sees her boyfriend hanging, dead, over the car.
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The Rio Grande Folklore archive at Pan American University,
Edinburg, Texas has 1949 legends among its holdings. The most
common personages in these stories are the devil (350 narratives),
witches (182 narratives), 'La Muerte, the angel of death' (149 narratives)
and 'La Llorona' (139 narratives). Among urban belief tales the most
common is 'The Vanishing Hitchhiker' (76 narratives) 3 and there are
twenty narratives which follow the overall pattem of 'The Boyfriend's
Death'. Eleven of these fit the structure of the summary above very
closely and will be referred to as 'Type A' stories, while nine show some
major changes from this pattern and will be referred to as 'Type B'
narratives. Eight of the Type B stories are told by Mexican Americans
and one by an 'Anglo'. 4 Ofthe eleven Type A stories, three are told by
'Anglos' and eight by Mexican Americans.
The nine new variants show the following differences from the
narratives summarised above: (1) the man and the woman are married
or engaged and in one case are travelling with children when they run
out of gas; (2) the husband is usually beheaded and the head is left in a
box or sack by the car or on the hood of the car; (3) the sack is
sometimes pounded on the car; and ( 4) at the end of the story the sack
or box is opened by the spouse, or a policeman, who discover the
chopped-off head. In these versions of the story there is no mystery
about the entity who murdered the husband. We know it is human. This
is usually not so in the 'Anglo' versions of the story where the murderer
may or may not be a supematural entity. This paper will compare the
two types of variants, review the sociocultural context of 'The
Boyfriend's Death' and attempt an interpretation of the story.
'THE BOYFRIEND'S DEATH' IN SOUTH TEXAS

The twenty narratives under discussion were collected between 20
October 1979 and 12 June 1982. It is interesting to note that one of the
informants claims to have heard a Type A story in 1949! Another
informant claims to have heard the story in 1964 and a third in 1967.
The rest of the stories were heard by the informants between 1972 and
1981. 5 The earliest date for a Type B story is 1971 and the latest date
1981. None of the informants mentions hearing the second version
before 1971 or between 1971 and 1976. It would seem from this that
Type A stories were known in the area earlier than those of Type B.
Nineteen of the twenty stories were collected in the Lower Rio Grande
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is on the loose and, although this is not stated in this version, he would
Valley of Texas and one was collected across the Rio Grande River in
Mexico. At this point it would be useful to present versions ofboth Type
A and Type B stories.
Story 1 (Type A)
This is one of the stories involving a young man and woman parked in a
lonely spot, presumably lovers' lane. Certain details are common to
both stories: the dead man's tapping on the roof and the boyfriend's
instructions to the girl not to open the door until his return.
A couple was out on a date. After the date they went parking to a
lonely, deserted spot they knew about where a beautiful tree was in
front of them. When it was time to go home the car would not start.
The guy tried everything to get the car to work again, but it woul.d not
start. Since they ran out of gas. The guy decided to get some gas at the
nearest gas station which was some miles away. He left the girl in the
car by herself on that lonely deserted road. He gave her specific
instructions not to open the car doors to anyone. He said he would
knock three times and call her name-that would be the clue it was
him. So he left. The girl was scared because she kept hearing all sorts
qf noises: she finally fell asleep. Then, all of a sudden she woke up at
the sound of three taps on the roof, but no name. She decided not to
open the door or the window since she did not hear her name. She was
again awakened later by some knocking on the window and the police
was standing outside the car. They asked her what had happened and
she told them. They told her to get out of the car and not to look back.
Well, the temptation was too great for her; she tumed back as she
started to walk away from the car. She yelled out a scream as she saw
her boyfriend hanging from the tree above the car. The tapping on the
window that night had been the blood that had been dropping.
(Informant: M.O., female, 24 years old, works for a welfare department.
Mexican American, speaks English and Spanish. Heard the story two
years ago from friends sitting in the back of a truck going to the
countryside. Told in English. Collected by C.G.O. in McAllen, Texas,
10.15.1979).

Story 2 (Type A)

This merges elements of'The Hook' with 'The Boyfriend's Death'. The
story starts in lovers' lane and its ending conforms to the pattem of the
latter story. However, in 'The Hook' the radio announces that a maniac
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appear to be the boyfriend's murderer. This is not so unusual: the same
situation can be found in the story collected by Carey in Maryland. 6 It
must be added that in New Orleans it is sometimes 'The Grunch' who is
the killer. 7 An interesting detail in the story is that the girl prefers to stay
in the car rather than being told to do so:
One beautiful day this couple were by a place where there were a lot of
trees. They had arrived in the aftemoon but time had passed and it
was getting dark. It was a good thing they weren't far from town.
When they were about to leave, the young man could not start the car.
He noticed that he was out of gas. The girl got angry because she
thought the young man was pretending to be out of gas to stay parked
a little longer. Well, they were there arguing when they heard over the
radio that a maniac had escaped from the sanitorium that was neither
near nor far. The girl started to become scared because it was getting
dark where she was at, and what she heard on the radio. The young
man told her not to be afraid. He told her that he was going to bring
someone to help him with the car and that there was a garage a few
miles back. The girl did not want to leave (the car) because she was
afraid: she would stay in the car and wait. The young man assured her
that he would retum as fast as he could and gave her last minute
instructions to leave the car doors locked, not to open them for anyone
and asked her not to leave the car until he retumed. Well time passed
and the windows were getting covered with dew to where you could
see only forward when the wipers were used. After quite some time
had passed she began to hear terrible noises outside the car. Then it
sounded as if someone was hitting the top of the car. The girl was
terrified and there was still no sign of the young man. For a short while
she continued to hear more bumps and scratches on the car's top.
When moming finally came, she noticed a police car approaching. She
felt relieved but angry at the young man. A police officer approached
the car and asked her to open the door and to accompany his partner.
He told her to go with him and not to look back. She did this, but
when she was near the police car, she started to wonder why he had
told her that. Near the car, she saw a gasoline can by the road. At that,
she tumed toward the car and saw the young man hanging from the
tree directly over the car top with his feet barely touching it. The girl
started to scream hysterically and went crazy.
(Informant: V.A., housewife, Mexican American, speaks only Spanish,
story told in Spanish. Story heard from 'comrnadres' who had heard it
up North. They were visiting each other after not having seen each
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other for months, and they were telling things that had happened
during their travels. Collected by M.L.Jr. in Elsa, Texas, 10.15.1979).

In contrast to Type A stories, the configuration of type B will become
quite evident when we look at the next example. Here our couple are
engaged and lovers' lane is not a part of the story at all: the car runs out
of gas on the road. The young man is usually beheaded, rather than
hung, and his head is found in a sack. The following story has two items
which are specially interesting: that is, a full description of the
murderer; and the detail of the young woman's leaving the car without
being told to do so by anyone:
Story 3 (Type B)
This happened in Musquis, Coah, on October 27, 1979. It was on a
Saturday aftemoon. This couple was going to get married the next
day. They were going to a nearby town for some things. When they
were on their way and almost there, they ran out of gasoline. He told
her that he was going to get some gas and that she was going to stay,
but for her to close the windows and lock the doors and not to open
them to anyone, no matter who it was. He left for the town. After a
while, she saw someone that was walking towards the car. It was a
young man about 23 years old, tall, dark and with a beard. He was
carrying a bag on hand. ~ne was real scared. When he got closer he
told her to open the door. She would tell him no. He got mad and
started to hit the window with sack until he got tired and left. He left
the sack there on the ground. She would look back to see if the man
wouldn't decide to come back. Finally, when she could barely see him,
she got out to see what was inside the sack out of curiosity. When she
opened it, there was her boyfriend's head. She got real tormented
when she saw it.
When they told me this story they still hadn't found the body of the
boyfriend or the bearded man. They had a search for him. She was in a
sanitary recovering from the shock in Musquis. She has relatives in
Miguel Eleman, Tamps.
(Informant: A.C.B. 50, housewife, Mexican, speaks Spanish. Heard
story from a friend and read it in newspaper. Story was told at her
home, 10.6.1979. Collected · by L.S. in Nuevo Laredo, Tamps.,
10.20.1979)
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Story 4 (Type B)

This involves a married couple running out of gas and the husband's
futile attempt to get some. The story has, however, a unique detail-the
young man gives his wife a gun to protect herself, an act which saves her
life.
About a month ago, my brother, my cousin and I were driving back
from Houston. As in all long and boring trips, conversation and story
telling is a good pastime activity. My cousin told us about a couple
that was driving home one night, when they ran out of gas. The young
man told his wife to lock herself inside the car and also gave her a gun
for self-protection. Some time after the young man had left, three evillooking men tried to break into the woman's car. When she pointed
the gun at them, they set a bag on the hood of the car and fled. Shortly
after dawn a police officer arrived and asked the woman what was the
matter. After the woman explained the situation, the police officer
curiously picked up the bag on the hood of the car and reached inside.
As he pulled out the decapitated head of the young man out of the bag,
the woman went into hysteria.
According to my cousin, this is a true story and he swears the woman
is in a mental hospital in Dallas.
(Informant: J.L., male, labourer, Mexican American, speaks only
Spanish. Heard story about two years ago during a long trip.
Collector: Anonymous, collected in La Feria, 4.1.1982).

The four stories above are representative of'The Boyfriend's Death' in
South Texas and illustrate the variant forms of the stories well. A
thematic analysis of the differences and similarities between the two
versions of the tale now follows.
MAJOR THEMES IN 'THE BOYFRIEND'S DEATH' IN SOUTH TEXAS

Many ofthe themes in Type A and Type B versions ofthe story are the
same but some are markedly different. The following are the maJor
themes in Type A stories:
1.
2.

In all eleven tales the ma1n characters are a boy and his
girlfriend.
The most common reason given for the car not starting is that
they run out of gas. This is the case in six stories: some

GLAZER

3.

4.

5.

The Boyfriend,s Death in South Texas

99

versions state, however, that the young man goes to investigate
the noises outside or something falling on the car roo£ In one
variant they mysteriously stop when driving through a
cemetery. Finally, in two tales no reason is given for the car
not starting.
In five variants of the tale, the young woman hears all kinds of
noises and scratches on top of the car. In other versions she hears
only noises and in one she hears three taps on the roo£
In six of the eleven versions the young woman stays in the car
until she is discovered by the police and in a seventh variant a
neighbour finds her. In two versions she discovers the dead
boyfriend when she wakes up, in one she hears a noise and
goes out to check it, and in another she' ... finally goes out of
the car'.
In nine of the eleven stories the boyfriend is found hanging
from a tree: in five of these he is hanging by the feet and in
four by the neck. In one tale the young man is not only
hanging but is also 'all shredded up'. In another he has been
strangled and his eyes have been ripped out and in a final one,
his head is on the windshield.

The major themes found in 'The Boyfriend's Death' Type B are the
following:
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

In six of the nine stories the couple are married. In one
version they are to marry the next day and in one they are not
married.
They have run out of gas in eight of the nine stories.
The woman hears scratches on the roof of the car in only two
stories: these are the ones where the husband is found
hanging.
While the woman is waiting in the car one of the following
takes place:
(a) a sack is thrown from a passing car (three variants)
(b) a man or men leave a bag and go away (three
variants)
(c) a man or men try to open the car door and are unable to
do so; they leave a sack on the car and go away (two
variants)
The bag is opened by the police in five versions, and, in two
others, by the waiting woman when she becomes curious.
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The following main differences are to be found between Type A and
Type B versions of the tale:
1.
2.
3.

4.

In Type A the couple are never married, whereas in Type B
they are either married or engaged.
In Type B they run out of gas more commonly than in
Type A.
In Type A the woman hears noises on the roof of the car and is
terrified; in Type B noises are very unusual. What happens
while she is waiting in most Type B stories is that a sack is left
on the car.
In Type A she finds her boyfriend hanging from a tree over
the car, in Type B she finds her husband's head in a sack.

Before analysing the possible meaning of these two types of 'The
Boyfriend's Death', it is appropriate to review the sociocultural and
demographic backgrounds of the tale.
THE SOCIOCULTURAL BACKGROUND OF
'THE BOYFRIEND'S DEATH' IN SOUTH TEXAS

Table 1 : Person informant heard the story from

Heard from

Type A

Type B

Total

Friend

6

6

12

Grandfather

1

1

2

2

2

Not stated
Neighbour

1

1

Father

1

1

Mother

1

1

Acquaintance

1

1

Total

11

9

20
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Folktales, as well as all other materials, are collected for the Rio Grande
Folklore Archive by means of questionnaires. These questionnaires
include three types of information: the folklore item itself; contextual
information; and demographic information. The demographic information includes the informant's age, sex, occupation, language spoken and
ethnic group. The contextual information includes data about the
source of the story and the storytelling context. In the case of 'The
Boyfriend's Death' this information may be summarised as in Table 1.
It is worth noting that for both Types A and B the informant heard the
narrative from a friend more often than from any other person; actually
in more than fifty percent of all the cases the story came from this
source. If we were to add acquaintances and neighbours, this proportion
Table 2 : Context £n wh£ch £nformant heard tale

Context

Type A

Talking about scary circumstances
Just talking

1

Walking back from school

Type B

Total

1

1

4

5

1

1

Travelling

1

1

2

During class

1

1

2

Slumber party
Recess

1
1

1

2
1

Dinner

1

1

Party

1

1

Storytelling session

1

1

Not stated

3

3

Total

11

9

20
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would be even larger. It is interesting that only four stories were heard
from relatives. In the Lower Rio Grande Valley, where the family
structure is very strong, a great deal of storytelling among Mexican
Americans takes place around the dinner table and involves family
members. In the case of'The Boyfriend's Death', however, we find that,
as often as not, relatives are not involved in the transmission and that
the dinner table is not the place where the tale is usually heard.
The circumstances in which the story was heard may be set out as
in Table 2 (overleaf).
Again the traditional Mexican storytelling situations are hardly
represented here: only one tale is told at dinner and only one in a
storytelling session. What strikes me as interesting is the casual
dimensions of the context. Situations described as 'just' talking are
contexts where daily events will most naturally be talked about and
gossip and rumour exchanged. The casualness of the situation strongly
suggests, as in the case of many other contemporary legends, that 'The
Boyfriend's Death' in South Texas must be considered a rumour legend
for it is told in a non-structured context. It is also noteworthy that this
Table 3: Informants, Age and Sex
Type A
Age

Male

Type B

Female

Male

11-20

1

3

2

I 21-30

2

2

3

1

1
1

51-60
Unstated
3

7
7

1

31-40

Total
1

1

01-10

Total

Female

1

2

8

7

1
3

2

20

The
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story is often told at school or by teenagers. Some of the contexts
involve classroom situations, recess, walking back from school and
slumber parties. Apart from the slumber party, which is a storytelling
event, the other circumstances when the tale is told remain unstructured
and primarily conducive to the exchange of school gossip or rumours.
This would indicate that the informants are either teenagers or a little
older, and our demographic data in Table 3 bears this out.
Apart from the fact that the informants seem to be young, the most
curious point about Table 3 is that it shows that Type B stories are told
more often by men, and Type A by women. Seven out of nine Type B
informants are male and eight out of eleven Type A informants are
female. Out of seventeen stories where we know the age of the informant, he or she is between eleven and twenty in seven instances, and
between twenty-one and thirty in another seven. In fourteen cases out
of twenty, therefore, the informant is quite young. If we add to this the
one case where the informant is under eleven, the youthfulness of this
group of informants becomes clear. This leaves only two stories where
the informant is over the age of thirty.
Table 4: Informants , occupations
Total

Type A

Type B

Student

6

5

11

Teacher

1

1

2

Housewife

1

1

2

Manager

1

1

Labourer

1

1

Occupation

Construction

1

1

Contractor

1

1

Welfare

1

1

Total

11

9

20
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Just over fifty percent of the informants (eleven) are students, with
teachers and housewives being the most common two other groups. It is
also worth noting that, with the exception of a welfare worker, there are
no professionals of any kind among our informants.
In spite of their youth and their common status as students, mo'st of
the informants are either bilingual in English and Spanish or speak only
Spanish:
Table 5: Langu ages spoken
Type A

Type B

Total

English

5

2

7

English and Spanish

5

4

9

Spanish

1

3

4

11

9

20

Language

Total

The linguistic differences between the informants who tell type A and
type B stories is striking. There are proportionately more informants
who speak Spanish among those who tell Type B stories. This fits quite
well with the fact that it is most usually Mexican Americans who tell
stories of this Type.
Table 6: Informants" Ethnz"c Group
Type A

Type B

Total

Mexican American

8

8

16

Anglo

3

1

4

11

9

20

Group

Total
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In summary:
(1)
(2)
(3)
( 4)
( 5)
(6)
(7)

the story is usually heard by the informant from a friend or
acquaintance,
commonly in a situation where the two had been 'just
talking',
most of the informants are young people,
Type B has more male informants than female informants,
half of the informants are students,
more of the informants for Type B stories tend to know
Spanish or to be bilingual, and
proportionately more Type B informants than Type A
informants are Mexican American.

THE HANGED MAN, THE BEHEADED MAN AND THE GASLESS CAR

'The Boyfriend's Death' has been viewed by folklorists such as Daniel
Barnes and Jan Brunvand as a story which warns young people of the
dangers of lovers' lane. 8 'This would seem to be a reasonable view of
Type A stories. However, for Type B tales, which do not include lovers'
lanes, this interpretation would obviously not hold good. The question
which must be posed is whether there is an interpretation which would
help explicate both versions of the narrative. A unitary explication of
the tale would have to be based on the common elements in it and
should also be able to account for the differences between the two
versions. The first step towards such an interpretation is a review of its
symbolic elements, principally those dealing with the young man's
death and the reasons for it. Two aspects of his death require
examination- (a) hanging and (b) beheading-but it is appropriate to
begin by considering the reasons for the death, for these hold the clue to
the manner in which he is killed.
Why is the boyfriend killed? Is he killed for going to lovers' lane? The
usual answer is that he broke a socio-sexual rule and suffered as the
result. 9 What comes to mind, however, is that in Type B narratives
(where no rule is broken) the driver is still killed. Can a husband be
punished for driving with his wife? So, what is it that these two men
have in common that leads to their death? Generally speaking, their
mistake simply seems to have been to run out of gas. This is the usual
reason why, in both versions of the story, they have to leave their cars. If
they had not run out of gas, they would have driven back to their
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destinations \Vithout any problems. The danger for the boyfriend is not
lovers' lane, although this location may be the principal danger for the
girlfriend (which may account for the fact that eight out of eleven Type
A versions are told by women): for him, the real danger is the lack of gas
in the tank.
Modern culture does not accept the notion or symbolism of 'running
out' or 'being without'. One of the problems of modern life is that
humans have to adapt to the needs of machines such as cars: it is his
failure in this respect which leads to the boyfriend's demise. This
relationship is reminiscent of that between humans and animals in
folktales where the hero who treats animals well is rewarded, while the
individuals who mistreat them are punished. In this rumour legend the
hero's relationship with his girlfriend, or his social obligations to his
wife, can only be fulfilled when he takes care of his machine-in this
case his car. The car has replaced the animals of the folktales. With an
empty gas tank, he cannot do what is important personally or socially.
His obligation to his car is paramount and, unless it is satisfied, he
cannot reach his destination and he is killed. It is with this in mind that
we can look at the two most common ways in which he dies.
The first, most common, is death by inverted hanging-the boyfriend being hung by his feet from a tree above the car, in the same
way as the hanged man in the Tarot deck. This card is often interpreted
as a symbol of total defeat and impotence. It is also viewed as a
punishment for lack of interest and promises not kept. As Chevalier and
Gheerbrant put it, 'It is that the hanged man symbolises the man who is
absorbed by a passion, a man whose body and soul is dominated by the
tyranny of an idea or feeling and who is not conscious of his slavery' 10
[author's translation]. Cirlot states that the swinging of a hanging object
is a symbol of unfulfilled longing or tense expectation. 11 It would seem
that the preoccupation with the girlfriend, spouse or other situation has
caused the driver to forget to fill the car's gas tank. This causes his
eventual death by hanging. Although this may seem to be an extreme
positon to take, the deep structure ofthe tale strongly suggests that the
boyfriend dies simply because he has let the car run out of gas. If there is
a lesson to be leamed from this story, it is that being left without gas in a
remote place may be very dangerous.
The other most common way the driver is killed is through
decapitation, and this leads to a different interpretation. The head
might be regarded as representative of the thinking function-the
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spiritual as opposed to the physical. 12 It is this thinking function which
must be emphasised here. The young man forgets to buy gas and this
becomes the ultimate reason for his decapitation. If he had thought
about keeping his car functioning and full of gas he would not have
found himself in trouble. It may therefore be said that the boyfriend dies
because he has not taken care of the preliminaries. In folktales such
preliminaries would, for example, include the feeding of animals-in
this rumour tale it is the proper care of cars.
CONCLUSIONS

The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas is a predominantly Mexican
American area. Of twenty versions of'The Boyfriend's Death' collected
in this region, sixteen are told by Mexican Americans while four are told
by 'Anglos'. This conforms to the overall proportions of the two major
ethnic groups in the area. It is, however, interesting that the informants
who tell Type A stories are more often 'Anglo' and more often female,
while those who tell Type B stories are more likely to be Mexican
American and male. It would seem that Type B stories are an adaptation
of the tale to Mexican American culture and to the Chicano male. The
informants for both versions of the story are young people who tell it in
casual conversational situations, and it is most commonly heard from
friends, as are most contemporary legends.
Although the story at first seems to be dealing with proper sexual
behaviour, the real danger to the young man results from his having to
leave the car to obtain gas. The real reason for his death is his not giving
proper attention to his car. Had he fulfilled the necessary preliminaries
for success, nothing would have happened to him.
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SUICIDAL SCULPTORS: SCOTTISH VERSIONS
OF A MIGRATORY LEGEND
Gordon McCulloch

If unsatisfied demand for news is moderate, collective excitement is
mild, and rumour construction takes place in auxiliary channels
through critical deliberation. In this case rumour content is plausible, ·
i.e. consistent with the cultural axioms shared by the public. 1

Considering the longevity of a great many local legends, it would be
difficult indeed to imagine a category of tale in which 'collective
excitement' might be more mild, or consistency with 'cultural axioms'
more marked. The earliest personal recollection that I have of a legend
(other than tales ofbogeymen) is the story, told to me by my father, of
the suicide of the architect ofthe Kelvingrove Art Gallery in Glasgow.
The man, it seemed, had taken his own life in despair when he
discovered that his building had been constructed 'back to front'. It is a
story whose authenticity I saw no reason to question (even after arming
myself with the healthy cynicism of the legend scholar) over a period of
three or four decades.
My credulity, however, was abruptly extinguished by encountering
Degh and Vazsonyi's discussion of an analogous Hungarian tale. 2 The
English designer of the Chain Bridge in Budapest was said to have
thrown himself into the Danube upon the discovery that the ornamental
lions on the bridge ramparts had no tongues. The story was 'well-known
to every schoolchild in the city'. Degh and Vazsonyi reported a similar
tale from Ljubljana, and concluded that the legend was migratory.
Like the Budapest version, the tale about the Kelvingrove Art Gallery
is regarded as 'a well-known fact' by a great many of Glasgow's citizens,
from many different walks of life. During the television coverage of the
1983 Glasgow Marathon, the commentator, remarking on the aerial
views of the course, mentioned the tale as if it were known to be factual.
In fact the building was not constructed back-to-front but as originally
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intended, being completed for the Glasgow Exhibition of 1901 and
having been designed by not one, but two, architects-J.W. Simpson
and E.J. Millner Allen. 3 The gallery was erected, in conjunction with
a number of temporary exhibition pavilions, at what is now the rear of
the building and for this reason it was provided with the rather
imposing rear entrance which doubtless gave rise to the legend.
My interest in the tale having been kindled, I have so far collected
some eighteen versions, for the most part relating to buildings and
sculptures in Scotland, of which seven are current in the city of
Glasgow. Before going on to discuss some of these versions in greater
detail, perhaps it will be of some service to suggest the range and vigour
oflocallegends that are to be met with in the West ofScotland, to sketch
in the broad outlines of the local tradition of legends that coexist with
the tales of suicidal architects and sculptors.
Like many modern industrial cities, Glasgow began life as a
collection of separate villages. The derivations ofthe place-names of the
city are in many cases uncertain, but there is scarcely an area whose
name has not attracted a traditional local legend, some ofwhich are still
current. The district of Crossmyloof, for example, which adjoins
Langside, has become attached to the historical figure of Mary Queen of
Scots. She is said to have met a gipsy woman who offered to tell her the
outcome of the Battle ofLangside if she would 'cross my loof ('cross my
palm') with silver. In fact, the village was not in existence in the time of
Mary Queen of Scots, and the place-name probably derives 'from a
compound of Latin and Gaelic in connection with a cross of elm wood
with which it was customary in Catholic times to mark the boundary of
the parish'. 4 A second example is that of the old district of Stockwell
which is said to have been so called because William Wallace instructed
his men to throw the corpses ofEnglish soldiers down a well with the
words, 'stock it well'. A further example is that of The Buttony, part of
the Maryhill district of Glasgow. Three local explanations for the
derivation of the place-name are currently offered: that it was the site of
a button factory; that transportees to Botany Bay were embarked in the
early 19th century at the adjacent Forth and Clyde Canal; that (much
the likeliest explanation) the site was once used by the City's Botanical
Gardens as an additional planting area.
Local tradition of this kind is, of course, the continuation of an older
urban tradition; published nineteenth century anecdotage and reminiscence from the area abound with similar materials. The 'sow-back
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stanes' in Partick (no longer to be seen) were a local outcrop of rocks
resembling the broad backs of pigs, and were said to mark the burial
place of victims of the plague. 5 A small stream at Carmyle (again no
longer to be seen) was discoloured by its passage through red oxydised
earth. The stream was referred to locally as 'the bluidy neuk', and was
said to run red with the blood of a young man murdered by his brother
because both were in love with the same girl. 6 Two faces sculptured in
the back of a railway cutting in the Springbum district of the city are
said to be the likenesses of two Irish navvies, Doolan and Redding,
hanged for the murder of their foreman in 1840. 7 The faces, which are
reputed to be still visible, 8 are said to have been carved by the hanged
men's comrades.
Tales of this kind are evidently at some remove from the characteristic
urban legend. Yet the impulse behind their creation is similar in kind to
that which gives rise to many modern tales. It might be suggested that
some folk legends and beliefs are the product of a fundamental
psychological imperative to generate meaning from the imposition of
order. The incongruence of, for example, a material which is on the one
hand 'water', and on the other 'red', is resolved in the legendary
explanation. In this sense legends may be regarded as constructs of
order designed to liquidate areas of ambiguity in human experience.
Berger suggests that some comic tales and jokes, such as those about
little Jews and big Negroes, mice and elephants, and great philosophers
who cannot find their trousers, may be generated in a similar fashion 9
from a compulsion to dispense with the potential incongruence of
extremes of scale. A particularly attractive nineteenth-century tale
concerns a tunnel under the Clyde at Rutherglen said to have been built
by the 'Wee Pecks' (Picts?). 10 According to Robert Alison, author of The
Anecdotage of Glasgow, a piper was said by the local people to have
disappeared after entering the tunnel for a dare. He could still be heard
playing on his pipes, 'I doot, I doot, I canna get out'. Buchan lists
versions of this tale (Baughman's Motif Index: £402.1.3 [ca], 'Ghost of
piper who died exploring underground cavem still plays') from
Highland Scotland and Ireland particularly, but also from England and
Wales, and suggests that the motif is part of an integrated legend linked
with the Celtic festival of Lughnasa. 11 The most common legend
regarding underground passageways in modern-day Glasgow concerns
the reputed existence of a Victorian shopping street, complete with shop
windows, awnings, pedestrian pavements and so on, under Glasgow
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Central railway station. The station was built over what was once
Alston Street in the old district of Grahamston and the story of the
preserved Victorian street is, again, 'well-known'. Not unexpectedly, the
facts seem to fall a good way short of the legend. According to Jack
House, a popular historian and joumalist who writes under the
sobriquet 'Mr Glasgow':
To this day, ifyou go down into the bowels ofthe Central Station, you
can see the pavement kerbs and sometimes even the suggestion of a
shop front which existed in the days of Grahamston. 12

Returning to legends of suicide, we find that sculptors seem to be
particularly at risk, if tradition is to be believed. Jack House noted in his
column in The Glasgow Evening Times Ouly, 11th, 1981) that he
continues to receive a steady stream of enquiries about the reputed
suicides of the sculptors who made the statues of the Duke of
Wellington in Royal Exchange Square, Glasgow (from which the left
spur is missing, evidently broken off by vandals or souvenir hunters), of
Sir Walter Scott in George Square, Glasgow (whose plaid is on the
right, or 'wrong', shoulder) and of the Moffat Ram (in the town ofthat
name), from which the ears are missing. In the same article House goes
on to state that Baron Marochetti, the sculptor of the Wellington statue,
'like the others made no mistake and he didn't commit suicide'. 12
Elsewhere, House remarks that 'similar stories are told all over
Scotland', and that the sculptor of Sir Walter Scott's statue was one
John Greensheilds ofLesmahagow who 'died in his bed in 1835'. 13 One
of the most picturesque versions of the story concerns Fort George,
between Naim and Inverness, constructed in the decades immediately
after the failure of the 1745 Jacobite rebellion. The tale, in oral
transmission today, has it that it was intended that the fort should not
be visible from a seaward approach. Upon completion of the work the
architect is said to have rowed out into the bay, only to discover that a
single chimney-head betrayed the building's location. He drew a pistol
and blew his brains out. A similar fate befell the architect of the Taj
Mahal Hotel which overlooks the Gateway of India in Bombay:
One story is that a French architect designed the hotel, then
committed suicide when he retumed to find it had been built back to
front, with its elegant entrance in a side street. In fact, it was designed
by a British architect, W. Chambers, so that most rooms would face
the sea and the entrance would be cooled by the breezes. 14
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It will be noticed, once again, that the legend seeks to explain an
anomalous or ambiguous feature of the building in question. This is also
the case with the tale as it relates to two army barracks, Redford
Barracks in Edinburgh and Maryhill Barracks in Glasgow. One
informant described Redford Barracks, around 1945, as having 'swing
doors of the Wild West saloon type ... , intemal courtyards with
cloister-type arches around them ... and an Eastem air about them'.
Both buildings are reputed to have had the plans mixed up with plans
for a barracks to be built in India 'with draughtproof doors and large
open fireplaces'. The legendary mix-up was held to be typical of War
Office maladministration.
In some cases, however, the legend seems to have attached to a
building which had been the cause of some controversy. The architect
of Marischal College, Aberdeen University, a building whose perpendicular Gothic style is admired by some, is nevertheless reputed to
have taken his life because of contemporary criticism that likened the
structure to 'a monster wedding cake in indigestible grey icing'. A
similar version concerns the architect of the Mitchell Library in
Glasgow, William B. Whitie. Whitie's design was declared the winner of
a public competition, but there were rumours of plagiarism surrounding
the award. Whitie was said to have committed suicide out of remorse. In
fact he passed away some thirty years after the event, as the incumbent
president of The Royal Incorporation of Scottish Architects.
Perhaps the most interesting version of the tale collected thus far is
told about the village of Murdostoun in Lanarkshire, some twenty miles
from Glasgow. The adjoining Murdostoun estate is entered by a
wrought iron gateway, flanked on each side by a stone pillar upon which
is perched a tongueless lion. It is this omission, according to a story that
seems to be believed by almost all local folk, that caused the stonemason
to take his own life. As in Degh and Vazsonyi's Budapest story, it is said
to have been a local message-boy who first noticed the fault. There is in
this motif, perhaps, a faint whiff of the March en. Given the difference in
scale, as well as the great distance between the two locations of the
story, however, it is tempting to posit the notion of a literary prototype
for such a tale, although so far I have been unable to suggest what this
source might be.
Clearly, then, a considerable body of local legend remains in
circulation in Scotland and particularly in the urban area of Glasgow.
How is the extraordinary tenacity of these tales to be explained? With
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the precautionary note that the motivations of the carriers oflegend are
likely to be even more numerous and diverse than the legends
themselves, some tentative explanations might be offered. Broadly
speaking, the survival of a given legend depends upon how far it is
consistent with cultural axioms which are themselves in a constant state
offlux. The expressive content oflocallegends however is addressed to
a sense of time and place, perhaps the r11ost stable ingredients in the
cultural flux. Boiled down to its essence, the local legend declares that
'this is our place ... it is special and it has been here for a long time'.
Viewed in this way, the local legends are part of a process of
enculturation which begins in infant schools when the legends about
Saint Mungo (the patron saint of Glasgow) and the meaning of the bell,
the fish and the ring of the city's coat of arms are assimilated.
Glaswegians are fiercely proud of their city (though it is a pride which
sometimes escapes the understanding of outsiders!) and their sense of
the uniqueness of the place is buttressed in the telling of local legends.
These tales express a communal, rather than an individual, sense of
identity.
Sociologists sometimes define the social group, or community, as
opposed to a random collection of individuals, as that which has the
potential for collective action. 15 In the local legends, however, there is
very little ego-involvement so no action is called for: it is not expected
that, for example, the City Art Gallery should be dismantled and rebuilt
'facing the right way'. On the contrary, the sense of spatial uniqueness
that the legend seeks to promote confers upon it a Darwinian 'fitness'
which is the guarantee of its survival.
On a less theoretical level, we may suggest that many tales survive
precisely because they are based upon a quasi-rational logic which
makes them difficult to refute. As such, they are a valuable element in
the competitive milieu of tale-telling: the story of a suicidal sculptor
might be topped by the one about a subterranean Victorian street.
Again, the folklorist cannot fail to observe that a good raconteur of
memorates and humorous personal stories, when performing them,
even among friends or family to whom they may already be very
familiar, is allowed considerable licence in the telling. Hyperbole is not
only tolerated but expected, and indeed, sometimes actively encouraged
by laughter and interjection; only a wet blanket would impede the tale's
momentum by challenging the exaggerated details. In the complex
event of tale-telling-and this is as often true oflegends as ofhumorous
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stories-the teller can profit from the 'imaginative acquiescence' 16ofhis
audience, loosening the constraints of objectivity and allowing freer rein
to his or her talent. A newspaper article which appeared shortly after
the Scottish football team's chastening defeat by Peru in the World Cup
of 1978 made use of just such a social sanction. 17 Among several
improbable stories about Scottish reactions to the defeat (school
attendance was said to have dropped by twenty-five percent: restaurants
were said to have notices in their windows proclaiming, 'Ally Macleod
does not eat here'), the article suggested that 'the only Peruvian Llama
in Glasgow Zoo was under the protection of round-the-clock guard',
and concluded by saying that 'the story is too good to check'. In short, if
a story is good enough it need not be true, since it 'ought to be true'. The
durability of local legends is broadly related to their social utility:
legendary tradition is not blind, but purblind.
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CONTEMPORARY LEGENDS OF EUROPEANS IN NAMIBIA
Sigrid Schmidt

Namibia, South West Africa, was one of the last countries in Africa to
become a European colony, for the semi-arid region, periodically
stricken by drought, did not attract foreign invaders and allowed only a
sparse indigenous population. Settlers did not arrive in noteworthy
numbers until the turn of the century. Originally the immigrants came
mainly from Germany (in those days Namibia was a German colony),
but very soon, after World War 1, the territory came under the rule of
South Africa and a wave of Afrikaans-speaking white immigrants
moved in. Today there are about 100,000 white inhabitants, only 20,000
of whom still speak German: Afrikaans has become the dominant
language. Keeping this historical background in mind is important for
the understanding of the present day folklore of the region.
The investigation of this folklore is unfortunately handicapped by the
scarcity of sources from which to draw. I know of no material published
for the Afrikaans- and English- speaking groups in Namibia itself and
we can only draw on the Afrikaans publications of South Africa, which
are not easy to obtain in Europe. Therefore our main concern will be
with the folklore of the Germans in the country (though, even here, the
source material is rather scanty). There is a booklet by E. Sandelowsky 1
and the manuscript collection of the late E.R. Scherz, 2 every now and
then there is an example in the Newsletter of the South West Africa
Scientific Society, and there are tales scattered throughout travel
accounts and novels. In addition, I myself can draw upon what I heard
during my years as a resident of the country, though, unfortunately, I
did not record anything in those days as my interest was then focused
on the folklore of the Khoisan peoples.
When I came to the country nearly twenty-five years ago, airconditioning and TV were still unknown, farm telephones were rare,
and electricity was limited mainly to private thirty-two volt plants. In
those days, it was customary to spend the evening outside the house,
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usually on the porch, because inside the heat of the day was still
lingering on, giving an oven-like atmosphere-whereas, outside, the air
cooled down remarkably quickly once the sun set. If you lit a lamp,
swarms of insects surrounded both the lamp and the people sitting near
it, so the most comfortable thing was simply to sit in the half-light of the
remarkably bright southern sky-and to chat. In this way, we spent
numerous nights in Windhoek and the countryside, visiting, being
visited, and talking.
During these conversations, people told us newcomers about former
times which they had experienced themselves or knew from hearsay,
and about present-day life, in order to prepare us for the difficulties we
had to face in our new surroundings. In particular, they told us personal
stories about remarkable adventures they had had, and it was not until I
had heard these extraordinary experiences several times from different
people that I realised that I was listening not only to actual experiences
but to folktales too. The Germans in the country would say, 'Oh, it's
nothing but a "storie" ', for these accounts of people and adventures that
linger on the border between truth and fiction receive a special name
that is otherwise unknown in the German language-'Storie'. This is
pronounced in the German way using 'sh' instead of's' and a German
closed 'o' ( sh-torie [I to:ri:] ). The word can be traced back to the
nineteenth century: that is, before the time of colonialism, when it was
already in use by missionaries and travellers. In those days it had the
meaning of 'rumour', as in 'the "storie" goes that Herero are
approaching our area in pursuit ofNama raiders'. The term has kept the
connotation of something that is told as truth and that might indeed be
true, but, on the other hand, seems unlikely to be true. It is no longer
used for 'rumour' but only for the little oral stories connected with the
country and the present time (that is, the period of the European
settlement).
In the collections of Sandelowsky and Scherz the reports about
people of the old days form by far the major part. These personal
anecdotes-originally attributed to actual people-are mainly humorous:
when searching for contemporary legends, one has rather to listen for
accounts of 'interesting news' and 'strange happenings' of the day. The
first thing that I noticed about this 'news' and 'gossip' was that I hardly
ever came across any ghost stories. Perhaps this might have been due to
the limited group of people with whom we had contact, but such stories
are not to be found in published sources either. I believe this can be
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explained by the type of settlers in Namibia and by the time when they
came to the country. When they left Germany at the beginning of the
century, belief in ghosts had been restricted to a small section of the
population (though the settlers who had left Europe in former centuries
to found earlier colonies most likely took with them a much greater
supply of this sort oflore). Therefore in the German-speaking groups of
Namibia, legends have to be sought for in other provinces of oral
tradition. We have to look at those spheres where present-day
knowledge and science cannot penetrate completely and where enough
questions are left unanswered to arouse uneasiness or even fear. This
sort of uneasiness exists in the relationship of man to his fellow-beings.
In earlier days in Europe, it had been the unfamiliar stranger who
became the subject of legends-the Italian glassmaker, the 'Welsch'
man, the gypsy, and-most famous stranger of all-the Pied Piper.
Similarly, among present German groups in Namibia, legends may be
found among interethnic tales.
In the region there are not only three European groups (Afrikaans-,
English- and German-speaking people) but also a considerable number
of diverse African peoples-the various agricultural peoples in
Ovamboland and along the Kavango who speak many different Bantu
languages; the Herero, the famous cattle-raisers; then the people with
click languages; the light-skinned Khoekhoen (formerly called Hottentots);
the dark-skinned Dama; the Bushmen; and, finally, the various groups
of so-called 'coloured' people-people of mixed blood who mainly speak
Afrikaans as their mother-tongue. These are the groups about whom
rumour and legend flourish.
About 1960, a report circulated about a Herero family who went to
buy a truck. In those days non-whites only rarely had the funds to buy
such an expensive vehicle. However, the narrator stressed, Herero are
extremely thrifty people and often richer than you think. It happened
once that a stately Herero lady in her long Victorian dress and big
turban came to the leading truck-dealer in Windhoek, accompanied by
three young men. They poked around the trucks on display, opening
everything that could be opened, and, when the salesman protested, the
elderly lady declared that they wanted to buy one. She rummaged
around in her turban and took out one note after another until the full
cash sum was piled up on the table. This anecdote has its roots in the
uncertainty and suspicion of whites towards Herero (a reserved people).
Whites are never sure what to expect from them. They are puzzled by
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Herero social relationships, by the positions of power the women often
hold, and by Herero dress. Though the attitude of whites towards
Herero has remained unaltered, I suppose that this particular story is no
longer told, for the general situation it describes has changed. For
example, it is much more common nowadays for non-whites to be able
to afford trucks, and also they would be less likely to carry large sums of
money about with them (on the one hand, they have become used to
making non-cash payments; and on the other, there has been an
increase in theft which makes the carrying about of cash unwise). I
consider this type of story to be the first step in the making of a legend.
It lacks legend's dramatic elements, and it remains within the mundane
world rather than passing into the realm of the extraordinary as the
traditional tale does. Such stories are therefore likely to be restricted to
special groups and limited periods of time.
There are also a large number of reports about the superior abilities
of non-whites that similarly rely on partial or limited knowledge and
understanding of other cultures. Here the borderline between truth and
legend is difficult to draw and many narratives may be true or basically
true (though embellished with additional exaggerations). There are, for
example, stories about the eating capacity of non-whites and their
prowess at running and seeing. The Bushmen, until recently huntergatherers in the east and north of the country, according to these reports
surpass all other people in these respects. There was for example a
veterinary surgeon who went to a lonely farm in the east far away from
his home to vaccinate a large flock of sheep. Soon after he had started
his work, his needle disappeared, and he realised that he had forgotten
to bring spares. Naturally, they all had to search for the lost needle, but
without any success, and the task seemed doomed. Then they sent for a
Bushman (I am not sure whether he was called in from a neighbouring
farm or whether he was attached to the farm in the story)-and the
Bushman 'suddenly had the needle in his hand'. This story not only
celebrates the good eyesight of the Bushman, but in the clause 'and
suddenly he had the needle in his hand', hints at supernatural abilities
too. Such stories can only be fully understood when one is familiar with
the beliefs circulating about Bushmen. Their extraordinary skill in
hunting and stalking probably gave rise to uneasiness among their
neighbours, and even today, when you ask Nama or Dama about
Bushmen you will be told, again and again, that they are sorcerers. You
are likely to be told that Bushmen are able to transform themselves into
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animals, for example. There is a well-known 'true story' about
Bushman convicts who, during the night, disappeared from prison
without disturbing lock or window, door or wall, 'for they are sorcerers'.
Most probably, such beliefs and reports were directly or indirectly
handed on to the German settlers by the indigenous population.
Another tale connected with these people was given as a true story in
a book very popular in 1908, Margarethe von Eckenbrecher' s Was
Afrika mir gab und nahm. 3 It tells about a young German officer who
came to the Kalahari desert. When he reached 'a fairly large Bushman
village' he pitched his tent nearby. After a little while, 'the almighty of
the village, the medicine man, hung with amulets and other witchthings approached with many bows' and asked for a present. The young
lieutenant chased him away. 'Then the fellow grinned, "Well, go and
sleep! I leave you. But it won't last long that you will send for me ...
You will cover me with gifts. I'll put stones in your stomach that shall
press you hee, hee!"' The lieutenant did indeed wake with a very bad
pain which increased continually. 'Now the monster put his painted
skull into the tent: "Well, how are you? Do you need me?".' After
resisting for a long while, the young officer finally called for the
medicine man, who kindled a fire, started danci~g, and, after having
taken away everything he liked from the lieutenant's tent, healed him.
The story concludes: 'The lieutenant breathed deeply. The pains had
gone. He felt born again. But he has remembered the Bushman witchdoctor very well up to this day'. 4
After hearing such a story the listener is not only astonished at the
abilities of the non-whites ofthe country, but also-like the hero ofthe
story-'breathes deeply' with relief that the adventure finally tumed out
well at all! The representative of the narrating community, the young,
strong, fearless officer, had been overcome by dark, alien and irrational
forces-the very forces which threaten the lives of Europeans in their
new country. The basic theme ofthe story is therefore a confrontation
with the numinous-a topic which, of course, forms the backbone of our
traditional European legends. The story, then, has to be seen alongside
ancient European ghost stories and legends. We also discover in it a
familiar traditional structure of interdiction, violation, sanction, and the
defeat of the hero. This hero not only represents the average
'enlightened' man, but also the virtues of strength and courage which
should have been his best protection in his confrontation with
threatening forces. His weakness was that he underestimated the power
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of the irrational and was punished for his dis belie£
We also recognise two other elements in the story-they feature (1)
rumours about Bushmen, and (2) rumours about medicine-men.
(1) An ethnologist would see this tale about the Bushmen of the
Kalahari as nothing but a hair-raising fantasy which shows that the
Germans of these days were totally ignorant about Bushmen, in spite of
the fact that German soldiers penetrated into the Bushman world and
wrote reports about them. The image of the Bushmen, which circulated
among the early German settlers must, it seems then, have been
influenced-if not entirely formed by-the folk beliefs of the other
indigenous peoples of the region.
(2) The same can be said of the second element of the story: that is,
beliefs about medicine-men. At the turn of the century the medicineman of the African peoples among whom the Germans settled--the
Nama, Dama and Herero-had already disappeared, or withdrawn into
secrecy, because of many years of European missionary work. The
average settler would have hardly met any of them and his knowledge
would have been based on hearsay and folklore. Both elements of the
officer and the medicine man story, therefore, are strongly folkloristic.
These sorts of tales should make us aware that many interethnic stories
(not only in Africa but also in other regions) should be considered as
legends. At the same time, they are good examples of a special subgroup
of narratives which show the confrontation between the new and old
orders. I suppose that colonial literature in English, French, and other
European languages will yield an extensive number of similar legends to
the researcher.
As well as interethnic stories, stories about snakes are very common
and should be dealt with here. From time immemorial man has feared
these extraordinary creatures because of their shape, behaviour and
hunting methods-not to speak of their poison! When the German
settlers came from Europe, most of them had never before met a
dangerous snake. Now they found themselves in the country with a
large number of different species of snakes and had to be prepared to
meet them anywhere. On the whole, they had no antidote to the poison
and their know ledge of the species was in general restricted. These facts
provided an appropriate culture-medium for the growth of legends.
In the Newsletter of the South West Africa Scientific Society of MayI
June 1982, an old anonymous and undated manuscript was published. 5
It certainly dates back to a period prior to World War II, and probably
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prior to World War I. It is written in the first person and tells how,
during the author's first year in the country, he was working on a farm.
One evening a group of people were merrily sitting on the porch, and
the author was very happy because, in the afternoon, he had killed his
first snake, a two metre long mamba-one of the most dangerous of
poisonous snakes. He had taken the skin with him and was proudly
showing it to a man who was nicknamed 'Snakekiller'. Snakekiller
warned him that mambas usually go in pairs and that, if one were killed,
the other would come in search of revenge. On no account, therefore,
should he keep the skin near him or take it into his bedroom. The other
people mocked such superstitions and the author threw the skin across
the balustrade in front of him. While the others drank and talked,
Snakekiller sat gloomily staring at the entrance. Suddenly he sprang up
and wildly beat at something with his whip. The author thought that it
was his snake-skin that was being thus molested and protested at this
behaviour: Snakekiller retorted, 'It is a snake. But the other one', and,
sure enough, it was indeed a second mamba that lay dead.
I recorded a story with a similar theme from an aged Nama man in
1981. His boss, the farmer, Marais (Marais is a common Afrikaans
family name), had told him about the following event. Another
Afrikaaner had killed a mamba in the veldt, and the first man
remembered his wife's terrible fear of snakes and decided to play a trick
on her with the dead mamba. He secretly smuggled it into the bedroom,
rolled it up, and put it on the bed. He found her in the kitchen and asked
her to go and get something for him from the bedroom, and, while she
was in there, locked the door on her. Meanwhile the dead n1amba's mate
(the male) had slipped into the bedroom unnoticed. The man heard his
wife screaming and was simply amused that she was so afraid of a dead
snake. Her screams finally stopped and he opened the door-to find her
dead. The dead mamba lay on the bed curled up where he had left it, but
a living one was 1ying in a corner poised to strike again.
A similar story was told to me in Rehoboth, a community of coloured
people, in 197 5. In this version a husband tries to teach his wife to
overcome her fear of snakes by putting a dead mamba on her bed. The
story has the same climax: in this case, however, it is not a second
mamba that kills the wife, but the first one, which revives and attacks
her. The first of the snake legends cited might be called 'the mamba
revenges its dead partner' and the third might be called 'the woman
locked in a room with a dead mamba'. In the second legend-that told
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by the old Nama man-these two stories have merged. This combined
form is also current is South Mrica. Coetzee retold a version from
Schweizer-Reneke, Transvaal, and he stated that it is known also at
other places. Likewise, he gave the moral of the story as: 'mambas, so
the old people say, go in pairs. If one is killed, the other will revenge the
death of its partner'. 6 It is not our aim here to discover whether there
were originally two legends that merged, or whether there was one that
split, and whether this process took place in South Africa or Namibia: it
is more important simply to record that the Namibian stories are
equally at home in South African folk belie£
This connection between the folklore of Namibia and South Africa
was frequently demonstrable during my investigation among Nama and
coloured people, and I also often met with tales recorded among the
Mrikaans-speaking population of South Africa. In the coloured
community of Mariental, an elderly woman told me about her aunt's
extraordinary experience with snakes. While still a young girl, when
collecting firewood in the veldt, she had killed a snake, hitting it in such
a way that she cut it clean in two. The front part disappeared down a
hole. One evening about six months later, she took off her shoes, and
when she went to put them back on again her grandfather cried out,
'Look! The cat is playing with your shoe! Be careful, something might
be in it!' She took a lantem and looked into the shoe, and there was a
snake-the front part of the one she had tried to kill. It had grown an
upright standing tail. Now it had come to take revenge, but luckily she
was saved. A true story? A local Marientallegend? Sixty years before,
von Wielligh had published a very similar adventure concerning a
young man in South Africa. 7
Another snake legend has continued very popular in the Transvaal
and the Orange Free State. It tells how a little child always took his
drink of milk outside so he could drink it in the sunshine. Presently he
began to ask for several refillings of his cup, so his mother got suspicious
and the whole family began to watch his movements. They discovered
that every day a snake crawled out from under the foundations of the
house and drank up the boy's milk, while he happily stroked its head.
The parents became frightened and killed the snake. Two weeks later
the little boy died of grie£ 8 According to Coetzee this story is told in
various forms, even in Johannesburg, as a true event. 9 The folklorist will
be reminded that this tale is much more widespread, being Number 105
of the Grimm brothers' collection and A.T. 285. It must have been
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brought to South Africa by European settlers. Bolte and Polivka 10 note
many European versions and also quote examples of stories from
sixteenth-century Sweden about snakes kept as pets. The tale, therefore,
is not based on South African snake beliefs like the other stories quoted
above, but on very ancient European conceptions of snakes as
benevolent house spirits-house spirits that are probably best understood
in terms of ancestor beliefs.
In 1981 I heard a version of this tale from a coloured woman in
Usakos. A friend told the informant that in South Africa at a certain
place, which she could not remember exactly, there were white people
who had three daughters. In spite of getting good food, one of them
remained very thin. This girl always took her plate and ate outside on
the porch by herself, so the mother became suspicious and watched her.
While the girl sat on the floor, a huge snake appeared and ate up all the
food. Next day the father, too, watched and he killed the snake. At the
moment it died, the snake turned into a man, so they were sure he was a
sorcerer. The police were called and had the man buried. From that day
on, the little girl thrived and grew happy and healthy. In this tale, the
original European story has undergone a considerable change and
amalgamated with another South African legend, the legend of the
witch. In South East Africa, among the Nguni and Tswana peoples,
there is a strong belief in witches and their powers. While the medicineman uses his power to help his fellows, the witch tries to destroy life.
Such witches either send messengers in the shape of animals to bring
harm to their victims or they turn themselves into animals in order to
fulfil their evil purposes. This belief has penetrated into Afrikaans folk
belief and given rise to a well-known legend. An animal of outstanding
size and of a species known to be related to witchcraft (baboons or
snakes, for example) causes trouble and is finally shot. At that moment
it reverts to its original shape- a human male, the sorcerer. 11 When this
legend was amalgamated with the story of the snake and the child, the
latter underwent a complete change of meaning. The world view
underlying the European tale was the complete sympathy between child
and animal. Child and animal (and spirit world?) were in a harmonious
relationship which the adult could no longer comprehend. The inability
to understand this harmony was the cause of the tragedy: by killing the
snake they destroyed the harmony of the house. In the Namibian
version the killing of the snake brings just the opposite result: harmony
and wellbeing are restored by removing the alien influence.
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The most likely reason for this reversal is the increasing importance
of witch beliefs in Africa today. The informant gave the legend as proof
of the existence of black sorcery and she added, 'and such things are
there (that is, in South Africa, where the story was located). But such
things must also be here around. I have already heard that such a thing
is around here too'. So we can discern how an originally Nguni-Tswana
belief (and legend?) turned into an Afrika..tns legend and was handed on
by coloured people to Namibia, serving there as a prop for the extension
ofwitch belie£ These South African legends about the sorcerer, which
had their origins in Nguni-Tswana beliefs, most likely were part of the
background of the tale of the lieutenant and the medicine-man too, for it
was in South East Africa that the white settlers actually came into
contact with people who attributed such abilities to their medicineman.
Space permits only a brief glance at another legend about a snakethe snake with a shining stone in its head. This is one of the most
common supernatural creatures in Afrikaans folk belief in South Africa
and for most Nama and coloured people in Namibia. The snake is said
to have a diamond, mirror, lamp or glass on its head, which shines at
night. All these attributes are connected with the culture introduced by
the European settlers, and in fact we have the first report of this snake
from the beginning of the eighteenth century, when inhabitants of Cape
Town claim to have seen it on Table Mountain. Nevertheless, it is
doubtful to what extent the present-day folk belief is rooted in imported
European lore, for there are many testimonies from various parts of
Africa which suggest that the idea has existed on the African continent
for even longer. The legends of the theft of the snake's stone, however,
definitely go back to this European tradition (A.T. 672). It is frequently
recorded in South Africa and has been collected about a dozen times in
Namibia from non-whites.t2
Our last example of snake legends is connected with motor-cars. It
belongs, like those treated of at the beginning of this paper, to a complex
of legends based on the warnings 'Fear the revenge of the mamba's
partner', and 'Do not cut a snake in two'. This legend is also based on
yet another interdiction, 'Never drive over a snake in the road!'. In
Namibia, as in South Africa, it is said that the snake somehow gets into
the car after being caught up by the movement of the wheels. Legends
tell how a person disobeys this warning and unexpectedly discovers the
snake, usually when he opens up the bonnet. 'From time to time reports
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also appear in the newspapers', adds Coetzee in his description of South
African legends. 13 Even in our local Hildesheim paper an article about
'a snake resting under the motor-hood' was published this March, and
reported as an event occurring in Florida.
The Germans in Namibia usually start their story with the remark
that they know how dangerous it is to drive over a snake, but on one
occasion it just could not be avoided. The narrator goes on to say that he
looked carefully but saw no sign of the snake in the car, so he went on.
After a while he heard a noise behind him, which got louder and louder.
Finally, at a very difficult section of road-in the mountains or on a
sharp bend, when, of course, the brakes decided not to work to add to
his difficulties!-the noise became extremely loud and suddenly
something long and cool sprang on to the back of his neck. It was the
hosepipe that had been lying along the back of the seat! This story is
only fully understandable if one knows something about everyday life in
the country. You need to know, for example, that the pick-up truck
farmers use has a barrel of petrol on the back, and that the farmer
always carries a hosepipe with him to syphon petrol out of the barrel in
an emergency. It is this hosepipe which so frightens the driver in the
story; we need to visualise the long, thin hosepipe lying along the back
of the seat level with the driver's neck-liable to fall on him on a hill or
bend in the road. This is a neat example of legends which once caused
shudders now being turned into mere jokes.
Snake stories in Namibia include a diversity of character, source and
development. Some might be called 'didactic' stories: they bring tragic
results-or at least a near escape from tragedy-when careless people do
not heed warnings given by wiser men who know full well what dangers
lurk in encounters with snakes. Others may be considered in some sense
'marvellous', or 'sinister', as the story of the theft of a snake's stone or
the story of the witch in snake-form respectively are. Snake stories best
show the intimate connectedness of legend and belief in South Africa.
Nearly all of these motifs have their equivalents in the lore of the
Afrikaans-speaking communities of the south. Unfortunately we have
no documentation of the folklore of the Afrikaaners in Namibia. We
only know from other di&ciplines that they have kept to their South
African traditions relatively firmly. We get indirect proofs from such
statements as my old Nama informant's report, 'My boss, the farmer
Marais told me . . '. In addition we can draw on the information of the
coloured population, for they are often faithful preservers of old
Afrikaans lore.
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The development of the individual snake stories differs remarkably.
Some have been handed on for a considerable length of time without
losing their main moti£ For example, the tale of the mamba that
revenged its dead partner, which dates back to pre-war days, was
recorded again in 1981. Others, like the one about the child and the
snake, have reversed their original meaning by turning into gloomy
witch stories, a change caused by inc . .·easing fear of, and belief in,
witches in the transmitting society. On the other hand, the South
African story of the 'snake' which was really a hosepipe has turned from
legend to joke, because tradition-bearers' belief has waned.
Snake stories can probably be taken as examples of processes to be
found in other legendary material. They are based on fear, or at least
uneasiness; and as long as the uneasiness continues, they remain
legends. If the uneasiness decreases, however, the story may become
burlesque or joke. We started with discussions about German 'stories',
but soon realised that they could not be treated separately from the
beliefs and traditions of other peoples living in the area. We noted the
influence of non-white folk belief when investigating legends about the
Bushman medicine-man, and we traced a strong connection with
Afrikaaner traditions. The best proof that there is this connection is the
word 'storie' itself, for it is a loan-word from the Afrikaans language that
has even kept its original Afrikaans spelling. There is a problem in this,
however. The word 'storie' came to the area before the Afrikaaners, and
the first 'stories' were circulating before there was any great influx of
Afrikaaners. How can this be explained? As the U sakos version of 'the
snake and the child' shows, we have to attribute the intermediary role to
the coloured people, who are not only related to black and brown and
white, but also, by frequent immigration from the Cape Province, form
a bridge between the folklore of South Africa and that of Namibia.
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PART3
THE PSYCHOLOGY OF LEGEND

In these papers social psychologists discuss the interplay between
psychology and legend. Sandy Hobbs develops ideas first propounded in
his earlier paper 'The Folktale as News' (Oral History, 6, 1978). He
argues that the modem legend can be understood better if compared
with news. What we call 'news' is passed on, not just because it is 'true',
but because of the effect it is hoped it will have on the audience: modem
legends are passed on despite their lack of'truth'. That they survive may
be attributed to their success with the audience to whom they have been
offered, and this success may be due to their having functions not
readily satisfiable by other means. Hobbs suggests the following
preliminary list of possible functions:
Poetic justice
Anxiety justified
'I am in the know'
Normal behaviour in inappropriate settings
Inappropriate feelings
Permanent representation of feelings
Stephen Sayers examines the practice of genealogy-tracing, analyses
the cultural context of this growing hobby, and its role in the
practioner's life as a focus for identity, belonging and personal
orientation. In addition, he identifies a number of legendary characteristics in genealogical knowledge and discusses their psychological
significance.

THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF A 'GOOD' STORY
Sandy Hobbs

The initial premise of this paper is that the study of contemporary
legend is hampered by the lack of an adequate definition. In putting
forward this proposition, it is necessary to take account of two possible
alternative views. One is that existing definitions are entirely satisfactory.
Another is that although we cannot define legends they can nevertheless
be identified without difficulty.
In his very useful work, The Vanishing Hitchhiker, Jan Brunvand
discusses the definition of legends; the one he gives in his glossary will
serve as an example. He states that legends are
... folk narratives that deal with realistic incidents set in the past.
Though they are told as 'true' stories-and are often believedlegends sometimes contain supematural and bizarre elements. 1

Now it is not suggested that there is anything false or misleading about
this definition. The problem it presents is that it does not help us to
distinguish between a legend and a non-legend. How does one tell, faced
with a narrative, whether it is 'folk' or not? How does one tell w]l.en a
legend is formed out of another category used by Brunvand which he
calls 'proto-legend', raw material for a possible future legend in the form
of a rumour or a folk belief?
One answer to these rhetorical questions is to be found in a paper by
Gordon McCulloch. After claiming that
it is impossible to formulate a defining characteristic of a legend
without immediately bringing to mind an exception to the rule

McCulloch indicates why this does not disturb him:
. . . The legend in its urban livery is instantly recognizable for what it
is. The experience of a first encounter with a given tale resembles
nothing so much as a meeting with a very old and close friend that one
has never laid eyes on before. 2
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If this is so, then perhaps a definition which incorporates specifying
rules for what is and is not a legend might prove redundant.
In order to argue the case against McCulloch's sanguine view, I shall
move temporarily from the field of legend to what at first sight may
seem an entirely different area of study, scientific psychology. Consider
the following narrative:
In the 1920's, J.B. Watson did a series of experiments with children
showing how emotional responses can be conditioned and deconditioned.
Watson's first subject was an eight month old orphan, Albert B, who
happened to be fond of rabbits, rats, mice and other furry animals. He
appeared to be a healthy, emotionally stable infant, afraid of nothing
except loud sounds, which made him cry.
To establish a conditioned fear response in Albert, Watson selected a
toy rabbit as a conditioned stimulus. Initially this rabbit evoked no
fear in the child. Then the rabbit was displayed to Albert and, half a
second or so later, Watson made a sudden loud noise (the unconditioned
stimulus) by crashing metal plates together right beside Albert's head.
This noise alarmed the infant and he began to cry. Thereafter the sight
of the formerly friendly rabbit alone, without the loud noise, was
sufficient to elicit crying-a conditioned fear response.
This fear response to the toy rabbit did not die away after a day or two,
but continued. Moreover, it spread to other stimuli that bore a
resemblance to the rabbit, such as a glove, a towel, a man's beard, a
toy and a ball of wool.
Watson did not leave Albert with his conditioned fear. In the second
part of the experiment, Albert's fear response was deconditioned by
pairing the rabbit with stimuli that had pleasant associations (such as
mother, favourite dessert and so on). By presenting the rabbit at
mealtimes, at a distance which Albert could tolerate without whimpering, it was possible to gradually move the animal closer without any
open signs of fear in the child.

Eventually Albert was once more able to stretch out his hand to feel
the rabbit, and the two were happily re-united.

Although this has the general appearance of a passage in a standard
psychology textbook, it is actually a compilation from various texts to
illustrate a feature of many accounts of the research described. 3 That
feature, put simply, is error. The account just given contains over
twenty misleading statements or errors of fact, some of them gross. 4
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Of course, the possibility that books, even 'scientific' books, can
contain mistakes is hardly a revolutionary suggestion-though the scale
and range of falsehoods collected here may appear alarmingly large.
What is significant in the present context, however, is the character of
the errors. Some are trivial and can be treated as merely slips or
carelessness. Others are more substantial and merit closer scrutiny.
Consider these two. First, in the actual experiment, the animal the child
was induced to fear was a living white rat. A common misreport is that
it was not a rat but a rabbit, sometimes a toy rabbit. Secondly, the
account of the removal of the fear is entirely fictitious. The child was
not led back to a friendly relationship with the animal by the
psychologist. Nevertheless, this 'happy ending' is also a fairly common
misreporting. Plausible explanations are not hard to find. The authors
of psychology texts may be assumed to have amongst their goals a desire
to show that psychological techniques are morally justified. If one goes
back to the experiment as it was actually conducted, two weaknesses
exist, judged by the criterion of acceptability to the reader. If the reader
has observed that most people are afraid of rats, what will be so
impressive about supposedly inducing such a fear of rats in a child? To
make a child afraid of a normally lovable rabbit seems a rather greater
achievement. Similarly, if the psychologist is said to have eventually
restored the child to its original feelings about the animal, then the
ethical objections to the experiment-which after all involved frightening
a baby several times-may be lessened. In other words, these distortions
are not random errors; they make the experiment 'better', i.e. more
impressive and acceptable to the reader.
It is part of the case argued in this paper that there is a significant
parallel between what happens to the report of a 'real' incident such as
this experiment and the persistence of folk narrative. Both involve
'good' stories being created. The choice of the little Albert experiment
was deliberately made as being superficially far from the world of the
folktale and legend. It would be possible, but presumably unnecessary,
to point to many other examples in the intervening space between
'science' and 'legend'-notably in the mass media.
The same intuitive prqcess which leads McCulloch to 'recognize' a
legend on his first encounter with it leads me to say that psychologically
the same processes which form the urban legend mould the psychologists'
doctoring of their evidence. Intuitive judgements are neither good nor
bad, right nor wrong, merely through being intuitive. They turn out to
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be good or bad once they are tested. How well does the judgement stand
up in practice? This raises the question of what sort of 'test' is likely to
be made. One obvious type of test is a conflict of personal judgement. If
one person 'intuitively identifies' a narrative as legend, whilst someone
else says intuitively 'no, it isn't', the problem that arises is de facto a
demand for something more explicit tha~ mere intuition. The solution
of the problem requires some process of making explicit the criteria on
which the judgements were made.
A rather more sophisticated test arises from looking at the possible
consequences of intuitively held beliefs. If my intuitions that the same
underlying psychological processes are at work is correct, one corollary
could be that there is no need for the notion of a legend at all! It might
be that a parsimonious analysis could dispense with the notion of a
legend entirely. On the other hand, this does not necessarily follow from
the 'same processes' hypothesis. It could be that alongside the common
underlying factors there are also special factors un-ique to the legend. To
attempt to support the latter point of view requires us to test
McCulloch's intuition. What is it that allows us to identify a legend?
What are its special qualities?
My proposal then is this: that we try to work towards a definition of
modem legend which allows us to clarify what it is, if anything, that
makes a legend. Understanding the legend and defining it seem to me to
be essentially the same activity. Note that this paper does not offer a
definition but proposes-that we seek one. The process whereby we seek
an adequate definition, and hence understanding, is one which may be
given either a highbrow or a lowbrow title. It is either 'dialectical' or it is
'pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps'. More specifically, my
proposal is that we work out side by side the implications of the
distinctive points of view-legend as manifestation of psychological
generalities, and legend as unique phenomenon.
SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS

Having suggested psychological similarities between the contemporary
legend and certain other phenomena, it becomes necessary to make
more explicit the psychological processes involved. Whereas folklorists
might treat a legend as a 'text' in its own right, equivalent to a literary
text, a psychological analysis involves the legend being classified in two
main ways. When a legend is told, it is (a) for the teller, an aspect ofhis
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or her behaviour, and (b) for the listener, an aspect of his or her
environment. Legend is to be seen not simply as a psychological
phenomenon but as a social psychological one.
Figure 1 represents the factors to be borne in mind when seeking to
interpret any social interaction between people. It includes a minimum
set of significant variables, assuming the simplest possible case. Two
people are assumed, A and B, each of whom acts. A's actions are a
potential influence on B; B's actions on A. The interaction will take
place in some setting, which may influence how each acts and how each
reacts to the other's behaviour. A and B both come to the situation
under the influence of their accumulated life-histories. This fact is often
referred to by some notion such as 'past experience' or 'personality'.
'Reactional biography' is used here in preference to other terms because
it emphasises that what a person does now in this setting is a step in a
complex chain of eyents in which the individual has interacted with
outside forces. 5
Figure 1: Social Interaction

A's Reactional

B's Reactional

Biography

Biography

SETTING

Person B

Person A

actions

This model is not in itself an 'explanation' of social interaction but
rather an aide memoire drawing attention to what is necessarily
involved in any interaction. Naturally, it is possible to make the model
more complex by increasing the number of people, introducing indirect
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media of communication and so on. One role of such a model is to serve
as a safeguard against too readily adopting an attractive but narrow
'explanation' of a given event. When people ask 'why' questions about
someone's social behaviour, they may be satisfied with an answer which
concentrates on a single factor such as 'Because he's in the pub' (setting)
or 'Because he's had a hard life' (r~actional biography). Strictly
speaking, however, a full analysis would refer to all the basic
variables.
Let us take a simple example. A woman may tell a joke to some
friends at a party. They laugh. Suppose it is then asked 'Why did she tell
the joke?' An obvious answer might be 'To make her friends laugh',
which has the plausibility derived from its reference to the other people
involved and, implicitly, to the appropriateness of the setting, a party.
'Ibis cannot be the whole explanation, however. How did that joke
come to be told? She may have made it up. She may have herself told it
before and got a laugh. All of these points are relevant and all involve
reference to her reactional biography.
If she had indeed told the joke before and got a laugh, that would
illustrate a very important general rule about how our accumulated
experience influences how we act. On the whole, behaviour which leads
to a positive outcome tends to become more likely in the future.
Behaviour which does not have a positive outcome thereby tends to
become less likely. This very general principle can be applied at many
different levels of analysis, from a child learning language, to forming
impressions of a new acquaintance. Learning in this sense includes not
only learning to do particular things, but also discriminating appropriate
circumstances. Social learning includes telling when particular settings
or the presence of other particular people make an action appropriate or
not. A positive outcome, often called a 'reinforcement', is anything
satisfying to the person. A young child learning language may be
satisfied when making a certain sound leads to the presentation of a
particular sort offood, particularly if the child especially likes that food
and is hungry. In our social interactions generally, we may be satisfied
by getting another person to act in a particular way. We may be pleased
by the attention, acceptance or approval of other people. 'Ibis sketchy
outline is not meant as a systematic exposition of a theory but rather to
give some indication of the form of analysis this approach involves. 6
One feature of this approach is that whereas some of it may appear
little different from 'commonsense', certain 'commonsense' categories
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are not invoked. For example, in discussing what people say, we may
ordinarily refer sometimes to whether a statement is 'true' or 'false'.
However, 'truth' as such is not a psychological category (though this
does not mean that psychological analysis has no way of handling the
kinds of behaviour we refer to as 'telling the truth' or not doing so).
Let us consider when the issue is likely to ·arise. More often than not
statements which we regard as true are not remarked upon. We
comment on something we regard as false, something whose truth is
open to debate and on the occurrence of a 'true' statement when we had
some reason to expect a false one. In effect, then, we tend to take truthtelling for granted as expected and natural in most circumstances.
However, psychological analysis often requires us to question what we
have taken for granted. So let us ask first whether there is any good
reason to expect 'truthtelling' to be a normal occurrence. Secondly, let
us question whether it is actually all that characteristic of our ordinary
behaviour.
Looking for an answer to the first of these questions, we may find it, I
think, in the matter of positive outcomes. If our statements are regularly
at variance with the events and objects to which they refer, then we can
expect a fairly high level of unpleasant outcomes. When our listeners
discover the discrepancies, it will give rise to argument, conflict and
distrust of our future statements. On the whole then, if we find that
people tend more frequently to say what independent evidence would
indicate is 'true', then we can put it down to having been encouraged by
positive outcomes arising from 'truthtelling', whilst falsehoods have
become discouraged by lack ofpositive outcomes. We are not implying
here any conscious desire or decision to be truthful or to be a liar.
Rather it is that the accumulated experience of our reactional biography
may be more favourable to truthtelling than not telling the truth, and
that favouring of the truth lies in the positive outcomes.
However, positive outcomes can take various forms and they are not
all contingent on telling the truth; hence it seems probable that our
reactional biographies are hardly likely to lead inevitably to constant
truthtelling. Sometimes another positive outcome may be achieved at
the expense of the truth. A .'good' story may triumph at the expense of a
'true' one. In answering the second question, then, I would argue that
experience leads us to conclude that people often do not merely tell the
truth. Some hypothetical examples may illustrate my point. Faced with
a casual social enquiry as to when one's train had arrived, one might say
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'Half past nine' even though one was aware of the station clock reading
9.27 precisely. Precision of this sort in response to a question which is
asked out of mere politeness might be regarded as pedantry and
disturb the enquirer. We leam to fit the accuracy of our answers to the
circumstances of the asking. I might answer an enquiry as to where I
work by saying 'Glasgow' rather than the 'truth' (Paisley) ifi judge the
person asking the question to have so little knowledge of Scottish
geography that the correct answer might be meaningless or give rise to a
rather boring set of supplementary questions. Yet it is as wrong for me
to say 'Glasgow' as it is to say 'Watson conditioned Albert to show fear
towards a rabbit'. Sometimes, too, one might avoid making a true
factual statement because to do so might imply ignorance on the part of
the listener.
My argument then is that what people say on any given occasion is
influenced by many factors. Sometimes what is said may bear a
relatively straightforward relationship to some event or object, and we
sum up that relationship by calling the statement 'true'. However, a
meaningful analysis of what people say requires us to range more widely
than that in our search for key influences. Speaking is a social act and
comes under many social influences. What does a consideration of these
points imply for the study of legends? Two points may be made.
First, I would suggest that we might find it less surprising that
legends exist, since the factors which influence what we say generally
may well form an explanation for those examples of communication
that we call legends. Indeed the question remains open as to whether we
require a special category 'legend' at all.
Secondly, to understand the persistence oflegends we should look for
the positive outcomes associated with their telling (I suspect that
people's interest in legends may sometimes arise from an assumption
that, not being true, they must surely lead to negative outcomes and
hence die out). The question of their truth can be simply bypassed. If
they indeed persist, then it can reasonably be assumed that they do
provide some suitable positive outcomes when told. If there is a case for
a special category of 'legend' to describe certain statements, then it
probably lies in our being able to demonstrate that there are certain
positive outcomes which legends are particularly suited to achieving.
THE FUNCTIONS OF LEGENDS

We now have the hypothesis that contemporary legends survive because
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they have satisfactory functions (provide positive outcomes) not readily
available through other sorts of statement. In principle, it should be
possible to test such a theory by the analytical comparison of legends
and 'non-legendary' statements. However, this is at present a difficult
undertaking. On the one hand, we do not have an accepted definition
which allows us to identify a body of legends to be compared with nonlegends. On the other hand, we do not know what functions to look for if
we were able to make the comparison. Thus, for the time being we
cannot make a definitive test.
However, it may be possible to make a start; that is, make some
moves which might bring the possibility of a definitive test nearer. My
proposal is that we attempt to establish the plausibility of certain
intuitive judgements about the functions of legends by examining
legends defined for the time being in an ad hoc manner. Accordingly two
published sets of legends will be discussed.
Neither set was compiled with the present exercise in mind. The first
consists of the fourteen contemporary legends mentioned in my paper
'The Folk Tale as News'. 7 They consist of a selection from a larger
collection made over a number of years, particular items being included
to illustrate: (a) legends appearing in the mass media as news items; and
(b) legends appearing in novels, plays and films. The second more
substantial list consists of the legends featured in Brunvand's The
Vanishing Hitchhiker, which was chosen as a relatively recent and
scholarly collection. Although it is not always clear which of the legends
Brunvand considers to be distinct types, and which are merely versions
of the same basic story, I tried to follow his intentions as indicated by
the organisation of the book, and identified thirty separate items.
These two sets of legends were each reviewed with a view to
formulating hypotheses as to the functions they might perform. This
essentially intuitive process led to a list of six possible functions, as
follows:
Ta ble 1: Functions of Legend~ Provisional List
A.

Poetic justice

B.

Anxiety justified

C.

I am in the know

D.

Normal behaviour in inappropriate setting

E.

Expressing inappropriate feelings

F.

Permanent representation of feelings
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These functions are conceived of as operating as follows:
A. Poetic justice. A wrongdoer is punished in some bizarre way. Why
should people like stories like that? Because in reality wrongdoers often
get away with it or are punished in a less satisfactory way.
B. Anxiety justified. People often have anxieties which for various
reasons they may feel slightly ashamed of, or which they may find it
difficult to admit to directly. Some tales are 'evidence' to justify the
anxiety (for example: fear of the dark, strangers, foreigners, food cooked
by strangers, the foreign, new technology).
C. I am in the know. Some stories allow the tellers to suggest that they
are privy to some special knowledge, usually hidden-for example
knowledge about the workings ofbig business (once you've heard it you
too are 'in the know'). This element could be added to any story by
claiming that it is something which has been 'hushed up'.
D. Normal behaviour in inappropriate settings. Farting, sex play and
going nude are all things which though 'natural' are circumscribed by
rules about when (and with whom) you do them. Some stories allow us
to break the rules vicariously, by showing other people performing these
actions at the 'wrong' time.
E. Expressing inappropriate feelings. There are also social rules about
what the appropriate feelings should be in certain situations. One ought
to show sympathy with misfortune, respect for the dead, love and care
towards children and pets. However, we can, and often do, react
inappropriately: some misfortunes are fhnny, a corpse is just a bit of
meat, babies and pets are vulnerable creatures whom we sometimes feel
like exploiting. In public, these 'wrong' feelings must be hidden. Stories
again offer vicarious expression to the inappropriate.
F. Permanent representation offeelings. Our feelings sometimes seem to
be diminished by the material world. Someone may die in a room, but,
however tragic the death is to us, the room is physically the same. If,
however, the room were changed in some way, it might objectify and
support our instinct that the world is somehow 'different'. This is the
case in most supernatural stories.

Table 2:

Application:~
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cThe Folktale as

Legend Name

news:~

Function Categories

Case
Number
A

B

c

D

E

(Dog food in restaurant)

none

Fatal Wager

6

X

X

Mock Execution

7

X

X

Stolen Wallet

4

Claimants' Howlers

none

Aspirin and the Pill

10

X

(Urine in whisky bottle)

none

X

X

Fingers

1

X

X

Disappearing Room

9

Cross Purpose

8

Ghostly Chess Player

2

Stolen Police Car

3

Monster with Iron
Teeth

5

Qonah)

none
total

F

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

7

8

2

0

5

1
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After I had arrived at this tentative list of possible functions, the next
stage seemed to be to check on the relative standing of each. The two
sets of legends were therefore considered in tum, and a possible
function, or functions, ascribed to each. Table 2 shows the results for
legends in 'The Folk Tale as News', Table 3 for those in Brunvand's
book.
Note: 'Dog food in restaurant' and 'Ghostly Chess Player' correspond to
'Kentucky Fried Rat' and 'Vanishing Hitchhiker' in Table 3.
Table 3:

Application:~

The Vanishing Hitchhiker

Legend Name

Function Categories
A

Boyfriend's Death

B

c

D

E

X

Death Car
Philanderer's Porsche

X

X

Vanishing Hitchhiker*
The Hook

X

X

X

X

Killer in the Backseat

X

Babysitter and man upstairs

X

Roommate's Death

X

Hot Dog

X

X

Hippy Babysitter

X

X

Spider in Hairdo

X

X

Alligator in Sewer

X

X

X

X

Kentucky Fried Rat*

Dead Cat in Package

F

X

X
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Function Categories

Legend Name
A
Runaway Grandmother

X

Solid Cement Cadillac

X

B

c

D

E

F

X

Nude in the RV

X

Cut-out Pullman

X

Nudes and more nudes

X

Nude Surprise Party

X

X

Still more nudes

X

Fart in the dark

X

Red Velvet Cake

X

X

Snake in the Blanket

X

X

Economical Car

X

Mint-condition vintage vehicles

X

Ghost Airliner

X

Devil in the Dancehall

X

X

Hilarious Accidents

X

Kidnappings

X

X

6

6

X

total

10

14

6

3

* See note to Table 2.

On this analysis, functions B, A and E are the most common for those
legends in 'The Folk Tale as News', .- none of these legends appearing to
display function C. For The Vanishing Hitchhiker, on the other hand, B
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and A are clearly dominant functions, with C, D and E of equal
standing some way behind. Putting the results of the two lists together
and adjusting the scores to allow for the presence of two legends in both
of the lists, we have the results shown in Table 4.
Table 4: Fun ctions of legends, frequencies

Function

Folk Tale
As News
(n: 14)

Vanishing
Hitchhiker
(n: 30)

Total*

A

7

10

17

B

8

14

20

c

2

6

8

D

0

6

6

E

5

6

11

F

1

3

3

* Totals adjusted to take account of appearance of two legends in both lists.

In summary this list suggests that, on the basis of the examination of
the forty-two different legends contained in these two works, the
principal functions that legends appear to serve are 'anxiety confirmed',
'poetic justice', and 'expression of inappropriate feelings'.
CONCLUSION

It would be difficult to overemphasise the tentative nature of this
theory. The evidence presented to support it is admittedly unsatisfactory.
The main justification for giving it is that it may provide a guide
towards a more soundly based analysis of legends.
The limitation which needs to be stressed most is the process of
identifying the functions of a given legend. This has been done entirely
on the individual judgement of one person. If the analysis is to have any
value, it is necessary to check how much agreement it is possible to
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achieve in this process: that is, can we obtain a reasonably good
correspondence between the judgements of different people working
independently? Ifit turns out that we cannot, then either the approach
must be abandoned, or it must be refined, or some method of assessing
functions which does not depend on personal judgements must be
found.
A second limitation is that only forty-two legends have been covered.
The analysis could be applied to other lists, thus expanding the total
number of cases. If the function list appearing in Table 1 were to survive
this process relatively unchanged, we might gain confidence in its
appropriateness. Altematively, it might emerge that the legends first
examined were unrepresentative and a new list with different priorities
might emerge. This would provide some vindication for the general
approach whilst undermining the specific form in which the theory has
been presented here.
If these steps were taken to overcome the current limitations, it might
be possible then to use the approach to advance our understanding of
particular aspects of contemporary legends. Noting the different relative
ordering of the functions in Tables 2 and 3, it might be possible to check
out possible causes. For example, different relative importance might
attach to different functions in different communities. It might be
possible to examine different versions of the same legend in terms of
varying sets of functions. For example, we might be able to relate
functions to changing social norms, changing audiences and changing
settings. Similarly, it might be possible to relate functions to modes of
delivery. Do people emphasise different functions by performing a
legend in different ways?
Finally, the issue of the relationship between contemporary legends
and other sorts of statement may be confronted. If we establish certain
functions reasonably firmly, then we may go on to consider whether
they have any special role unique to legends or whether legends share
them with other types of statement. I make no definite prediction as to
what the outcome of such a comparison might be. Legends may tum
out to have some unique features or they may turn out to be part of
some wider categories of statement.
If the latter were to be the case, it would not mean the death oflegend
study. The continuing interest of legends does not depend on any
supposed uniqueness. A comparison occurs to me which may be
appropriate. Benjamin Franklin had a long interest in lightning and the
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harm it could do to people and property. It was not until he started to
experiment on electricity that he was led to the invention of the
lightning conductor. His scientific research led him to the discovery
that lightning is a form of electricity. That discovery led in turn to a way
of dealing with lightning which would reduce its harmful effects.
Lightning still exists today, it is still interesting and sometimes
frightening, even though we now know to treat it as a form of something
broader, electricity. 8 If it turns out that contemporary legend can be
explained as part of some broader category of social psychological
process, it seems to me unlikely that legends will thereby lose their
fascination.
NOTES
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8. See D. Comwell and S. Hobbs, 'Behavioral Analysis of Metaphor',
Psychological Record, 34 (1984), pp. 325-32.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF GENEALOGY
Stephen Sayers

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the organised and systematic practice of genealogy has
become increasingly popular in western societies. This paper will
examine the cultural context in which contemporary genealogical
knowledge is produced. In addition, it will identify a number of
legendary characteristics in genealogical knowledge and discuss their
psychological significance.
The nature of genealogical tradition and its relationship to kinship
systems and the determination of social organisation has been well
documented by writers 1 and by anthropologists working in pre-literate
societies. 2 Much of this material contains references to the cultural
preservation and transmission of long and detailed oral genealogies.
These are often grounded in myth and provide rich aetiological
resources which serve to promote visions of the world and regulate
certain social practices. In this way, the deification of Julius Caesar
could be justified by his descent from Venus, the regality of the kings of
Wessex could be proved by their descent from Woden and beyond to
Sceaf'the son ofNoah ... hom in the Ark', 3 and the Tudor claim to the
crown of England could be demonstrated as legitimate by genealogists
who had traced a royal lineage through King Alfred and the mythical
Lud and back to Adam himsel£ 4
In westem Europe, the formal registration of genealogies began to
supplant oral traditions during the twelfth century. Some of this work
was done by scholars who were concerned to record oral genealogies
which might otherwise be lost. The records of the ancient Welsh and
Irish genealogies date from this period and exemplify the scholastic
achievement. But in the main, the formal registration of genealogies
indicated a growing aristocratic preoccupation with the translation of
customary rights and dues into legal hereditary entitlements. As a
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result, many of those records which have survived are devoted to the
genealogies of the great aristocratic families. 5 Oral genealogical
traditions persisted amongst the common folk, but they tended to do so
in vestigial forms, and it is probable that they conveyed a familial rather
than a public significance. Those oral traditions which have come down
to us in modern times are typically vague, dislocated and imbued with a
legendary air. 6
In Britain, it was not until the writing of the county histories in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that any serious thought was
given to the family histories of the common folk. The cultural
conditions in which these histories were written also gave rise to the
founding of learned bodies such as the Spalding G _e ntlemen's Society
(1710), The Society of Antiquaries (1717) and the Honourable Society
of Cymmrodorian (1751), and in a very modest way organisations of
this kind began to generate genealogical knowledge and to establish
genealogy as a modern practice.
These beginnings were taken up and developed in the nineteenth
century by organisati~ns such as the Powysland Club (1867) and the
Huguenot Society ofLondon (1885). But it was not until the twentieth
century that the study of genealogy came to be established as a discrete
and organised discipline. The Society of Genealogists was founded in
1911 and this was followed by the Institute ofHeraldic and Genealogical
Studies in 1961. The first of the county and district family history
societies were established in the mid-1960s and these were instrumental
in broadening both the emphasis and the appeal of genealogical
studies.
A similar pattern of development has occurred in other countries of
western Europe. In Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa and
the United States the development has been particularly prolific and
well-organised. International co-operation in the field was marked by
the first International Congress of Heraldry and Genealogy in Barcelona
in 1928 and more recently by the foundation of the Federation of Family
History Societies in 1974-an organisation that brings together the
resources of more than one hundred societies from all over the western
world. 7
GENEALOGY AS A MODERN PHENOMENON

It is evident, therefore, that the practice of contemporary genealogy has
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been in the making for several centuries and that it is widely established
throughout the western world. Its appeal is broad and it is practised by
amateur enthusiasts as well as by professional scholars. It has even been
elevated to the status of a subject worthy of inclusion in a university
curriculum. s
However, the question why all this should have occurred at all
remains to be considered. Indeed, why should it have occurred in
western societies during the twentieth century, when genealogy had
ceased to be of any profound cultural significance and when it seemed to
serve no practical purposes? 9 The question is difficult, but is also crucial
and should not be avoided. In fact, it is precisely because it appears to be
so inconsequential and because its practice is not overlaid by complex
cultural accretions that this flowering of genealogy promises to be of
interest to scholars of contemporary legend. In it we have an example of
a modern narrative genre which is of certain but indeterminable
significance, which is self-directing and perhaps even autotelic, which
addresses itself to the very stuff of legend and which seems to have
caught the popular imagination: so by attempting to understand the
origins and significance of contemporary genealogy we may come close
to understanding the origins and significance of contemporary legend.
We shall return to this point and consider it in some detail, but first
we must take the question head on, attempt to determine the conditions
in which genealogy is practised and account for its origins and
significance in westem societies.
THE ORIGINS AND SIGNIFICANCE OF CONTEMPORARY GENEALOGY

It is clear that the technological base of western societies permits a
highly efficient management of genealogical materials. Modern
computing techniques lend themselves easily to the collection, storage,
processing and retrieval of this material. It is also clear that certain
social and economic conditions in westem societies have provided the

high levels of literacy, mobility, leisure and personal and financial
security to make the use of this technology feasible: it is clear, too, that
these factors should be central to any consideration of how contemporary
genealogy is practised. But in order to understand why it is practised, we
must look elsewhere.
Plumb has described 'outbreaks of genealogical fever' which occur
during periods when new classes are emerging in society, or when new
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classes are attempting to enter the traditional aristocracy, or when
aristocratic supremacy is threatened. He refers to the period 1550-1650
as an example of an historical context in which all three criteria were
present and where there occurred marked genealogical activity. 10
Although these claims are primarily correlative rather than explanatory
in nature, they do offer a convenient point of reference from which
analysis might proceed. The idea that marked genealogical activity
occurs when the status quo is threatened is attractive and its relevance
to our own age need not be doubted. Whilst sociologists might subscribe
to widely differing accounts ofthe nature of modem social change, few
would take issue with the view that the status quo in westem societies is
under pressure. Even so, it would not suit our purpose to approach the
problem in this kind of way. Such a course would be unnecessarily
complex and probably speculative, and perhaps it is best left to the
future and to the retrospective judgements of social historians.
Nevertheless, Plumb's propositions do allow us an important insight.
This is revealed if we examine the text and notice that statements about
the status quo are made from a particular perspective. Plumb does not
consider social change itself, but rather social change as it is related to
the determination of aristocratic identity. So that in his scheme of
things, it is not the structure of society that is at stake, but the
aristocratic identity that is in doubt. Therefore, it is possible to recast
Plumb's thesis along the lines: 'marked genealogical activity occurs
when the aristocratic identity is in doubt'. If we take a step further and
remove the ethnocentric emphasis, the hypothesis emerges: 'marked
genealogical activity occurs when people's identities are in doubt'. In
this form, the proposition looks rather more promising and it would
seem to draw support from a variety of sources. There is none more
evocative than that of Alex Haley, whose cultic book Roots is a powerful
expression of an age in which genealogy has become a widespread
preoccupation. In a concluding paragraph to the Acknowledgements,
the author pays tribute to the skills of the Mrican griots, whose
memories ensured that 'the early histories of mankind ... (are) ...
passed along ... for all of us today to know who we are', 11 Haley seems
to be in no doubt about the connection between genealogy and identity,
but we should exercise great caution and reserve judgement until we
have had an opportunity to consider the relationship as it occurs in its
cultural con text.
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SOCIOLOGY AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING

During the last few decades, the study of modern consciousness and its
relationship to pattems of intention, meaning and purpose has
generated a good deal of sociological literature. The work of Berger, 12 of
Berger, Berger and Kellner 13 , and Luckmann 14 exemplifies this interest
and is also relevant to our purpose. The work will be referred to here,
but since it is both diverse and comprehensive, no attempt will be made
to summarise it. Instead, the intention will be to identify a recurrent
theme which tends to characterise its general perspective and to
demonstrate how this might lend itself to our analysis.
Berger et al. recall some of the transformations which have occurred
in westem societies as a result of industrialisation. In particular, they
consider the consequences of the transition from 'traditional' to
'modem' ways of life. 15 Their considerations proceed as follows.
'Traditional' communities are comparatively small, homogeneous,
integrated and enduring. The identities of individual members are
prescribed by certain cultural conditions. Social status is usually
assigned at birth and, in tum, this may determine occupation and the
course of life. Moreover, since these communities are comparatively
small, social relationships are generally intimate. These are regulated by
clear and publicly known expectations. The individual knows what is
expected of him and what he can expect from others. Furthermore, the
community is usually characterised by the presence of a single,
transcendent belief-system which enjoins individuals to share a
common outlook and to experience what they may perceive as a natural
and apparent unity of purpose. Therefore, a member of a traditional
community is likely to feel at home in circumstances that he regards as
natural, meaningfUl and relatively predictable.
By way of contrast, 'modem' societies are comparatively large,
heterogeneous, fragmented and subject to change. They are derived
from populations which have widely differing cultural characteristics.
Hence individual members might lead their lives according to principles
that are quite unfamiliar to other members of the same society, and,
since these societies are comparatively large, it is inevitably the case
that, from time to time, the individual will experience a degree of
anonymity. His daily activities will bring him into contact with others
whom he does not know and who do not know him. In these
circumstances, social encounters will be tentative and unpredictable.
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The frequency and variability of these anonymous social encounters
will require that the individual be able to exercise a repertoire of
sophisticated social skills, so as to moderate his performances according
to the situation and in order to achieve successful outcomes.
Consequently, the individual may come to regard the social world as
a series of apparently unrelated contexts which make differing, and
sometimes conflicting, demands upon him, but which are nevertheless
essential to his way of life and continued wellbeing. Since each of these
contexts makes claims upon him and yet none claims him absolutely, he
is likely to experience his own performance in the world as being
fragmented and his identity as lacking unity. As a result, the individual
may see his relationship to the social world in predominantly theatrical
or game-playing terms.
This kind of instrumentalism carries with it the risk of social life
being apprehended as unauthentic and meaningless, and it may lead a
member of a modern society to become a seeker of new and more
satisfactory meanings. Of course, there are sects, societies, leisure
activities, religions and political organisations whih might provide these
meanings; but a more fundamental strategy involves the adoption of a
life-plan. This enables an individual to regard his life as a long-term
project in which he can plan not only what he will do, but also what he
will become. In this way, his performance in the social world will
acquire significance as the means by which a planned destiny might be
achieved. However, since this implies what amounts to a deferment of
identity, the individual may experience his present condition as
transitory and incomplete. In other words, whilst the life-plan offers the
possibility of eventual fulfilment, it does so at the risk of a more or less
permanent uncertainty about immediate identity. Therefore in modem
societies the individual may suffer an endemic doubt about who or what
he really is.
ESTABLISHING THE ORIGINS

If we are prepared to take Berger et al. seriously, then it will be quite
evident that we are now in a position to return to Plumb and operate
that hypothesis which we have distilled from his general propositions.
That is to say: 'marked genealogical activity occurs when people's
identities are in doubt'.
Let us assume that we had no knowledge of the empirical status of
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contemporary genealogy, and that all we had derived from Berger eta/.
was the barest appreciation of the idea that modern societies constitute
a difficult milieu in which to establish integral personal identities. From
this position, we might decide that we had sufficient-if tenuousgrounds to recast our hypothesis in terms which express a positive
relationship between modern west em societies (and hence, the urban
conditions that are apparently conducive to the experience of identitydiffusion), and the occurrence of marked genealogical activity. If we
were to test this hypothesis empirically, we would discover that it would
be well supported by the available evidence.
There is another possibility. We could examine the relationship from
a different angle by proposing a supplementary hypothesis to the effect
that the appearance and development of urban ways of life in westem
societies (and hence, the appearance and development of conditions that
are apparently conducive to the experience of identity-diffusion) are
positively related to the appearance and development of organised
forms of genealogical practice. If we were to put this hypothesis to the
test, we would discover that the available evidence would support it.
Since both hypotheses would be supported by evidence that we know
to exist, it would appear that there are reasonable grounds for
continuing with this line of enquiry. The current period of what Plumb
would call 'genealogical fever' does seem to date from that time which is
associated with the dissolution of traditional communities and with the
rise of industrialisation in the western world. Furthermore there does
seem to be a clear relationship between the subsequent development of
modern societies and the steady proliferation of organised forms of
genealogical practice. Therefore we may conclude that the origins of
contemporary genealogy reside in that experience of identity-diffusion
which has become endemic to western societies as a result of the
sociological consequences of industrialisation.
This conclusion has a certain intrinsic value, but it is too superficial
for our purposes. The relationship between genealogy and identity
needs to be explored to a much greater depth before the full significance
of contemporary genealogy can be determined. More specifically, it is
essential to know the precise function of genealogy for its practitioners.
In other words, it is necessary to identify and account for its
psychological significance.
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ESTABLISHING THE SIGNIFICANCE

It will be evident that throughout the analysis there has been an implicit
suggestion that genealogy provides a source of material which is in some
way constitutive of new forms of identity. To be sure, this idea should be
given an explicit acknowledgment here, because it is precisely the thesis
of this paper that the acquisition and contemplation of genealogical
knowledge informs the way in which people identify themselves and
allocate significance to their lives.
However, before the nature of this thesis can be discussed, it should
be admitted that some theorists regard this kind of claim with the
gravest of doubts. Amongst the most articulate of these is Bell, 16 whose
contention is that 'identity-crises' occur in modem western societies
because the old 'identity conferring institutions'-which for him include
the family and tradition-have ceased to operate in this capacity.
Instead, modem identities are derived from the lived experiences of
people who are similarly situated in the social world. The focus of
modem identity is not the family, but the generation.
To some extent, this is a similar proposition to that of Berger et al.,
but its exclusiveness is problematic. By discounting the family and
other traditional institutions as modem sources of identity, Bell seems
to have overlooked the possibility of these institutions having been
multifariously instrumental to identity conferment in traditional
communities, and that peripheral elements of this multifariousness
might continue to operate in modem societies. 17 Similarly, Bell does not
consider the presence or the significance of traditional archetypes which
occur in those processes of identity conferment to which he alludes.
This point can be illustrated by an examination of certain aspects of
Rastafarianism in Britain. No doubt Bell would see this is an example of
a 'modem identity conferring institution' which has arisen quite
spontaneously out of the shared experiences of a generation of British
blacks. So it is-there can be little doubt that many blacks do derive a
sense of identity from membership of Rastafarian groups-but it is
much more than this. Indeed, a fundamental characteristic of
Rastafarianism involves a commitment to reclaim that which is
perceived as having been lost. This intention is symbolised by a desire to
retum to Africa, take possession of its culture and, by so doing, to
assume a natural identity. The commitment finds expression in
deliberate attempts to reconstruct historical and cultural lines of
Rastafarian descent and, true to the genealogical archetype, these
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reconstructions culminate in legend and in the deified figure of Ras
Tafari, the Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia, whose own place in
Rastafarian history is secured by a grand imperial lineage which goes
back to King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba and beyond to David
and the House of Jesse. 18
Other instances of shared experience leading to historical and
cultural reconstructions and to the exhibition of legitimising lines of
descent can be seen in certain modern ethnic, nationalist and radical
political groups. 19 So it seems quite apparent that the archetype does
prevail, and on these grounds it is possible to refute that kind of critical
opposition which Bell's thesis represents and return to our analysis.
Since we have concluded that genealogical knowledge is in some way
constitutive of certain modern identities, then perhaps we should
continue by considering the nature of this transformational relationship.
GENEALOGICAL KNOWLEDGE

Genealogy can be a complex affair. If a practitioner wishes to trace his
ancestry over a mere twenty generations, he could be setting out to
record the names of some 1,300,896 people, all of whom will be his
direct antecedents. 20 However, this complexity is always attenuated by
circumstances in advance of the research. Records simply do not exist to
permit this level of enquiry, but within these constraints, the practitioner
will have to decide upon a research strategy and determine which ofhis
ancestral lineages he will follow. To some extent, his choice will be
restricted by mundane or practical matters, such as the accessibility of
records, the helpfulness or intransigence of relatives, and the domestic
and financial costs of research. In other respects the choice will be made
for him. The biographies of wealthy, famous or infamous ancestors may
be more evident than others in the archives and therefore they may
prove to be more amenable to research. So it is apparent that whatever
emerges from the research will not be the practitioner's ancestry, but an
arbitrary and fragmented version of some of it.
Nevertheless, that material which is produced will constitute the
genealogical resource. This will consist of a catalogue of names, dates,
relationships, occupations, stories, suggestions of stories, and links with
historical events. Some of these details will have more or less meaning
for the practitioner and consequently the researched pedigree will
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become the object of a selective attention, so that what is regarded as
significant will not be more or less significant in history, but more or
less significant to the practitioner. In other words, the pedigree will
serve as a Rorschach or inkblot test in psychology. What is seen or
ignored or associated will be as much a function of the social and
psychological characteristics of the researcher as it is of that which has
been researched. As a result, different practitioners (or even the same
practitioner at different times) might attribute quite different patterns
of significance to the same pedigree. The operation of selective attention
is therefore crucial, and indeed it is in this very process that the
relationship of genealogical practice to the integration of diffUsed
identities is revealed.
MANAGING IDENTITIES

It is probable that amongst the dramatis personae of any established
pedigree there will appear characters of all ages and conditions, whose
lives were fulfilled in a variety of social and cultural contexts. In most
cases, the biographies of these people will be recorded by sparse details
which may suggest tragedy, heroism, joy, fortitude, dishonour, love or
despair. Whilst the practitioner will make of this material what he will,
it is certain that some ancestors will be more prominently defined than
others, perhaps by their vividity, or by their rank or reputation. Indeed,
just as the Queen Mother is able to identify amongst her ancestors a
humble plumber, so it may transpire that a humble plumber is able to
identify amongst his ancestors a queen, or, more usually, a person of
noble birth or of special distinction. 21
The practitioner may find this discovery extremely satisfying to
contemplate. The knowledge that one is descended from an ancestor of
noble birth can provide a vicarious compensation for otherwise modest
personal circumstances, and it rna y engender a sense of distinctiveness
and lead to increased self-esteem. 22 The practitioner might have to work
long days in the factory, but he does so in the knowledge that blue blood
runs in his veins and that, in some indeterminate way, his life is thereby
imbued with a special significance.
At the same time selective attention to genealogical material can
inspire other forms of self-attribution. For example, the practitioner
might seek to explain aspects of his own nature by reference to the
perceived characteristics of certain ancestors and their experiences.
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Explanations of this kind are typically capricious and their value is
purely phenomenological. That is to say, the practitioner's understanding
of the relationship between his own circumstances and those of his
ancestors will be wholly subjective and will be maintained quite
independently of its historical and psychological validity. 23
Of course, some practitioners will go beyond the provision of simple
explanation and attempt to use genealogical knowledge to justify their
performance in the social world. This strategy is formally related to that
which Bohannan has described as legitimation by 'genealogical
charter' , 24 but it differs in that its value is primarily existential and that
its political utility is usually no more than tenuous. Even so, it is clear
that the strategy does have a great capacity to create potentially radical
configurations of meaning, and in this respect it may be no less
fundamental to the lives of its practitioners.
To be sure, these operations constitute the principal ways in which
genealogical knowledge is used to inform the development of integrated
identities which are at once historically demonstrable and expressive of
their practitioners' preferences and needs. 25 The nature of this
development is highly reflexive: the effects of selective attention to a
pedigree produce changes in selfconsciousness which, in turn, change
the practitioner's perception of his relationship to the pedigree. In this
way, the initial perspective is successively shifted until the practitioner
begins to perceive his ancestors' attributes as bearing an independent,
but nevertheless impressive, resemblance to those he has come to regard
as his own. As the reflex progresses, this sense of resemblance is
gradually transformed into a notional identity, and the practitioner's
correspondence to the pedigree is duly confirmed. More often than not,
a notional identity will be tentative and amorphous and it will undergo
several revisions before assuming a relatively stable and distinctive
constitution. This will not supplant existing identities-be they diffuse,
fragmented or entire-but will bracket them, infuse cohesion and coordinate their development. In other words, the acquisition of a notional
identity will bring with it the possibility of personal discovery and of reorientation to the social world. So it may happen that the practitioner
will feel able to qetermine 'who he really is' and 'where he really
belongs' with an assurance which stems from his experience of being
'rooted' in deep and fertile historical grounds. 27
Whilst the practitioner might find security and self-awareness in all
this, his notional identity will remain a purely subjective phenomenon
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until it is expressed publicly and accorded social significance. This
process can be initiated through conversations in which genealogical
narratives are presented and discussed. The narrative forms which are
produced in these circumstances will be modified over time and by
successive public evaluations, until a more or less definitive repertoire
has been evolved. It is in this way that genealogical carriers of meaning
will be published, adapted and endorsed, and that the practitioner's
notional identity will begin to emerge as a publicly recognised personal
identity.
Of course, the success of this conversion will be highly variable, and
in some cases it will not be achieved at all; but it will always remain a
possibility, and one which many practitioners will come to realise as
their own.
We are close to the heart of our analysis here. For not only have we
proposed a functional relationship between genealogical knowledge and
the acquisition of certain kinds of personal identity, but we have done so
in terms which allow us to explore its legendary potential.
GENEALOGY AS LEGEND

Throughout this paper, allusions have been made to the legendary
characteristics of genealogy. These can be distinguished as two related
possibilities. The first involves the oral transmission of genealogical
knowledge during the process of its publication. In these circumstances,
the possibility arises of personal narrative being adopted and repeated
by their listeners, thereby enabling the creation of new folkloric
traditions. 28 The second implies the legendary potential of these new
traditions by emphasising the possibility of a substantive transformation
of their contents. This idea is perhaps less immediate than the last, but
it is of paramount importance to our analysis and its explication will be
conducted with some care.
We have seen how readily genealogy lends itself to social and
psychological exploitation. Henige has argued that it is quite exemplary
in this respect, and that no other form of historical explanation has
suffered more than genealogy from the 'ravages of self-interest'. 29 It is
also appparent that many genealogical claims have been determined as
much by their practitioner's aspirations and desires as by historical
precedence and the spirit of intellectual inquiry. 30 This kind of
aberration is not confined to genealogy: the perfidious influence of
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wishful thinking upon the interpretation of history has been widely
recognised. 31 But it is Freud who has invited us to regard its influence as
midwife to the birth oflegend. From his point of view, just as reality is
transformed into illusion by the catalysis of wishful thinking, so
historical commentary is transformed into folk-narrative, and biography
into legend. 32 In other words, according to Freud, legend is the product
of history attended by desire.
By now the significance of the second possibility should be rather
more evident than it was, for in this paper we have demonstrated that
the very conditions which Freud regards as instrumental to the creation
of legend are intrinsic to the practice of genealogy. If we are prepared to
take Freud's thesis seriously (and, since it is in perfect congruence with
the tenor of our analysis, there is no reason here why we should not), it
would appear that as a result of our deliberations we have succeeded in
locating the developmental process by which family legend is brought
into being. 33
There is another, perhaps more important, implication which follows
from all this, and it is one that we are bound to consider. Namely, that if
genealogical knowledge is in some way fashioned by desire, then it is
likely that genealogical practice will serve purposes other than those
which we have identified so far, and which are unconsciously motivated.
That is to say, the implication is that genealogy will afford its
practitioners some degree of unconscious gratification. We are on
familiar ground here: Bettelheim, Eliade, Heuscher, and Jung and
Kerenyi 34 have come to similar conclusions about the nature of folklore.
However, although there is every reason to believe that a deep-analysis
of genealogy would prove to be a most fruitful venture, it is perhaps an
unrealistic proposition at this late stage in the paper. Therefore, we will
do no more here than acknowledge its potential and confine our
attention to those aspects of depth-psychology which are necessary to
bring our analysis to its conclusion.
GENEALOGY AS AN ORIENTATING PRINCIPLE

When people come to experience their own lives as part of a long
historical process, their perception of the social world is profoundly
altered. In fact, Berger has suggested that consciousness of an
ontological continuity between the generations is typical of 'primitive
theodicies' and that it is tantamount to the realisation of a quite
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concrete immortality. 35 The practitioner may come to believe that, just
as his ancestors live on in him, so, in the same way, he will live on in his
descendants. This realisation has a legendary corollary too, and the
practitioner may be so mindful of it that he will attempt to arrange his
affairs in such a way as to create the conditions ofhis own immortality. 36
In other words, once he has realised that his life is likely to be
remembered in posterity, he may try to determine what those
remembrances should be.
At the same time, the experience of being rooted in unchanging
historical grounds can provide a bulwark against a fragmented and
unpredictable social world. In these circumstances, the practitioner is
not solely dependent upon contemporary definitions of his condition,
and consequently he is not so vulnerable to the exigencies of
contemporary social change.
Moreover, this resilience is predicated upon an attitude to the world
which several authors have described as 'dignity', or as that regulation
of mind which indicates the possession of absolute mythical value. 37 In
effect, this establishes a point of phenomenological certainty, which
orientates the practitioner's attention to the social world and structures
the way in which he interprets its significance. The utility of this will
become clear when we recall the disorientating potential of that
plurality of meanings, values and expectations which .Berger et al. have
identified as characteristic of modem society, for, in the face of these
influences, the practitioner will be able to project his own meanings
onto the social world, and thereby co-ordinate his responses to it.
Through this process his world becomes ordered, assured, relatively
predictable and endurable. As a result, the practitioner will acquire a
sense of direction which will enable him to tolerate misfortune and
exercise a degree of control over the course of his life. 38
Since genealogical knowledge often contains legendary elements, it
can also provide the practitioner with a road to his own unconscious
and a means of orientation to the internal world. Like daydreams and
fantasies, its contemplation will promote wish-fulfilment and afford a
source of regressive pleasure in which both historical and biographical
passages are possible. 39
Therefore, it seems clear that genealogical knowledge underpins a
wide range of semantic and prescriptive applications in the social and
internal worlds, and since it constitutes the grounds of orientation for
each of these worlds, it is probable that it will provide the principal
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means of their mutual orientation. That is to say, it is likely that
genealogical knowledge has an integrative potential. 40
CONCLUSION

At this point, we may conclude that the psychological significance of
genealogy in westem societies lies in its capacity to inspire personal
identities and to moderate the exigencies of everyday life, as well as in
its provision of the grounds of orientation to both the social and internal
worlds. With this conclusion, our present study must be deemed to have
run its course. For whilst a great deal remains to be done, this does not
involve an analysis of the psychological significance of genealogy per se,
so much as a deep-analysis of folklore-as-genealogy, and the explication
of certain of its concepts. In particular, the concept of know ledge as an
orientating principle is seminal and requires careful development. Its
utility in folklore need not be emphasised here, but since Eliade and
Kean 41 and others have identified what they claim to be folkloric
elements operating in the natural and social sciences, its significance
could be determined by the extent of its application in other disciplines.
Even so, this is an extremely complex area and it will not be easily
resolved. That however should not prevent our continuing efforts to see
that it is accomplished.
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analogues. For example, it is implicit in the special claims to authority made by
some of oqr .psychoanalytic colleagues, who, by their tutelage descend directly
from Freud. It even appears in that popular British twentieth-century song
which, in its sparse lyric, makes the highly dubious preferential claim that
'Lloyd George knows my father. Father knows Lloyd George'.
5. There were, of course, families which aspired to the aristocracy and which
required the prestige of a long and honourable pedigree. In these circumstances,
genealogies could be researched, but often they were quite fraudulently
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36. Those continuities of family forenames with which most genealogists are
familiar indicate the workings of this logic in another way. In Totem and Taboo,
SE, Vol. XIII (1913), pp. 56-58, Freud refers to the idea of reincarnation and
suggests that in archaic terms, that part of the ancestor's essence (soul) which is
represented by his name becomes imperishable by its continual rebirth
throughout the generations. This same process is described in different contexts
by M. Eliade (1954), by C.G. Jung and C. Kerenyi (1951), pp. 1-32 and T. Mann
(194 7), pp. 422-25, and again this congruence of ideas serves to underline that
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folkloric potential of genealogical knowledge which we have identified in this
study. See also note 38.
37. See for example, T. Mann (1947), pp. 423-25 and E.C. Sproul, Primal
Myths: Creating the World (London: Rider, 1979), p. 13.
38. This is a convenient place to mention another aspect of genealogy which
can be linked to processes of cor. . trol. Whilst the recording of ancestral names is
a necessary genealogical procedure, the act of naming has an unconscious
significance. (See, for example, 0. Fenichel, The Psychoanalytic Theory of
Neurosis (London: Kegan Paul, 1946), p. 295, and J. Heuscher (1974) pp. 26473 ). In the main, this involves what might be called the 'Rumpelstilzchen Effect'
of naming. That is, by naming an unknown (and usually threatening) entity, one
comes to exercise control over it. Freud describes this process in some detail in
Totem and Taboo (1913), pp. 56-58, and claims that in archaic logic, the
possession of the name of an object ensures the possession of part of its essence.
In a genealogical context, the discovery of ancestral names implies contact with
the dead and control over them. The unconscious meaning of this will vary, but
it may relate, on the one hand, to an attempt to master the Other World and its
dangers, and, on the other, to the unconscious desire to have contact with and
control over the 'dead' or those who are now gone-that is to say, the parents or
other members of the practitioner's family of origin, who may or may not be
dead, but who, in any case, do not occupy the same roles in relation to the
practitioner as they once did in his primordial experience.
39. Historical studies have an unconscious significance which is both
transcendent and regressive. C .D . Kean in The Meaning of Existence (London:
Latimer Hewse, 1947), pp. 69-90, argues that the contemplation of history
involves the transcendence of the subject from his own historical context and
the entering into another in which contemporary constraints do not prevail. M.
Eliade in Myth and Reality (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1964), pp. 7591 , takes up this point and stresses its relationship to the operation of regressive
pleasure. He cites Freud to conclude that a preoccupation with the past can
signify a concem for the subject's own biographical circumstances and in
particular for the repossession of the bliss of 'primordial and paradisal time', or
that period of early infancy before weaning has occurred. This notion takes on
an added interest in our case, because Eliade maintains that the phenomenon of
the 'retum to the origin' is a characteristic feature of all folkloric experience and
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40. Several generations of authors have suggested that this orientating
capacity is typical of folkloric knowledge, but the idea has not been developed.
As it is presented here, it is perhaps most closely related to the work of Eliade,
but it bears a particular resemblance to Kerenyi's notion of begritnden, that is,
the grounding and clarifying properties of mythology. (See Jung and Kerenyi
[1951], pp. 6-10.) In other words, in Kerenyi's terms, our claim is that
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genealogical knowledge provides the practitioner with the means to determine
the origins and nature ofhis own condition in the world and the semantic basis
for its explanation.
41. See Eliade (1960) and Kean (1947).

PART4
LEGENDS AND THEIR OFFSPRING
The final papers in the volume look at the relationships between legends
and closely related genres-jokes and photocopied-lore.
The starting point of Marion Bowman's paper was an incident which
occurred in 1973/ 1974 in which a version of 'The Boyfriend's Death'
was told by a group of male students in order to play a practical joke on
the female staff of Glenmore Lodge Outdoor Centre near Aviemore.
Bowman's informant originally told both legend and joke as an integral
part of a personal experience story, but of late has started narrating 'The
Boyfriend's Death' separately from the story of the practical joke,
having now recognised the former as a 'legend'. An examination of these
different performances and their contexts raises some pertinent
questions about the interrelationships between different narrative
genres, about the interplay between narrative and joke, and about the
influence of the folklorist on the informant's perceptions of both
situation and text.
Paul Smith points out that it has been known for some time that
certain contemporary legends also occur as texts on photocopied sheets
which circulate in offices and workshops. Such sheets are also known to
contain narratives which perhaps we would not so readily identify as
contemporary legends. Smith's paper sets out to explore the relationship
between legends and photocopy lore by examining the forms and
functions of the photocopy tradition, the narrative content of the sheets,
and the possible status of the stories as contemporary legends.

CONTEMPORARY LEGEND AND PRACTICAL JOKE
Marion Bowman

This paper concentrates upon a practical joke, in which a version of
'The Boyfriend's Death' played a major part, and the subsequent
narration of the event and the legend. This raises some interesting
points concerning the use, context, performance and perception of
contemporary legend, and it is also to some extent a cautionary tale,
showing how folklorists, both privately and through the media, can
affect people's awareness of the genre.
The event occurred in the winter of 1973/ 197 4, when my friend
Alison was having a year offbetween school and university, working on
the domestic staff of the Glenmore Lodge Outdoor Centre. Glenmore
Lodge is set in its own grounds, in a fairly remote situation roughly ten
miles from A viemore. The nearest settlement is an army base around
three or four miles across country. Alison describes the building as
cruciform, with the female domestic quarters at the end of one arm of
the cross. There were ten women on the domestic staff. Two cooks had a
room each, four pairs of women shared rooms, and there was a
communal kitchen and lounge area. It thus bore some resemblance to
the 'girls' dorm' setup so popular with contemporary legend collectors.
At the time of the event, a group of male Physical Education students
from Jordanhill College, Glasgow, were staying at the Centre. One
evening, when the women were off duty and relaxing in their lounge,

they saw a group of the students coming up the path after a visit to
A viemore. The boys stopped to chat through the open window of the
lounge. They seemed very agitated, and claimed that they had got back
to the Lodge just in time, because the police were setting up road blocks
to try and apprehend an escaped lunatic who was in the area and was
thought to be 'heading this way'.
The students then claimed that this reminded them of a story they
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had heard about a couple who were out in the country for a drive when
their car ran out of petrol. They heard on the car radio that the police
were searching for an escaped madman who was believed to be in the
area, so the boyfriend told the woman to lock herself in the car or van
while he went for petrol, as he would be quicker alone. He told her that
whatever happened she was to stay locked inside. It was a really dark
night, and after a while the woman heard what seemed to be a banging,
thumping noise on the roof of the car. However, although she was really
frightened, she remembered her boyfriend's warning and did not get out
to investigate. Eventually, the woman saw the flashing lights of a police
car, and the police told her by loud-hailer to get out of the car, walk
slowly to the police car, but not to look back. It tumed out that the
banging noise had in fact been the sound ofthe boyfriend's head being
smashed on the roof of the car by the lunatic.
The female staff were deeply disturbed by all that they had been told,
and after the students left they discussed it among themselves. 'To be on
the safe side', they all decided to lock themselves into their rooms that
night, which was something they never normally did. During the night
the women became aware of a thumping noise overhead, and realised
that it was footsteps on the flat roof above them. Believing that there
was an escaped lunatic in the area (in view of the story they had been
told, they were jittery anyway), when they heard the noise they
panicked. They rushed out of their rooms, and gathered together in the
communal area. One of the cooks became hysterical and had to be
slapped. It was decided that Alison and another girl should run for help
to the duty instructor, who was available in case of emergency.
However, by the time he arrived, the footsteps had gone and there was
no sign of anyone. Eventually they all went back to bed. In the morning
it was discovered that the noise had been caused by one of the students
walking across the roof, that there had in fact been no road blocks and
no escaped lunatic, and that the whole thing had been an elaborate
practical joke to scare the female staff.
The practical joke had been well thought out, and was most
effectively executed. For a group of females in a fairly remote, perhaps
vulnerable, situation to have heard footsteps on the roof above them in
the middle of the night would have been upsetting in itsel£ To play on
the fears people have of 'madmen' by telling them that there was an
escaped lunatic at large in the area would also certainly have been
frightening. But to tell them of an escaped lunatic, to relate an incident
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confirming their preconceptions about the sort of dreadful thing that
might happen when a madman is on the rampage, and then to add
footsteps in the night was a winning combination. For the perpetrators,
the practical joke was a huge success.
However, for those on the receiving end of the joke, it was at the time
an emotionally charged, dramatic event, and anything but funny. This
is still very obvious in the language and performance of Alison's
personal experience narrative. She stresses that the boys were very
convincing ('really seemed disturbed') when telling of the escaped
lunatic and when giving their account of 'The Boyfriend's Death'. The
women were alarmed and upset by what they were told. When they
heard the noise on the roof they 'really did panic' and they were 'totally
terrified'. Alison says that she and the other girl were 'clawing at each
other' to get out of their room first. When they got out and gathered
with the others, they were 'huddling together'. The cook who went
hysterical actually had to be slapped to calm her down. When they
decided that they had to go for help, Alison and the other girl 'had to
run the length of the Centre down dark corridors' to get to the duty
instructor. It should also be remembered that when the women went
back to bed after this incident they did not know who had been on the
roof, and that as far as they were concerned there was still a madman on
the prowl in the area. It was not until the moming that they discovered
that it had all been a joke, and they were certainly not amused. It is
interesting that, whenever I have heard Alison tell this story, she ends
with the statement that the students involved were 'severely disciplined';
it seems important for her to establish that although the women
suffered, justice was done in the end.
This incident involving a contemporary legend and its subsequent
narration raises a number of interesting points concerning variation in
use, context, performance and perception of the legend. The joke shows
that a version of 'The Boyfriend's Death' was known to a group of
Glasgow-based students in 1973/ 1974, although we cannot know

exactly what version they had heard and to what extent they had
modified it for the occasion. Alison, for example, tells the story without
any detail of the place or people involved, and the ending seems
somewhat unusual in that it implies that the woman obeyed the
instruction not to look back. Sandy Hobbs confirms that this story was
known in Glasgow in 1973, although in the version he encountered the
banging on the roof was made by the madman sitting on top of the car
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hitting it with the boyfriend's severed head, and the woman did look
back. 1 Another unknown factor is whether the students themselves
believed the legend to be true. However, within the context of the joke,
all that mattered was that is was told convincingly enough for it to fulfil
its purpose.
There are now many examples of contemporary legends being
incorporated into or inspiring short stories, television programmes,
songs, publicity stunts, and even crime. 2 I would be grateful for any
other instances of its being used in practical jokes. It is interesting to
speculate whether the idea of the joke came first, with 'The Boyfriend's
Death' being added to create atmosphere; or whether the legend itself
inspired the practical joke. I tend to suspect the latter. Much
contemporary legend material appears to lend itself to being acted out in
'real life', and we should be on the lookout for such behaviour.
Alison first encountered 'The Boyfriend's Death' in the context of the
practical joke at Glenmore Lodge. It is impossible to ascertain exactly
which version of the legend she was told, but she has remained
consistent in her telling of it over a number of years. However, while her
story has remained basically the same, her perception and performance
of it have not. When Alison first heard the legend, she had never heard
any other stories like that, and 'just accepted it as true'. Even after she
knew about the joke and realised why and how the legend had been
used, the story itself still seemed plausible enough.
In the last few years a number of things have influenced Alison's
perception and performance of the legend, and this is where we have to
consider the effects of our activities on 'the public'. I met Alison in 1982
shortly after I had attended the first Contemporary Legend Symposium. I
mentioned that I had been at this conference, and she asked me what
was meant by the term 'contemporary legend'. To some extent ducking
the issue of definition, I gave a couple of examples, versions of 'The
Vanishing Hitchhiker' and 'The Hook'; this prompted Alison to tell her
personal experience narrative. After being out ofBritain for a couple of

years, I next spoke to Alison in 1984, and asked her to repeat her
personal experience narrative. After doing that, she told me that she
now knows 'all sorts oflegends'-citing as examples 'the one about the
baby in the microwave', and 'the murderer in the house with the
babysitter'. She said that she tells her version of 'The Boyfriend's
Death' when 'stories like that' are being told: 'You know, when people
are telling stories and you're really, you know, sort of trying to frighten
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each other'. Alison thinks that there seems to have been an increase in
the number of such stories going round, and th'!t there are now even
books of them. On the other hand, perhaps it is just that, 'now I know
about legend', she is more aware of them.
Alison is no longer absolutely convinced that 'The Boyfriend's Death'
is true-but it might be (it seems to me that plausibility is a major
criterion (and attraction) of contemporary legend). Although Alison's
perception of the legend has changed, in any performance of the
personal experience story about the practical joke, it still has to be told
as convincingly as possible in order that the audience may understand
why she and the other staff were so affected by it. In that respect her
performance has ·not changed. In other respects, however, it is altered.
For example, now that she perceives the legend as a discrete entity, her
opportunities for performing it have increased and, in addition to telling
it as part of the personal experience narrative, she can also use it in
legend-telling sessions. She may also perform it incorporated, or semiincorporated into, or distanced from her own persona. 3 How she tells
the story now depends on the context and what effect she hopes to
achieve by telling it. In Alison's case, though the story itself has
remained unchanged over a period of years, her perception and
performance of it have both been affected by the interference of a
folklorist and by the publicity which the genre has received recently.
Let me finish with this thought. At the core of this paper is a
contemporary legend within a practical joke within a personal experience
narrative. I believe the event to be true because I know the person
involved. However, it is undoubtedly a good practical joke and an
entertaining story, which you may feel like relating to others. When you
do that, it will become something which happened to a friend of a friend
... and what will it become then?
NOTES
1. Personal communication.
2. Sylvia Grider, 'The Razor Blades in the Apples Syndrome', in Paul
Smith, ed., Perspect-ives on Contemporary Legend: Proceedings of the Conference
on Contemporary Legend, Sheff-ield, july, 1982 (Sheffield: CECTAL, 1984),
pp. 128-40.
3. Georgina Smith, 'Aspects of Urban Legend as a Performance Genre',
Lore and Language, 2:10 Qanuary, 1979), pp. 41-44.

CONTEMPORARY LEGEND AND THE
PHOTOCOPY REVOLUTION: AN EXPLORATION
Paul Smith

In Urban Folklore from Colorado: Typescript Broadsides 1 Cathy Orr and
Mike Preston reproduce the following photocopied text:
The 49th Birthday
Two men sat at the club and one said, 'Say, how is that new secretary
of yours?' 'Oh, I had to fire her.' 'How come?'
'Well, it all started a week ago on my 49th birthday. I was never so
depressed. Well, I came down for breakfast and my wife never
mentioned my birthday. I was sure the kids would remember, but not
one word was said. As I say, I was most depressed, but when I arrived
at the office, my secretary greeted me with Happy Birthday, and I was
glad someone remembered. At noon, she suggested that it was a
beautiful day and that she would like to take me to lunch at a nice
intimate little place in the country. Well, it was a nice place, and we
enjoyed our lunch and a couple of martinis. On the way back, she said
it was too nice a day to retum to the office and suggested that I go to
her apartment. Here she would give me another martini. That also
appealed to me, and after a drink and a cigarette, she asked to be
excused while she went into the bedroom to change into something
more comfortable. A few minutes later the bedroom door opened and
out came my secretary, my wife, and the two kids with a birthday
cake, singing Happy Birthday, and there I sat with nothing on but my
socks. 2

Perhaps better known to folk narrative scholars as 'The Surpriser
Surprised 3 , this text is representative of a number of oral contemporary
legends which circulate round offices and workshops in the form of
photocopied sheets. Primarily this paper is concerned with exploring
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the relationship between oral versions of contemporary legends and the
photocopied texts. To that end, it examines the forms and functions of
the latter and explores a variety of relationships between the two.
Initially called 'Typescript Broadsides' by Mac E. Barrick,4 such
photocopied sheets have latterly been referred to as Urban Folklore from
the Paperwork Empire by Dundes and Pagter 5 and more pointedly
examined and defined by Orr and Preston. 6 In essence such sheets have
the following definitional criteria:
They exist in multiple and variant forms.
They exist as photocopied texts, graphics or a combination of
both.
They are essentially anonymous creations-although they may have
attributed authors or discoverable sources.
Regardless of the nature of the 'parent' document, any copies will
primarily have been produced for free circulation.

Thematically these sheets are linked by their humorous treatment of
social or cultural values. Anti-establishment views of government and
business organisations, as well as comments on taboos relating to
excretory or sexual behaviour, are frequently recurring themes. Parody
is also a favoured form, and is often associated with caustic antibureaucratic comment. Similarly, sheets utilising jargon or mockscientific terms are regularly found circulating among clerical and
technical workers.
To date many hundreds of different sheets bearing jokes, cartoons,
parodies and narratives-the prime concern of this paper-have been
located. These have tumed up in such far-flung places as North
America, Britain, Europe, the Middle East and South Africa. However,
I feel that this represents only a small part of a tradition which is
probably almost worldwide.
Considerable discussion has taken place as to the validity of this
phenomenon as a tradition, and for that matter as an appropriate
research area. 7 However, the simple rejoinder to critics must be, 'Where
would folksong and ballad scholarship be if researchers had ignored the
existence of broadsides, chapbooks and other forms of ephemeral
literature?' As with these pre-twentieth-century forms of literary
transmission, it is impossible to ignore the fact that the phenomenon
represents a strong and vibrant contemporary tradition and exhibits all
the features of more 'acceptable' forms of folklore.
These photocopied sheets, like all forms of tradition, should not and
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cannot be analysed or interpreted adequately in isolation from other
aspects of contemporary culture. There are, for example, close and
constant interrelationships between the photocopy tradition, oral
tradition, popular culture and all forms of mass media. Consequently,
jokes and other materials found in photocopied sheets also appear on
commercially produced ephemera such as greeting cards, tee shirts and
posters. Given the existence of such a common corpus of material, it is
almost impossible to determine whether such sheets were derived from
a 'parent' photocopy or have an oral, a commercially produced or a
media source. The existence of such an interplay between these forms
not only illustrates the general appeal of this type of material but also
shows the possibility that there has been a lengthy history of widely
circulating models for the form of its expression.
The position of photocopy lore in terms of a hierarchy of production
technology has been outlined elsewhere 8 and it is important to
remember that, athough photocopy machines were not commercially
available until1949, other duplication processes have been commonplace
for many years. However, the expansion in the availability of photocopy
machines in the last two decades has reduced the time and effort now
required to replicate a 'parent' item. Similarly, there has been a
reduction in cost per unit of photocopying which has also helped to
bring about an explosion in the number of sheets produced for free
circulation. It is this facet of the phenomenon which, amongst other
things, has possibly produced an alternative pattern of transmission of
narrative texts.
In a recent essay on the use of photocopies for disseminating ballads
and songs, 9 I expounded the thesis that, since the invention of movable
type, there has been an increase in the amount of oral information in the
form of songs, stories and so on that has been consigned to literary
forms. 10 In extending these ideas to narrative texts it is necessary to
remember that, from the mid-fifteenth century to the nineteenth
century many traditional tales appeared in ephemeral literature such as

broadsides and chapbooks. A large proportion of these items were, of
course, based on existing oral sources, earlier manuscripts or literary
traditions. The broadside and chapbook market provided information
about the texts of stories while at the same time furnishing a point of
reference for consultation and reconsultation to stimulate memory. 11
This situation therefore provided a method of disseminating and
reinforcing the existing narrative corpus.
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Figure 1 Theoretical Relationship of cunofficiaF and COfficiaF Forms of
Communication
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It would, however, be wrong and simplistic to consider that the
photocopied sheets currently circulating are the direct descendants of
the broadside and chapbook traditions, or that a direct analogy can be
drawn between the two forms. It seems more likely, since the purpose
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and function of one is vastly different from that of the other, that we are
dealing with two distinct and unique traditions. The chief difference
between the two genres lies in the fact that broadsides and chapbooks
were, in the main, produced primarily for financial gain, not the
dissemination of information. By contrast, the photocopied items are
produced for free circulation, their major function being to provide
information and entertainment. It is possible, therefore, to suggest that
broadsides, irrespective of any possible naivety and/or unsophistication
in their manner of production are part of an 'official' system of
information dissemination. The photocopied sheets, on the other hand,
can be seen as part of an 'unofficial' system.
Elsewhere, I have extended this line of reasoning and have argued
that, prior to the advent of photocopiers, the 'official' media, in the form
of broadsides, newspapers and so on, formalised and institutionalised
oral materials which had previously been part of the 'unofficial'
system. 12 The advent of photocopy technology extended the opportunity
for the production and encapsulation of oral material in 'printed' forms
but, in contrast, this encapsulation remained within the sphere of the
'unofficial' system (see Figure 1 ).
From the outline of the nature of the photocopy tradition in Figure 1,
it is possible to see that such sheets have several features in common
with contemporary legends:
Both the photocopied sheets and contemporary legends are part of a
system of 'unofficial information dissemination.
Both the photocopied sheets and con temporary legends exist in
multiple and/or variant forms.
Both the photocopy tradition and contemporary legends deal with
anonymous materials, although spurious authors or sources may be
attributed to them.
Both forms, regardless of their source, are usually presented at no
cost to the transmitter and/or recipient.
Both photocopy sheets and contemporary legends draw on oral and
literary traditions for source material and have a constant interrelationship with popular culture and all forms of 'official' media
dissemination.
Both the photocopied sheets and contemporary legends are communicated to impart information, although they may also have an
entertainment value.

Having said that, the question we need to consider is whether these
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common features simply result from both forms being traditions, or
whether an actual relationship exists between them.
At the 1982 Sheffield conference, the discussion frequently centered
on the debate about what constitutes a 'contemporary legend'; at other
times the validity of operational definitions incorporating elements such
as 'truth' and 'belief' have been explored. The many opposing views
have yet to be reconciled, and each scholar tends to continue to select
different parameters for his/her working definition of the genre. Perhaps
one way to overcome this problem, and at the same time incorporate
such contentious elements as belief and truth in a definition, is to
reconsider the range and variety of aspects involved in the reification of
contemporary legends (I suggest this approach simply because at this
point it looks as if we will never agree). What we might do is to include a
wide range of variables in our definition and acknowledge that, for any
single legend or any individual researcher, some features will be more
significant than others. As a preliminary, I would suggest that at least
the following elements need to be included in any definition of
contemporary legend:
- The narrative content
- The extent of belief
- The degree of truth
-The method of presentation/ transmission
- The context of performance
- The function of the narrative/ performance
Each of these broad areas has already been extensively discussed in one
way or another, so they require no further explanation here other than
the observation that, either singly or in combination, each can be
applied at any level and provide a framework for the documentation,
analysis and categorisation of contemporary legends.
By way of applying such an approach, an illustrated assessment of the
relationship between contemporary legend and the photocopy sheet
tradition will be attempted here. It is important to remember, however,
that although each of the aspects outlined above will be discussed
separately, in reality we are dealing with a complex set of interactive
elements, and it is an assessment of this interactive structure which will
ultimately highlight the nature of the relationship between the two
traditions.
It must be noted at the outset that, irrespective of the level of
association between the two forms, the most common shared themes
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present strong sexual and racial stereotypes. While this is regrettable, it
is a fact and one that should not be suppressed out of misguided anxiety
about 'giving offence'. One of the roles of the folklorist is to document
traditional culture, irrespective of whether it is 'nice' or 'nasty'. By
adopting this approach, the folklorist seeks further understanding of the
nature and mechanics of traditional culture. As many stereotypes are
directly created and communicated within this context, it must be
concluded that folklorists could have a valuable contribution to make
towards a better understanding of sexism and racism. 13

1. THE NARRATIVE CONTENT
When examining the relationship between contemporary legends and
photocopied sheets, it is practical to consider that we are dealing with a
continuum of communicaton methods-having contemporary legend
(the unofficial oral form) at one end and photocopied sheets (the
unofficial literary form) at the other. However, within this continuum,
several intermediate states and relationships are evident:
(a)
(b)
(c)

Contemporary legends which occur as photocopied texts.
Contemporary legends with analogous photocopied texts.
Contemporary legends reinforced by texts and images from
photocopied sheets.

These suggested narrative categories are probably not perfect: they are
merely designed to provide a basis for further research. However, they
are not arbitrary either-they are based on impressions gained by
reading some 2,000 photocopied sheets held on file at the Centre for
English Cultural Tradition and Language. 14 In reality, several of the
texts would fit into more than one of these categories, but they serve
here only as typical examples. Much more work is needed and many
more aspects of the tradition require exploration, before a final
clarification of the relationship between the two forms can be
established. However, the categories do provide a basis from which to
move in this direction.
(a) Contemporary legends which occur as photocopied texts
Although these texts do not exist in profusion several relevant examples
are in circulation. I have already suggested that 'The 49th Birthday' is a
photocopied version of 'The Surpriser Surprised'. Other legends to be
found as photocopied sheets include versions of 'The Halloween

Plate 1
The Halloween Party

A Couple was invited to a real swanky masked Halloween party, so the
wife got costumes for both of them. On the night of the party she developed a terrible headache and told her husband to go without her.
He protested, but she said all she was going to was take a couple of
asperins and go to bed and that there was no need for his good time being spoiled by not attending. So he got into his costume and off he
went.
The wife, after sleeping soundly for about an hour, awoke without a
sign of pain and, as it was just a little after nine, she decided to
go to the party. Insomuch as her husband didn't know what kind of a
costume she was wearing, she thought it would be a good idea to slip
into the party and observe how he acted when she wasn't around.
This she did and as soon as she joined the party the first one she
spied was her husband, cavorting around on the dance floor, dancing
with first one slick chick and then another copping a little feel
here and there. So the wife sidled up to him and being a rather seductive babe herself, he left his partner standing high and dry and
devoted his attention to the new stuff that had just arrived. She
let him go as far as he wished (Naturally), and finally he whispered
a little proposition in her ear. She agreed and they went out to one ofthe cars
parked nearby-ETC ETC ETC.
Just before the unmasking at midnight she slipped away, went home and
got into bed wondering what kind of explanation her husband would
make as to his behaviour. He arrived home about 1:30AM and came right
into the bedroom to see how she was. She was sitting up in bed reading and asked "What kind of a time did you have" He said "Oh, the
same old thing, you know I never have good time when you aren't around" Then she asked "Did you dance much", and said "Well, I'll tell you, I
never danced a dance. When I got there Peter Jones, Bill
Brown and some of the other guys were stag too. So we went back in
the den and played poker. But I'll tell you one thing, that fellow I
loaned my costume to sure had a helluva good time."

Plate 2

THE GASTRONOMICAL BEAN STORY
ONCE UPON A TIME THERE LIVED A MAN WHO HAD A MADDENING
PASSION FOR BAKED BEANS. HE LOVED THEM BUT THEY ALWAYS HAD A VERY
EMBARRASSING AND SOMEWHAT LIVELY REACTION ON HIM. THEN ONE DAY HE
MET A GIRL, AND FELL IN LOVE. WHEN IT WAS APPARENT THAT THEY WOULD
MARRY, HE THOUGHT TO HIMSELF "SHE IS SUCH A SWEET AND GENTLE GIRL, SHE
WILL NEVER GO FOR THIS KIND OF CARRYING ON." SO HE MADE THE SUPREME
SACRIFICE AND GAVE UP BEANS. THEY WERE MARRIED SHORTLY THEREAFTER.
SOME MONTHS LATER HIS CAR BROKE DOWN ON THE WAY HOME FROM
AND SINCE THEY LIVED IN THE COUNTRY HE CALLED HIS WIFE AND TOLD
HER THAT HE WOULD BE LATE BECAUSE HE HAD TO WALK HOME. ON HIS WAY, HE
PASSED A SMALL CAFE AND THE ODOR OF FRESHLY BAKED BEANS WAS OVERWHELMING. SINCE HE STILL HAD SEVERAL MILES TO WAL~ HE FIGURED THAT HE WOULD
WORK OFF ANY ILL EFFECTS BEFORE HE GOT HOME, SO HE STOPPED AT THE CAFE.
BEFORE LEAVING, HE HAD EATEN THREE LARGE ORDERS OF BAKED BEANS. ALL
THE WAY HOME HE PUTT-PUTTED AND AFTER ARRIVING HE FELT REASONABLY
SAFE THAT HE HAD PUTT-PUTTED HIS LAST. HIS WIFE SEEMED SOMEWHAT AGITATED AND EXCITED TO SEE HIM AND EXCLAIMED DELIGHTEDLY " DARLING, I
HAVE THE MOST WONDERFUL SURPRISE FOR DINNER TONIGHT' SHE THEN BLINDFOLDED HIM AND LED HIM TO HIS CHAIR AT THE HEAD OF THE DINING TABLE.
HE SEATED HIMSELF AND JUST AS SHE WAS READY TO REMOVE THE BLINDFOLD,
THE TELEPHONE RANG. SHE MADE HIM VOW NOT TO TOUCH THE BLINDFOLD
UNTIL SHE RETURNED. THEN WENT TO ANSWER THE PHONE. SEIZING THE OPPORTUNITY HE SHIFTED HIS WEIGHT TO ONE LEG AND LET GO. IT WAS NOT
ONLY RIPE, BUT AS RIPE AS ROTTEN EGGS. HE TOOK THE NAPKIN FROM HIS
LAP AND VIGOROUSLY FANNED THE AIR ABOUT HIM. THINGS HAD JUST RESUMED
TO NORMAL WHEN HE FELT ANOTHER URGE COMING ON HIM, SO HE SHIFTED HIS
WEIGHT TO THE OTHER LEG AND LET GO AGAIN. THIS WAS A TRUE PRIZEWINNER WHILE KEEPING HIS EAR ON THE CONVERSATION IN THE HALL, HE
WENT ON LIKE THIS FOR TEN MINUTES UNTIL HE KNEW THE PHONE FAREWELLS
INDICATED THE END OF HIS FREEDOM. HE PLACED HIS NAPKIN ON HIS LAP
AND FOLDED HIS HANDS ON TOP OF IT, AND SMILING CONTENTEDLY TO HIMSELF,
WAS THE VERY PICTURE OF INNOCENCE WHEN HIS WIFE RETURNED, APOLOGIZING
FOR TAKING SO LONG. SHE ASKED IF HE HAD PEAKED AND HE, OF COURSE,
ASSURED HER THAT HE HAD NOT. AT THIS POINT SHE REMOVED THE BLINDFOLD
AND THERE WAS HIS SURPRISE.
WO~

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - (fold) TWELVE DINNER GUESTS SEATED AROUND THE TABLE FOR A "HAPPY BIRTHDAY
PARTY" FOR HIM.
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Party' 15 (see Plate 1) and 'The Gastronomic Bean Story' 16 (see Plate
2).
Perhaps one of the best documented narratives which occurs both as
a contemporary legend and a photocopied text refers to the 'fact'
that:
The Gettysberg address contained 266 words, the 10 commandments
contained 297 words, the Declaration oflndependence 300 words. But
the Office ofPrice Stabilization (U.S.A.) directive which regulated the
price of cabbages contained 26,911 words. 1 7

Of course, as is usually the case, no such directive ever existed and the
tale was circulating around 1940 in the Office of Price Administration.
(b) Contemporary legends with analogous photocopied texts
Again these texts are not particularly common; however they do exist,
as the following contemporary legend demonstrates:
During rehearsals for the school nativity play the little boy who was
playing the part of Joseph kept persistently arriving late and, more to
the point, he never seemed to know his part. Eventually, as things
were not going well, three days before the dress rehearsal the teacher
organising the play switched the boy playing the innkeeper, a minor
role, with Joseph. The boy playing the innkeeper was, of course,
delighted but the other child was very disgruntled.
The dress rehearsal came and all went very well except that the boy
who initially played Joseph tended to be rather sulky in his new part as
the innkeeper. All boded well for the first performance the next
evening and, in due course, the parents and members of staff were
assembled to watch the culmination of weeks of effort and hard
work.
In the main the play started well and things were flowing very
smoothly. Even the new innkeeper looked cheerful for change. Mary
and Joseph strolled up to the door of the inn and Joseph asked if there
was a room for the night. Yes, said the innkeeper, he could find a room
for Mary but, as far as he was concemed, Joseph could piss offi 18

An analogy to this story is to be found in the following photocopy
text:
It seems there were two small boys who were scheduled to be in the
school play. Each of them had only small lines to recite. One boy was
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to say, 'Oh Fair Maiden, I have come to snatch a kiss and fill your soul
with hope'. The other boy was to say, 'Hark a pistol shot'.
The night of the play came and the boys were very nervous because
their parents were sitting in the front row. Finally, it came time for the
first boy to speak, and being in a nervous state he said, 'Oh Fair
Maiden, I have Come to kiss your snatch and fill your hole with soap'.
Hearing this the other boy became even more upset and said, 'Hark a
shistol pot, a postal shit, a shit pot, a pit shot, a cow shit-Aw Bull
shit. I didn't want to be in this play in the first place' . 1 9

The stories, though not identical, describe very similar embarrassing yet
humorous incidents.
The second type of narrative to be found in this group also deals with
an embarrassing situation-this time sexual. One such popular story in
legend form tells how:
A young couple were brought into the casualty department of the
local hospital one evening painfully stuck together in what can only be
described as a rather ambitious love-making position-as the man
said, 'We had a hell of a job getting them on the stretcher, never mind
getting a blanket over them'. The cause of their immediate problem
was, however, not the position they had chosen but rather the
circumstances that had led up to them making love. It transpired that
the couple had only recently married and were in the process of
renovating and decorating an old house they had bought. Earlier that
evening the husband had been in the bedroom gluing the handles on to
a cabinet when his wife, feeling somewhat frisky, had come in and
interrupted his labours with several rather tempting suggestions. As
the conversation became more passionate they fell to making love.
Just before embarking on the position in which they were found, the
wife had reached out for a tube of lubricating gell, usually kept at the
side of the bed for just such moments. Unfortunately, in her passion
she grabbed and applied liberally the best part of a tube of super glue.
As the doctor said, 'Your problems are only just beginning!' 20

Circulating in both Britain and North America for at least the last ten
years, this tale has many versions (in Canada, for example, it is told of
two Eskimos frozen together while making love in the open air). The
same themes are also found in other traditional forms such as limericks.
Stanley Kramer in The :Joke,s on Them provides two relevant
examples:
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An excited young man from Bombay
Was screwing his girl in a sleigh,
But the air was so frigid it froze his dink rigid,
And all he could come was frappe. 21
An impetuous couple named Kelly
Are forced to walk belly to belly,
Because in their haste they used library paste
Instead of petroleum jelly. 22

The photocopy version, while it does not have the couple stuck together,
builds on such a situation-symbolically expressing the 'mistake' in the
form of a cartoon (see Plate 3). 23
That the ideas expressed in a narrative text should also occur as a
cartoon is not surprising for the same thing happens with many other
types oftraditional narratives which are transmitted by word of mouth.
The following joke, for example:
Q. Why does an Aggie funeral have only two pall bearers?
A. Because a garbage can only has two handles.

is often to be found in the oral tradition, in printed anthologies 24 and in
photocopied joke sheets. 25 The same idea is also expressed in folding
photocopy cartoons such as 'The Funeral Casket'. 26

(c) Contemporary legends reinforced by texts and images from photocopied
sheets
These perhaps show one of the strongest relationships between
contemporary legend and the photocopy tradition. By way of example,
several photocopied joke sheet anthologies contain stories which tell of
how one night a large number of ethnic immigrants, some forty or fifty
in number, were arrested for sleeping in a public place. 'They pleaded
not guilty-their defense was that they were having their room
painted.' 27 In this instance the photocopied joke reinforces frequently
told contemporary legends concerning the discovery of a large number
of ethnic immigrants living in the roof space over a row of houses. 28
In a similar vein, the many contemporary legends about contaminated
food are frequently reinforced by photocopied texts such as the
following:
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Kaffee Klatch
Background: A firm in Germany ordered coffee from an American
firm & while the coffeee was enroute a few bags split open, making it
possible for rats to nest in them. The Germans sent the following
letter to the U .S.
Schentlemens:
Der last 2 packeteeches ve got from you of Kaffee vas mit
rattschidt gemidt. Der Kaffee maybe gute enuff, but dur ratt
durds schboils der taste. Ve did not see der rattsschidt in der
samples vich you sent us. It takes so much time to pik der ratt
durds from derr Kaffee, dats its hardly wart it. Ve order der
Kaffee clean & you schipt schidt mixt mit it. It vas mistake ja?
Ve like you to ship us der Kaffee in vun sack & der ratt schidt
in gnudder-den ve mix it to suit der customer. Write blease ifvs
shouldt schip der schidt bek & keep der Kaffee or if vs shouldt
keep der schidt and schip der Kaffee bek, or schip der whole
schidden vorks bek.
Ve vant to do right in dis matter, but ve dont like all dis rattschidt
bizniss.
Mitt mich respekts
Karl Gunmenschidt 29

The legends concerning contaminated food being served in ethnic
restaurants are echoed in several spoof menus curently circulating in
photocopied form. For example the menu for 'Dave & Moe's Kosher
Chinese Take-Away' 30 is subtitled 'Where you can eat dirt cheap' (see
Plate 4).
A third set of themes features our attitudes to breaking wind. As well as
the 'Gastronomical Bean' story (see Plate 2), we have the contemporary
legend about the girl who farts in the car when, unbeknown to her, two
friends are sitting in the back seat. 31 The photocopy tale 'Such Modesty'
also acts to reinforce ideas about the propriety of breaking wind, and the
circumstances in which it is proper to mention the subject. As such, it is
part of a group of sheets dealing with excreta, farting competitions, and
how to tell a person's character from the way he farts. 32
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Such Modesty
It seems that a wealthy young playboy out for a night, picked up a
beautiful young girl in a bar and took her up to his apartment. Instead
of this girl being a tramp, she was well-groomed, chic, and seemingly
quite intellectual. Thinking that he would have to impress her to get
anywhere he showed her some etchings, first editions, and finally
offered her some wine. He asked whether she would prefer port or
sherry.
'Oh, Sherry by all means', she said. 'Sherry to me is the nectar of the
Gods. Just looking at it here in its crystal clear decanter fills me with
the anticipation of a heavenly thrill, and when the stopper is removed
and this gorgeous liquid is poured in to a glass, I inhale the delicious
tangy fumes, and I'm lifted on the wings of ecstasy. It seems I taste this
magic potion and my whole being seems to glow-a thousand violins
throb in my ears and I'm sent into another world.' 'On the other
hand', she said, 'Port makes me fart!' 33

To summarise the relationship between the narrative content of
contemporary legends and the photocopied sheets, we may say that
although a degree of direct relationship exists, by far the largest area of
overlap is in terms of analogous texts which reinforce ideas contained in
both genres and so strengthen the narrative traditions. Furthermore
both forms appear to have structural features in common. For example,
many of the photocopy texts have what we could term a 'Foaf Tale
Structure' 34 in that they employ formulaic devices-openings such as
'Did you hear ... ' and closings which reinforce specific points. These
formulae all add to the 'authentication' of the narrative, irrespective of
whether it is in photocopy or oral mode. Another device often employed
in contemporary legend narration is to leave the explanation until the
very end of the story-much like a punchline. In some photocopied
versions a similar ploy is used by having the last line(s) folded under in
order to hold back the punchline to the last minute (see for example
'The Gastronomical Bean Story' [Plate 2]).
However, unless we are dealing with direct parallel texts, the exact
nature of the relationship between these two forms is difficult to qualify.
Consider, for example, the following photocopy story:
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The Chicken
Did you hear about the guy who, when asked by his wife to go to the
grocery store, would always stop by for a drink or two and not get
home for several hours-without the groceries. Well, this one night,
his wife was really mad about him forgetting the frying chicken that
she had sent him after; she yelled at him, told him that she wanted a
FRESH frying chicken. So he decided, ah ha, he would get a fresh one;
went to a poultry farm and picked out a live one!
He started home with the chicken tucked under his arm and, as he was
walking by the theatre, realized that the current movie playing was
one that he had been wanting to see. So he went up to buy a ticket, the
gal at the ticket booth said, 'No way fella, not with a chicken under
your arm'. So he decides to go on home; but, as he was walking away,
noticed that it was the last night for the showing. So, he goes around
the comer, stuffs the chicken down the front of his pants, goes back
and bought a ticket, goes in and sits down by two little old ladies.
Everything went fine until it began to get warm in the theatre and the
chicken started moving around because it couldn't breathe very well.
The dude reaches down and unzips his fly so that the chicken can stick
its head out. The little old lady next to him elbows the gal next to her,
'Mildred, Mildred, this guy next to me has his thing out'.
'So what? Ifyou've seen one, you've seen them all.' 'Not one like this,
Mildred, it's eating my popcom!' 35

Although this text does not have a contemporary legend counterpart,
intuitively it feels as if it should. However, to include in this analysis a
category of 'photocopied narratives not yet found occurring as
contemporary legends, but with the possibility of one day occurring in
that form' is perhaps flying a little too near the sun.

2./3. THE EXTENT OF BELIEF AND THE DEGREE OF TRUTH
I would like to suggest that when exploring the notion of belief
underlying contemporary legend, it may be appropriate to re-examine
the following definition: 'legends are traditional prose narratives that, in
the society in which they are told, are considered to be truthful accounts
of what happened in the immediate past'. Legend contrasts sharply with
folktale-those narratives which are regarded as fiction and told
primarily for entertainment; and with myth-which are considered to
be truthful traditional accounts of what happened in the remote past. 36
In the case of contemporary legend, the relationship to the immediate
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past is so immediate that we are, in a sense, dealing with the here and
now. A working definition could therefore run on the lines of:
contemporary legends are traditional narratives that, in the societies in
which they are told, are considered to be truthful accounts of current
situations and events.3 7
One of the underlying premises of much folkloristic research is the
'knowledge' /'belief / 'practice' interrelationship. This is no less true of
contemporary legend, and the debate about the importance of.'belief as
a defining characteristic has raged long and hard. Though we must be
wary of assuming that every individual who has knowledge of a
particular legend also 'believes' it, we must also acknowledge that many
people do consider them to be truthful accounts. The plausibility of the
majority of these stories, the rational explanations provided for the
events which they describe make them seem authentic and induce
belie£ Where photocopied narrative texts are concerned, this question
ofbelief, as far as I am aware, has never been addressed. Perhaps this is
because, to a large extent, the function of these sheets (as we shall see) is
somewhat different in that they exist primarily to entertain and/or
'comment' upon the state of the world rather than to present 'concrete
facts'. Consequently, one is not asked to believe in part or all of a
photocopied tale, and belief is not part of the usage-context.
For both contemporary legends and photocopied sheets, the question
of the degree of truth underlying any specific narrative is also
problematic. With certain legends, such as the 'Alligators in the Sewers',
and the 'Mice in the Coke Tin', documented events can possibly be seen
to underlie the stories. 38 However, in the majority of instances
contemporary legends describe small-scale personalised events which,
although they may be true, are now out of reach of documentation and
verification. Unfortunately all the oral contemporary legend narratives
which have parallel or analogous texts, or are reinforced in the
photocopy tradition, describe such situations. However, because belief
in the narrative content of photocopied sheets does not appear to be of
prime importance, we must also consider that, even if a narrative
contained on such a sheet was documented as having a degree of truth,
that fact would not be of particular relevance to the user. This contrasts
with contemporary legend. Here a degree of relationship sometimes
exists between belief and truth, and a documented event can sometimes
be seen to provide a nucleus from which a legend can grow-whilst at
the same time giving credence to the legend itsel£
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Perhaps the point to be made in the case of contemporary legends is
that, irrespective of the extent of the underlying truth, it is the extent of
the believability that carries the day. Consequently, tales which are too
improbable are considered to be fantasy. Conversely, tales which are
concerned with everyday people, places and situations are believable
and told and retold as supposedly truthful accounts of events in the
immediate past. This then is the nature of contemporary legend: the
more ordinary the event the more believable the tale-a feature not
shared with the photocopied narrative tradition.

4.

THE METHOD OF PRESENTATION/TRANSMISSION

Here the concern is with the physical nature of the narrative text. It is
immediately obvious that contemporary legends and the photocopy
tradition employ two distinct and contrasting techniques for presentation/
transmission-contemporary legends being primarily verbal and
photocopies being mechanical and/or electronic duplications of texts
and graphic forms. This in itself creates a distinct division between the
two forms in that, where oral narratives, within certain parameters, can
develop a degree of fluidity in the text, the inherent nature of the
photocopied sheets and their methods of replication are such that
standardisation is a major feature. Whereas simpler forms of mechanical
reproduction, such as typing, require that texts are reconstructed with
every replication (and so have a propensity for introducing change), the
photocopier produces exact facsimiles and so there is less opportunity
for the introduction of accidental or intentional variations. It is
therefore possible that nowadays there are not only more photocopied
narrative texts in circulation, but also that those narratives show less
variability.
In spite of this, it should not be assumed that photocopying always
involves the exact reproduction of an item. Occasionally a 'parent' sheet
will need to be reconstructed before further copies can be madeperhaps the item has become unreadable owing to wear and tear, or
maybe spots and blotches have appeared on it. In general, however, it is
reasonable to surmise that, where legends circulate in the form of
photocopied sheets, there will be some standardisation, whereas the oral
text will continue to evolve.
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THE CONTEXT OF PERFORMANCE

Photocopied narratives, like contemporary legends, can be seen as part
of the 'unofficial' system of information transmission, and both are
circulated free of charge with no cost usually being incurred by
transmitter and/ or the receiver. In the case of photocopies this is often
achieved by the surreptitious use of the office machine. As Dundes has
commented:
One great advantage of xerographic folklore is that it allows virtually
anyone to be a 'performer'. The performing skills required for a ballad
singer or a joketeller are not necessary for the communication of
paperwork folklore. A person needs only enough manual dexterity to
operate a Xerox machine! Typically, a visitor to an office will notice an
exemplar of xerographic folklore attached to a wall or clipped to a desk
blotter. Ifhe likes it, he may ask to make a copy. He may then retum
to his own office where he in tum puts the item on display, or he may
mail a copy to a friend he thinks would appreciate it. In the case of
bawdy or obscene items, one would normally have to make a special
request to see such materials, as they are typically kept out of
sight. 39

Whilst it is appropriate, therefore, to note that a major difference in the
context of performance of contemporary legend and photocopied
narratives exists (in that the former is an oral performance and the
latter a presentation of a physical object), it is important also to
remember that contemporary legends are often communicated by other
printed means-notably through newspapers, magazines-and by radio
and television. The appearance of such stories in the media has a double
interest in that, firstly, it demonstrates the gullibility of the press and,
secondly, it provides for the man-in-the-street a legitimisation of the
story-content. As a consequence, the belief/truth concept is satisfied and
those oft-quoted words, 'It must be true. I read it in the paper', can be
used to validate the story.
As far as the primary, physical context of the performance of
contemporary legends is concemed, it is the office, the bar, or lockerroom that are most important: that is, places where people gather to
converse. Interestingly enough, Preston has noted that similar contexts
of performance are found in the photocopy tradition:
... by far the largest part of our collection has been formed by
absorbing the collections of others; a retired truck-driver who kept
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about fifteen items in a plastic bag which he took out to show friends
when they came over to watch football games on the television ... 40

Photocopi{;d sheets are also circulated either by personal or anonymous
presentation to an individual or group of individuals-the personal gift
of a sheet to a friend or colleague being probably the most generally
used form of transmission. The anonymous presentation of a sheet to a
group of individuals is usually accomplished by pinning up the item in a
prominent place or mailing individual copies. There is no anonymous
process in contemporary legend transmission of course-they are told to
friends or groups of individuals, either face-to-face or through the
media.
The selection of an 'appropriate' context for performance is an
important issue in both traditions. For example, a humorous contemporary legend such as the 'Gastronomic Bean Story' is not likely to be
dropped into the middle of a discussion about politics-it has no logical
place and would make the teller look foolish. The possibility for
anonymous presentation of photocopied sheets lessens the need to take
quite so much care when matching 'texts' and 'contexts'. Consequently,
the selection of any one specific contemporary legend to be told in any
particular situation is possibly more i~portant than the selection of a
specific photocopied i tern.
A final feature of the relationship between the two traditions is based
upon the association between the context of performance and the extent
of the individual's belief in the truth of any tale. Here extensive
differences may be found between the two. While exposure to ei.ther
form may change and/ or shape our overall attitudes, the telling of
certain types of contemporary legends can have far more serious
overtones and implications than the presentation of the majority of
photocopied stories, jokes and cartoons-the difference being based on
the functional attributes of the two forms. Depending on the context
and content, contemporary legends purport to impart 'genuine' information about ongoing events in the world at large. The same cannot be said
of the related photocopied texts, which are essentially entertainmentorientated.

6. THE FUNCTION OF THE NARRATIVE/ PERFORMANCE
Practically the only point of similarity in terms of the function is that
both contemporary legends and photocopied texts are part of the
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'unofficial' system of information dissemination. Contemporary legends
can perhaps best be viewed as primarily imparting information about
situations in the real world (as the suggested definition sets out, they are
'truthful accounts of current situations and events'): photocopied items,
on the other hand, are primarily circulated for their entertainment
value. However, they do have in common the fact that both function as
a medium of transmission and reinforcer of subcultural non-establishment attitudes among the social group in which they circulate, and they
do this by stereotyping, not only people but also beliefs. Contemporary
legend and photocopied literature are therefore both important as forms
which maintain the status quo within social groups.
At a different level, the function of photocopied texts as a form of
communication contrasts sharply with that of oral stories. Whereas the
latter involve face-to-face interaction, the presentation of a photocopied
text is more impersonal and does not necessarily involve any performative
skill. Thus individuals who are perhaps too introverted to tell stories, or
who are uncertain of their reception, may prefer to provide 'informationentertainment' in this less personal way. Similarly the anonymous
transmission of sheets can allow such 'performers' a measure of
satisfaction from hearing about the effects of their stories, whilst
keeping them distanced from possible recriminations about any
controversial content.
CONCLUSION

The relationship between contemporary legends and photocopied
narrative texts is complex. However, a six-level structure for the
exploration of contemporary legends has been suggested and applied to
the illustration and assessment of their relationship. While a high level
of 'textual' affinity appears to exist in terms of the narrative content of
contemporary legends which occur as photocopied texts, in reality the
number of texts common to both presentational forms appears to be
small. On the other hand, perhaps the strongest and most prolific
association is at the level of contemporary legends which are reinforced
by texts and images found on photocopied sheets.
When considering the relationship between contemporary legends
and photocopied sheets 'we are dealing with a complex set of interactive
elements and it is an assessment of this interactive structure which will
ultimately highlight the nature of the relationship between the two
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traditions'. Consequently, we cannot decide the extent of the relationship
solely by an examination of the narrative content. At the levels of belief,
truth, context of performance and function, the relationship between
contemporary legend and the photocopy tradition proves slight.
Primarily, this appears to stem from a major difference in the function
of the two forms-contemporary legends being information-disseminationorientated and photocopied texts entertainment-orientated.
If this assessment of the situation is correct, the conclusion must be
that, because of the differences between the two traditions at the levels
of function, belief, truth and context, when we find a contemporary
legend circulating as a photocopied text, we must not only assess it as
qualitatively. different from an oral contemporary legend, but also
acknowledge that difference when we come to incorporate it in
subsequent analysis (always remembering, however, that such a
distinction may only reflect our present lack of understanding of the
nature of the knowledge/belief/practice systems underlying the two
forms!). However, this raises another major issue. If, for the purpose of
our research, we need to make explicit a distinction between a
contemporary legend and photocopied version of the same text, then
must we also make a similar 'source critique' for any other form of a
narrative text incorporated into our analysis? This in turn leads to many
questions. Just what is the relationship between oral forms of
contemporary legends and newspaper, magazine, radio and television
versions? Can we adequately justify including different forms in a single
analysis? These are not altogether new issues, but it is time we faced up
to their implications in the area of contemporary legend research.
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APPENDIX I
Synopsis of

~Tales

of the SupernaturaF (1970)

A film produced by Sharon R. Sherman

'Tales of the Supernatural' focuses upon a group of children engaged in
a storytelling session and uses both sync-sound and narration. Rather
than document an event with an emphasis on the textual features, it
uses film footage to test hypotheses about the functions of telling ghost
and horror tales (generally classified as contemporary legends) and to
note the relationship between function and transmission in telling the
tales. Eleven tales are told including the well known 'Vanishing
Hitchhiker', 'The Hook' and 'The Boyfriend's Death'. In addition, the
film serves as visual documentation of Georges' hypothesis raised in
'Towards an Understanding of Storytelling Events', which discusses the
way in which such events are generated.
The film begins and ends with short narrated segments. Exterior
shots of a mysterious castle with a strange being running past are
followed by empty candlelit interiors. A male narrator asks questions to
set the mood:
'Who doesn' t know of a haunted house in his home town? Who hasn' t
felt the chill as a ghost brushed by him? Who hasn't had a nightmare
that was excruciatingly real, or hasn't listened to ghost stories around
a campfire and known they were true?'

This segment, though not scholarly, serves as a 'hook' (in Hollywood
terms) to capture student interest and frame the event.
After a short introductory explanation, the sound track comes and the
producer asks the group: 'This is the type of story I'm thinking about.
Does anyone know ... ?' Immediately, one of the participants states, 'I
know a story something like that . . ', and the storytelling session is
launched. The shift from the producer's voice speaking to the group, to
narrating the film, identifies the folklorist's presence in the group and
points out that any statements made in the narration are the hypotheses
of the folklorist. It further indicates how and why the event began and
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implies that both the research, and the analysis of its results, will be
presented simultaneously. At the same time, it sets forth the major
hypothesis of the film study, that the telling of such tales is a socially
approved means of expressing a belief in the supernatural.
'Tales of the Supernatural' examines the storytelling situation as a
unique communicative event focusing on and pointing out the roles,
kinesics, proxemics and remarks, reactions and tensions of the
participants. In this way it is useful as the study of a holistic event and
demonstrates how and why stories are told, how the social relationships
of the participants determine who will be the listeners and the tellers
and how these roles shift. The fact that each tale is a recreation, the
quality of which is dependent upon the skill and style of the individual
narrator, is also noted. On another level, the film discusses the process
of localising the setting of the tales and the use of aside remarks which
document the specific time, place and participants to establish and
reinforce the validity of belief in the supernatural expressed by the
stories. The film proves that this documentation is the nucleus of the
story. A functional analysis of certain individual tales is also presented.
Thus the film tests assumptions made by some folklorists that belief in
the supernatural diminishes as a culture becomes more rational and
demonstrates that these beliefs continue to be expressed via ghost
stories or legends. Because the collection of texts, isolated from the
comments of the tale tellers, caused folklorists to ignore the aside
remarks in which belief was expressed, the film also proves the necessity
of using a more holistic approach.

APPENDIX II
Abstracts of papers presented but not
received for publication

ARE LEGENDS NARRATIVES?
Gillian Bennett (paper presented at the 1984 seminar)
In an essay entitled 'The General Concept of Legend', Robert
Georges attempts to define legends and ironically concludes:
A legend is a story or narrative that may not be a story or narrative at
all; it is set in a recent or historical past that may be conceived to be
remote or anti-historical or not really past at all: it is believed to be
true by some, false by others, and both or neither by most. How do we
solve this riddle? (Robert Georges, 'The General Concept of Legend:
Some Assumptions to be Re-examined and Re-assessed', in Wayland
D. Hand, ed., American Folk Legend [Berkeley/Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1971], p. 18.)

'This brief introductory paper offers the first element of this 'riddle' for
discussion.
LOCATION IN RUMOUR LEGENDS
Georgina Boyes (paper presented at the 1984 seminar)
By 'placing' rumour legends in named locations, performers indicate
their attitude to the content of a narrative. This brief outline of the
factors involved in this aspect of performance represents both initial
findings and a request to other researchers for additional information.

PERTH GHOST STORIES
Sheila Douglas (paper presented at the 1984 seminar)
In the course of researching the story traditions of my own area, I have

come across three ghost stories involving people known to me
personally and also two stories that give a modem twist to the more
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traditional supematural tales and beliefs. These are 'The Ghost Above
the Floor', 'The Ghost in the Granary', 'The Ghost in the Schoolhouse',
'The Ghost on the Telephone' and 'The New Burkers'. This paper
presents the stories and sets them in a social and historical context.

FAMILY MURDER AS A FOLKTALE AND LITERARY MOTIF
Alec M. Shearman (Paper presented at the 1983 conference)
The most common British murder occurs in the family. Yet this crime
excites enormous attention and tales on this topic, based on fact(?) or
folktales, are readily believed and dwelt upon. Sylvia Grider's paper
on the 'Razor Blades in the Apples Syndrome', given at the 1982
conference, 1 provides evidence of similarities between the U.K. and
U.S.A. traditions. This paper presents some of the motifs involved in
the familiar murder themes, in life (?) and folktales, and includes a
discussion of the aesthetics of 'true' tales and their archetypal
attraction.
1. Sylvia Grider, 'The Razor Blades in the Applies Syndrome', in Paul Smith,
ed., Perspectives on Contemporary Legends: Proceedings of the Conference on
Contemporary Legends, Sheffield, july, 1982 (Sheffield: CECTAL 1984),

pp. 128-40.

SOMETHING TO GET YOUR TEETH INTOTHE APPLICATION OF 'CHANNEL THEORY'
TO CONTEMPORARY LEGENDS
Paul Smith (paper presented at the 1984 seminar)
The purpose of this paper is to explore the possible application of
'Channel Theory' and the concept of 'The Gatekeeper' to the
communication of Contemporary Legend. Developed by Dr. Kurt
Lewin in 1943 as part ofhis study of wartime food purchasing habits,
'Channel Theory' demonstrates how food, entering the home from a
variety of sources, moves through specific channels. 1 Importantly he
noted that each food travelled different paths in different flow
pattems. He also commented that food did not move by its own
impetus, but rather access to a specific channel was govemed by
'Gatekeepers'-individuals who decide the relevance and appropriateness of any item of food for the group of which they are a member.
The basics of this theory were later applied to the transmissions of
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news items-notably by David Manning White. 2 My intention is to
extend the model and apply it to Contemporary Legend.
1. Kurt Lewin, 'Channels of Group Life', Human Relations, (194 7),
pp. 143-53.
2. David Manning-White, 'The Gate-Keeper; A Case Study in the Selection
of News', Journalism Quarterly, 27:4 (1950), pp. 383-90.
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